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This is the "Home Is Where I Make It" oral history project. Today is May 23, 2001, in
Portland, Maine. I am Aretha Williams and I am interviewing Mrs. June McKenzie. Mrs.
McKenzie, thank you for agreeing to interview for this project. For the record, can you
please spell your first and last name for me? Thank you.
June. Capital J-u-n-e. My last name is McKenzie; M-c-K-e-n-z-i-e.

I'd like to begin by asking you some biographical questions. When and where were you
born?
I was born right here in Portland, Maine, 1929.

Can you tell me something about your family background?
I came from a large family; I was one of twelve children. Most of them are deceased; I still have
two sisters and one brother living, besides myself.

Can you tell me about your parent's name and something about them?
My mother was Florence Eastman Williams, and she was a homemaker. She worked at the USO
Center during the War , and many of the boys used to call her 'Mom Williams .' And my Dad was
a truck driver. First he owned his own garage. He graduated from Tuskegee College. And he
was a truck driver in Maine for forty-five years, was several times voted trucker of the year, and
he was a sharp steward at his job.

How about your grandparents?
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My grandparents were Annie Eastman and George Eastman. And my grandfather was a barber,
and he had three brothers that were barbers. And his father was a barber. They had one of the
first barber shops in Portland, Maine, down on the waterfront on Fore Street.

How many siblings do you have?
I have two sisters and one brother right now.

Where are they now?
I have three sisters. My oldest sister is in St. Croix in the Virgin Islands; she retired there. And I
have one sister in Connecticut, and one sister here in Portland, and a brother in South Portland.

So were they all born here in Portland?
They were all born in Portland, yes.

What was life like for you as a child?
Well, I had a pretty nice childhood. Not as nice as my sisters and brothers, because when they
were home my father was there, too. But he wasn't there after I was 13, I guess. We always
lived in our own home and had a big yard and flowers and nice neighbors. We were the only
Black family in the area, but we still got along well. And now I live, like, a block and a half
away from where I grew up.

What is your educational background?
I graduated from Portland High School in 1947, I attended one year of Northeastern Business
College, and I took several courses for AIB-that's American Institute of Banking-because I
worked in a bank.

How did you like school?
I loved school. I loved, you know, being out with other children and playing sports. And at that
time the sports at school was all intramural. But I was captain of the badminton team and the
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basketball team. Swimming.

Did you go to college?
I attended Northeastern Business for a year and then the American Institute of Banking; I took
several courses there. Mostly it was business and banking.

What did you study?
Business and banking.

What kinds of jobs have you had in your life?
Well, early I worked in a fish factory, and I worked in a sewing factory, and I ran an elevator
because that was the only kind of jobs you could get then. And then I became a cashier at Arians
Department store. I was there from the day it opened 'til the day it closed; that was, like, eleven
and a half years. And then I went to work at People's Heritage-People's Bank-it was Portland
Savings and now it's People's Heritage. I worked there 21 and a half years, and I retired in
1995.

Can you tell me about your own family?
Yes, once again I have a big family. I have eight children.

Eight children.
And I was married, but I'm not now. But I'm still friendly with their father.

So you were married.
Yes.

Where are your children today?
I have a daughter in California and a son in Arizona. And the rest of them are all here in
Portland. And my daughter in California is a teacher; my son in Arizona is an advisor at the
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University of Arizona. My one daughter here is a teacher, my other daughter is supervisor of the
civil court in the city of Portland. One other daughter is a social worker, and one son, he works
for the aged, delivering meals and things. He's a foreman at that job ; he ' s been there like 25
years. And another son is a machinery maintenance person, and my youngest son is a meter
reader at Central Maine Power. And three of my children have master ' s degree , and the fourth
one is working on hers, and my son is working on his Ph.D.

Good memory. Do you have any grandchildren?

