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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 interviewing Mr. James Mathews. Mr. Mathews, thank you for
agreeing to be interviewed for this project. For the record can you please spell your first
and last name for me? Thank you.

J-a-m-e-s M-a-t-h-e-w-s.

I'd like to begin by asking you some biographical questions. When and where were you
born?

I was born in the old Maine General Hospital , 1941, in Portland, Maine.

Could you tell me something about your family background?

Well, my family has been in the state of Maine for a long time. We migrated from Nova Scotia
and my father lived in Sanford, Maine, and Springvale area, and then he met my mother and, who
was a resident of Portland , Maine. Her family had been in Portland for quite some time. After
that, you know I don't know how long it was before we were born because I haven't gotten that
part of the picture yet. Mainly, I have a twin sister named Anna Ruth Mathews Stewart, and
we've been here all our lives. I'm now 59 years old.

Can you tell me your parents' names and something about them?

My father's name was Oscar Mathews, Jr., and he worked for the railroad. Not like a chef, but
he was a cook on the railroad , and he traveled between Boston, Massachusetts , and Portland for a
number of years. And my mother , her name was LlewenaHill Mathews , and she was one of the
first graduates of Gorham Normal School which is now the University of Southern Maine. And
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she was an accomplished pianist, and she also was attempting to become a school teacher, but at
the time Black school teachers were not hired.

What about your grandparents?
My grandparents? They were not living when I was born, and I only know on my father's side;
my grandfather was Oscar, Sr. and my grandmother, I believe her name was Harriet. Anyhow,
she was half Indian; I have some Indian blood in my family. On my mother's side, I never met
my grandparents there, either. My grandfather-I'm not sure of his name because I never met
him-but I've heard the name and everything, but it just doesn't come to mind. But my
grandmother's name was Sarah Hill.

How many siblings do you have?
I have a twin sister and then I have another, her name is Anna Ruth. And I have a sister, Patricia
McAdams, and Charlotte Mathews, and a brother, Oscar Mathews III.

Where are they now?
My twin sister lives in Portland, and I have two sisters that live in Somerville; they both live in
Somerville at the moment. And my brother lives with my stepmother in Waltham, Mass. My
stepmother's name is Arizona Mathews, and she's 88 years old.

What was life like for you as a child?
Well, as a child I had a real good childhood as far as I'm concerned. I lived with my aunt and
uncle; their names were Hope Matthews and Kenneth Matthews. My uncle was an electrician,
and he had problems getting electrical jobs until he finally had to go to work for C.H. Robinson,
which is a paper company. As a child, I lived on Hall Street in South Portland, and I've lived all
my life in South Portland. And we had a house on the end of, almost on the end of the street that
my parents built. And we had three rooms that were finished, and then an addition has been built
on the back end of it that would have given us, I believe, it was planned that we would have had
another three rooms or so, including a bathroom. And at that time we did not have indoor
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plumbing and we did not really have hot water ; we had to heat the hot water , you know , and we
had no real bathtub situation at that time. We also had aan outdoor , what they would call an
outhouse type situation. So up until the time that the state took our home because I-295 was in
the process of being built , so we were reall y blessed to have the state take our home because , you
know , they gave us a small amount of money , of course , to move. And we finally moved from
there when I was 15 to Bonny Bank Terrace in South Portland , which is off of Evans Street. But
to go back to my childhood , we as children really lacked for nothing , as far as food , clothing , and
things of that nature. I remember getting a bicycle when I was about ten , you know. But my
parents , who were my aunt and uncle really , in real life, went without so that we could have some
of the things that people would probably take for granted today.

What is your educational background?
Well , I graduated from high school in 1960. Then in '61 and ' 62 I went to what they called
Southern Maine Vocational Technical Institute at the time , which is now SMTC. I graduated
with an associate's degree in electronics.

How did you like school?
I liked school very much. I did pretty well in school , in fact I graduated with honors from South
Portland High School in 1960.

Did you go to college?
I went to Southern Maine Technical Institute - Southern Maine Vocational Technical
Institute - which is a two-year school.