Yes, I have. One daughter has two children, a boy and a girl. My son has a boy and a girl.
James has one daughter ; Lisa has two daughters. And I have two foster granddaughters plus I
had two foster sons besides my own. And I'm very proud of my grandchildren. My oldest
grandson is sixteen and he just got inducted into the National Honor Society. My youngest
grandson is twelve and he just got inducted into the National Junior Honor Society .

Congratulations. Can you telJ me something about them?

They are really great kids. They're all good in academics and music and sports. Well , I'm a
grandmother , I have to brag. They're doing real well. I was just out to California the first of the
month , and my oldest grandson and my next oldest granddaughter were in a dance recital for
their school of the performing arts. And he danced in three of the parts of the program and he
sang a solo at the end and it was beautiful. And my granddaughter sang, who plays the
saxophone , sings, dances. And she plays the piano. And in Arizona, the grandson there plays the
saxophone. They're all active in sports and swimming and things.

Now I'd like to talk to you about your family and community traditions.

How long have

you been in Maine?

All my life.

When and why did your family come to Maine?

Well, I' m, what, fifth-generation Mainer, so my grandparents, my great-grandparents , my great-
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great-grandparents all lived here.

How do you think that living in Maine affected your family's life experiences?
Well, growing up, when I was growing up you didn't hear much about Black history, only from
my Dad. When were bad, he wouldn't punish us-you know-spank us or anything. He'd make
us read poetry and read about Black historians and about Black history. And he always told us,
'You have to be better than everybody else.' If you do something-as well as somebody, you
always have to be better because, you know, they tend not to give you credit for what you do. So.
And that was when I graduated from high school. You know, I got fairly decent grades, and then
when I went out to get a job I couldn't get a job, but I saw people there who hardly passed in
school and they were waiting on me. And I could never get a job, and that was really
troublesome. But we had a good family life. Our neighborhood was friendly. It was like people
hanging over the fence talking to each other. And you could go away on weekends and leave
your house open and the neighbors would take care. It was really different than today when you
have to lock your door every time you go outside.

What was your experience raising children?
Well, first of all, I had really good kids, so I was lucky that way. You have to train a child when
they're small, values and things. And when they go to school, you have to be a part of whatever
they do and be a part of the PTA and things like that because if you don't take an interest in what
your kids are doing, then the people at school won't take an interest in them, either. I mean, if
they know you're there for your children, then they get better care, you know. And I work a lot
with the NAACP and I try to tell parents that if your child is in school, even if you can't speak
the language, go and let them know that you're interested in your child's future, you know. Like
when my daughter was in the seventh grade and she was getting ready to figure out what she was
gonna be and she applied. She was gonna go to college, and the teacher told her, 'You can take
that off of there, because you 're not college material.' And she came home and told me and I
said, 'If she's willing enough to work hard to go to college, you have no right to tell her that she
can't.'

But otherwise ifl hadn't been interested in what she was doing, then I would never know
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that that happened . And it happens today all the time , you know. They try to put kids of color in
one group and so parents have to vigilant. I mean , they say even though the civil rights
movement cleared up a lot of that stuff, you still have to be vigilant.

What are some of the most important holidays that you celebrate?
Well , we are very family oriented . So we celebrate everybody ' s birthday , and Mother ' s Day ,
Father ' s Day.

Do you celebrate Christmas?
On yes, naturally . Christmas and Thanksgiving. Still, even though the kids are all over, we pull
names around Thanksgiving and everybody has a special person for Christmas.

How about Kwanzaa?
My oldest daughter is in Kwanzaa. And I participate in it, but the other kids- Ellen doesn ' t; the
other children do not.

What are some special traditions that you and your family have during these holidays?
Well , we always get together for Thanksgiving , as many as possible. Now that I'm older , I don 't
have to cook. If we go to my daughter's house or one of my sons' house, everybody brings
something. Somebody does a turkey, somebody does a ham, you know. We always have more
than our own family , so we end up about twenty , twenty-two people, you know, usually.

Are any of these traditions passed on from your grandparents or your great grandparents?
Well , I don't know. My grandparents died before I was born. And it' s what my mother used to
do, so I guess she probably did that, too.

What is the most important lessons that you learned from your parents?
Be proud of who you are and do the best that you can do no matter what your job is, even it's
scrubbing floors or whatever. Do the best that you can all the time. My father said , ' Be proud of
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who you are.' That was our guidelines. And even before the 'black is beautiful' thing came out,
my father told us, 'Just be proud of who you are.'

Do you have family reunions?

Oh, yes we do, and they're really big. My sister in Connecticut has, what, seven children, and my
sister in the islands has three, and my other sister has one. And all our families and our
grandchildren and everything, we all get together on Fourth of July and have a picnic at Sebago
Lake, which started out as a big church thing. Our church did it every year, and we've just kept
up the tradition.

What can you tell me about your neighborhood?

Well, my neighborhood now is not too nice. There's only three houses on my side of the street.
And across the street there's a big apartment house and the people tend to move frequently. But
they're all friendly. They're kinda noisy in the summer time because their apartments get hot,
and they sit on the sidewalk. But where I grew up, just down over the hill, which was Anderson
Street, they tore our house down to build Kennedy Park area. But we had great neighbors there.
And some of them have passed on, but we remained friendly, you know, all through our lifetime.
We had, we had really great neighbors.

Now I'm going to talk to you about the third topic, activism and leadership. What
community or religious groups have you participated in during your life so far?

I've been a member of the NAACP for 35-more than that-36 or 37 years. And I'm an active
member of Green Memorial AME Zion Church.

And where is Green Memorial?

On Sheridan Street, up on the hill.

What roles did you play in these groups?

Well, in church I am a former class leader. I'm a member of two choirs. I used to be head of the
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missionary board; now I'm a trustee.

Of Green Memorial?

Of Green Memorial Church. And before, we used to have chicken dinners every third Thursday
in the month, and I used to work those. And I was a member of the ways and means for several
years. And I go to church every Sunday that I'm home. I always go. Church is a '_veryactive part
of my life. And the NAACP is. We always lived in our own home. And in the sixties we had a
fire, and I had a lot of children. And when I went to find a rent, they wouldn't give me a rent. I
mean, they'd say I could have it until they saw me, and then they'd say it was rented. And I
never realized until that point, because we always lived in our own home, that prejudice was not
only in jobs, but in housing and everything. And it's from then on I worked in the NAACP. And
I was secretary for several years, and treasurer for several years, and vice president. And now
I'm a member of the executive committee. We try to help people when they have discriminatory
things in their lives, especially in the school department and jobs. So, a lot oftimes I'm working
in the background, but that's a very active part of my life. You know. I've been to several
NAACP conventions, and worked for the New England region. So that's an ongoing thing. It's
too bad that more Blacks don't join because they never call the NAACP until they get into
trouble. And you know it makes a big difference.

What are some contributions that you made in the community?

Well, mostly, you know, working with the NAACP. I don't know if you'd call them
contributions, but I always man the phones at the NAACP office. Or mostly, before the last few
years, we used to take the calls at home and then disseminate them to who they needed to go to.
Now we have a new office which is being renovated. On 151 Federal Street. And we have the
Martin Luther King breakfast. And I always coordinate the gospel extravaganza. We've done
that; last year was our twentieth year. And I work sometimes with PeaceAction Maine. And, you
know, a lot of the civil rights groups in town.