What kinds of jobs have you had in your life?
Well , besides shoveling snow and doing odd jobs when I was a kid, my first job was working at
Woolworth's in the lunch counter. And during the time when I was attempting to find work
when I was in high school , I applied for work at Grants , W. T. Grants in Portland , and was
refused because I was Black. And I believe I was the first Black person to work at Woolworth ' s
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when I started working there. And I worked there for about four years, so I think I started
working in ' 56 or somewhere around there. I remember I had a problem because at the time
minimum wage went up to a dollar and they refused to give it to me because I was a high school
student and they didn 't have to pay me. I guess I made eighty cents, and minimum wage went to
a dollar, but they wouldn't pay me. And when I was going to graduate they were willing to put
me on full time and give me a dollar an hour, and I refused to work for them. I figured if they
didn 't think I was worth a dollar when I was working hard for them and they had other people
working that didn 't want to work, I didn 't want to work for them. When I graduated from high
school, I then went to work for a lumber company. I can' t remember the name of it, but they
were on Broadway, just before Evans street. There was a lumber company that took over for that
building that's no longer there. But that's the area where I worked. I worked there for a year to
finance my SMVTI cost, for school. I worked full time for the lumber company and I worked
part time for Kippy ' s Service which is not far from here.

Can you tell me about your own family?

My own family? I'm married to Lorene Mathews and we have 5 children. We live in South
Portland , Maine. We have been there for 26 years plus.

Where are your children today?

Excuse me?

Where are your children today and what are they doing?

Oh. We have two children who still live in Portland. The oldest girl, Sylvia, she's married and
has two children. My son, Dennis , still lives with us at the moment. He had moved out and
found that the cost was too great at the moment so he moved back in. He's checking it out to see
what he can do. We have one son, Robert James, Jr., who lives in Connecticut. I don't' know
why I can 't come up with a name. I can't think of the name. That' s understandable because I do
that all the time. But he lives in Connecticut, and he' s married and he has two boys. We have
two other daughters , Priscilla and Jacqueline , that live in the Norfolk, Virginia, area. Jackie has
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two children and Priscilla has three children.

Now I'd like to talk to you about family and community traditions. How long have you
been in Maine?
I've been in Maine all my life. Fifty-nine years plus.

When and why did your family come to Maine?
Well my family came to Maine , they immigrated from Nova Scotia, and I know they lived in
Augusta for a while , on my father's side. And then they moved to Springvale-Sanford area and
so on. On my mother ' s side, I believe they've always lived in the Portland area , although I don ' t
have the full details on my mother ' s side. Although they have done some extensive , what do
they call it, background work. It's not roots , but I can't come up with the term. But anyhow , it' s
a biographical history of your family.

Family tree?
Yeah , the family tree. And I haven 't really had a chance to see it, to see exactly how my
mother ' s side of the family came to Portland , but like I say, I personally have been here longer
than my sisters-for 59 years.

How did you think that living in Maine affected your family's life experiences?
Well , I happen to believe that Maine is a great place to live. I have personally moved around the
country as far as visiting is concerned and working and so on. I've worked quite a bit around
New England and so on, because that ' s how my job worked out. I've enjoyed visiting other
cities and other states and so on, but to me there ' s no place like Maine. You know. I like the
four seasons. I like snow except for when I have to shovel it [laughter] And, of course, the
summers are too short , but , you know , I like the lobster and seafood, and no doubt about it I like
food. I think that ' s one of the reasons why I'm still here. I haven 't really found anywhere else
where I would really want to live at this time.
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What was your experience raising children?
Okay. Raising children, I found that the school systems in Portland and South Portland-I
believe-- are good systems. But the problem that even I had as a school kid. I thought that the
only problems that I had and I believe that they had was at least two things. One is that the
guidance system that I had and that they had I don't' believe that they received the
encouragement and the general overall guidance that they really needed to get all that they could
out of school. In my own situation, I never saw a guidance counselor until I was a senior ready to
graduate. Then I found out, 'Oh gee, you know, you have the grades that you could go to college
or whatever.' You know what I mean? But nobody told me why you should take this subject or
you should take that subject and so on and so forth. In other words, there was no guidance. And
I believe that the problem was still there with my own children, you know, when they were going
to school. I was kinda upset one time when my daughter, Priscilla, was at North School in
Portland and they were listening to records and crap like that which I thought was inappropriate,
you know. You know, it's good to listen to some music, I suppose, but every day you're gonna
listen to music? I mean, that's not the object of school. You should be learning about what you
need to learn. And also one of my pet themes is that I believe in diversity in the schools. I don't
believe that the smart, smart kids should be segregated from your average child because that way
the average child doesn't get to interact with the smarter child and vice versa. I believe that, you
know, there is a time when you may have to be cut loose to a certain degree, but they oughta be
exposed to each other. You know what I mean? Because what that smart child might know can
rub off onto the child that may not be as wise or whatever and vice versa. We can all learn from
one another.