What do you feel or think about your participation in these groups?
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I think it's important that I participate because a lot of people in middle age, like young adults.
30s and 35, they think that they just got their jobs because they were there, but the NAACP did a
lot of work to try to make sure that the people with the right qualifications got the jobs that they
were eligible for. And sometimes in job situations, there's a lot of discrimination. And we tried
to work with the people and work with the employers and try to wipe that out. People in general
think that there's not racism working today, but if you're Black you know every day of our life
you face it somewhere. Maybe sometimes it's very subtle, and sometimes it's worse. That's the
things that we do. And even though we work for the NAACP, we don't get paid. It's completely
volunteer, but somebody has to do it. And it's hard to get young people to get out there and get
interested because they figure they've got their jobs and they're doing fine and everything. But
they don't realize that if it wasn't for the NAACP none ofthis would be possible, even in the city
of Portland. We sued the school committee with the civil rights department in Massachusetts to
make sure things are better, and we're still working on it. Even though they say they're
cooperating, they aren't always. It's an ongoing thing. You have to be vigilant.

Can you tell me about a particular challenge you faced so far?

Well, I'm getting old. And, you know, sometimes you feel kinda tired and figure 'Why should I
do this?' But you have to keep on keeping on. The biggest thing is trying to get people
interested. Moses Sebunya was our president up until last year, and he was very active; we've
had a lot of good presidents. But we really need help because the membership fee went up to
thirty dollars and everybody says, 'Why should I pay thirty dollars?' But they pay thirty dollars
for every other thing: they buy magazines and pay thirty dollars a year and they do this. And it's
critical that we keep this civil rights group alive.

So you overcame those. How did you overcome these challenges, though?

Well, our motto at home was always to treat others the way you'd like to be treated, and that's
what we do. You know. If you treat people kindly-but don't bow down to them, you know-just
tell them you want to be treated the same way they want to be treated. You want your children to
have the same kind of education that they want. And they say, 'Well, what do Blacks like?'

-9-

Blacks are like every other person: they want the best for their children, they want a good home
to live in, they want good schools, and they want their children to be treated fairly. And that's
my goal in life: to keep on fighting until things are right.

What is the relationship between your family's success and your participation in the
community?

Well,just like I said, I always taught the children to do the best they could and be the best that
they could. And, you know, sometimes they'd say, 'Well, I don't want to do this.' And it was
good when the younger children were young because my daughter taught at Jack when they were
there, and my son worked for the City of Portland at the police athletic league and he worked
here in City Hall. And I guess they knew a lot of people, so we knew where they were all the
time. You know. After school they'd go and play sports at the police station or they'd be in
sports at school. And they had a system. You had to be home every night for dinner. You know.
And there wasn't any screaming and yelling; if you had a problem, we had family council
meetings. And it was sort of diplomatic. You know. I worked two jobs a lot oftimes when they
were growing up. It was hard, but we told them that education was important, and so, therefore,
five out of the eight graduated from college. And three have their master's-no, four have their
masters. And one is working for the Ph.D. And everywhere I go I hear nice things about them,
because they'll say, ' Your kids are so nice to everyone.' And it makes me proud. They've never
given me any trouble; they've never been in jail. So they're nice productive kids. I have to brag.
And they have a lot of friends. And our neighbors, when they were little, all the kids would
come to my house. And if they had problems, they'd come to me and my friend, Janet, who lived
downstairs. And still now, even though they've moved away, when they come back home they
always come to see Mrs. McKenzie and Mrs. Johnson. So it's been a really nice life, and I can't
complain.

Who do you see in the community as a leader?

Well, I think Moses Sebunya is a good leader. He is sometimes brash, but he speaks softly and
carries a big stick. And I think a lot of people don't like him, but he does a lot of things for
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people and for the City of Portland that people don't realize. He talks to not only the small
person, but he talks to the bank presidents and the corporate loaners and the business owners, and
he intercedes for us. And he's done a lot of good things while he was in office, and he is still
doing it. And a lot of people don't like his attitude, but he treats people kindly when they
deserve kindness and not kindly when they don't. I think he is a young man who is up and
commg.

How do you see yourself as a leader?
Well, I don't think I'm a leader. I'm just a mother and a person that's interested in everybody's
welfare. And I'm interested in my church. My pastor, Reverend Margaret Lawson, she's a good
leader, too, in the community. She's active. And Reverend Jeffrey Mcilwain, he's assistant
pastor; he also works in the sheriff's department at the jail. He's the chaplain at the jail. We
have a lot of senior citizens, like Mr. Talbot and Mr. Knowles-he's the president of the NAACP
now. And Mrs. Johnson. And Mrs. Hershey. They're all active in doing things for youth, which
is our most important product. If we can't get the youth going then-we need to because we're all
getting older and we can't keep doing the things we're doing much longer. So we need to have
young people in there to keep up the fight for us and for themselves. You know.

What are some special and unique things about the African American community here in
Portland?
Well, I think, I think we've come a long way. The African American community has grown
tremendously since I was a child. When I graduated from Portland High School, there was over
four hundred students and I was the lone Black person in my class. And now it's such a treat to
walk down the street and see all these faces that look like me. You know, when I was little there
was hardly anyone that looked like me. Because I lived on this end of town and most of the
Black people lived on the other end. And it's really something to be proud of, to see. And Black
people own homes and own businesses and they're doing fine. And it just goes to show that if
we had this freedom to be-freedom in jobs, freedom in education and freedom
everywhere-before,

think of what we've done. As it was, black people invented some of the
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greatest things in the world , like blood plasma and traffic lights and all different kinds of
machinery. And we ' ve given a lot to this country, and I think it's time that this country gave
something back to us and recognized that we are a great people and we were here before many of
the other people . And no matter what: when it comes to minorities , we 're always on the end.
They have Germans and English and Russian and Cambodians and all different kinds of
nationalities, and they get on our bandwagon that minorities and then women, and still the Blacks
always get the end of the line. We've come a long way, but we still have a long way to go.
We've got to put on a happy face and be the best that we can be in everything we do. You know.
I'm so proud to see kids now graduating from high school and planning to go to college. And it's
important. Education is the biggest thing in life. If you don't have an education - that little piece
of paper-you'll be stuck in a rut and never be able to go any further , you know , unless you get
out there and try to learn as much as you can, and be the nicest person that you can be. I know
sometimes it's really hard when you're faced with racism every day of your life, but you ' ve got
to keep on keeping on.

Were you involved in the civil rights movement?
Well, yes , since I worked with the NAACP, over civil rights things. We did marches and went to
Washington and wrote letters and carried placards and did everything that we could. You know.
Even though we were way up here in Maine , when the freedom fighters came here we realized
that we had to get out there and fight. And that's what we did. We have to fight still today for
housing and jobs and things; they'll try to keep you back, but you have to keep on keeping on.

Do you have any memories of this time period?
I went to one of the marches on Washington. Not the big one. You know , here in Maine, we
mostly heard through the media about the things that were going on. But Mr. Knowles and Mr.
Talbot were active; they went to the marches. And we'd do our part here, to try to make things
the best that they are here . And during that time when Martin Luther King was doing his
peaceful demonstrations. we were abreast of all that and did our best here to do whatever we
could for freedom for everyone.

-12-

Is there anything else you would like to add to this interview about your family, your
community, or your own personal leadership?
No. I am just grateful that I have a good family, and I would not like to live anyplace else but
Maine. I've been everywhere. My children in California are saying, 'Come out here and live,'
and the one in Arizona is saying, 'Come out here and live.' And I go and visit, but Maine is a
beautiful place to live. It has the four seasons. Sometimes they're a little drastic; last winter was
a typical old-time winter like we used to have when I was little. We used to climb out the
second-floor windows into the snow in the winter. But I really think Maine is the place. I love
my church. I just like people mostly. And I retired from People's Heritage Bank five years ago.
But now, since October, I've been working here at the City of Portland. First, I worked full
time, and now I work two days a week at the city clerk's office. And I love it. Working keeps
you young.

Thank you for allowing me to interview you today. This is the end of the "Home Is Where
I Make It" interview with Mrs. McKenzie. Thank you.
Thank you.
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