In what ways were you involved in your children's lives to help them succeed in life?

In what ways? Well, basically we provided a good roof over their head and they had plenty to
eat. [laughter] We attempted to keep them clothed and so on and so forth. I believe as far as
their schooling is concerned, they did not choose to go to school. Like my son is a fuefighter, so
when he finally decided what he wanted to do, he was able to go to school on his own to become
qualified. I have another daughter that when she was living in Florida she went to school down
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there. In fact , I have two children that lived in Florida for a while and they went to school in
Florida for other education , to gain knowledge in that sense. So basically I haven 't really
provided college education for them because they at the time didn 't require it or didn't seem to
be needing it at the moment. We have helped them in other ways, you know, financially and
other ways to keep them going ahead.

What are some of the most important holidays that you celebrate?
I celebrate every holiday I can, to tell you the truth. [laughter] But I guess you 're probably
thinking of, you know , Christmas , Martin Luther King ' s birthday , and Thanksgiving , Easter.

What special traditions do you and your family have during these holidays?
Well , basically I would say that we all try to get together. Say we go down to Connecticut to my
son ' s house and fellowship with his family. My daughter and her family would go down also.
And they would come up here And Christmas is usually held over at our house because we seem
to have at the moment the largest space and it was easier to get everybody together at our house ,
where we live now. We go to my daughter ' s house for Thanksgiving and other special days and
fellowship over there and so on, and just generally have a good time. So we travel to the various
homes , you know. Since I live in South Portland , my daughter lives in Portland , and my son
lives in Connecticut , we ' re closer together. And then my daughters will come up from either
Florida or Norfolk and they'll visit in the summer , or one of my daughters came back home for
Christmas. So we do a lot of getting together.

Were these traditions passed on by your parents or grandparents?
I believe that for my parents the big tradition at the time was getting together on Fourth of July,
and going up to Sebago Lake. And we would all meet. At one time we would all meet at the
church I belong to, Green Memorial AME Zion Church on Munjoy Hill. And when I first started
going as a child , the church would rent a bus and we would go up there , to Sebago Lake , and all
picnic together . And everybody came from far away, Washington , D.C ., and other parts of our
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family would all come together. And that used to be the big day where everybody would get
together and it was quite a 'to do.' And then as people either moved away or things started
getting crowded at the lake or whatever, for me personally, the tradition kind of went by the way
side. We wouldn't go to the lake, but we may see everybody up on Munjoy Hill where the Fisher
family lived. We would all congregate up there and then we'd go up for the fireworks that they
had on the promenade and like that.

What is the most important lesson you learned from your parents?

Ah, I think one of the most important lessons that I learned was a combination either of helping
the children as well as, you know, living for yourself. I especially feel bad that my aunt-actually
she was my mother, who was my aunt Hope-I feel bad that she went without to provide for my
sister and I and I feel that I would have been happier in my mind if she didn't have to sacrifice so
much just for my sister and I. And I believe that a happy medium has to be placed there. That
you don't give up everything just to make your children succeed-or I hope you wouldn ' t have to,
you know. That's my biggest thought.

What are your family reunions like?

Well, when we talk about the Mathews family reunions and also the Fisher family reunions,
because they're a part of our family. We all evolved from the Mathews really, and, of course, my
name is Mathews. We had a family reunion in Nova Scotia that I went to in 1998. It was July; I
think it was the 14th thru the 16th, or something like that, that we had a reunion up there in Nova
Scotia. Shelbyville, I believe it was. And that's where our family came from. And then we had
a family reunion in 1995 also; it was the first Mathews reunion that we had, and that was held in
South Portland at the Sheraton. [side B] Okay, like I said, we had our first reunion in 1995, and
then we had another one that was held in Shelbyville, Nova Scotia in 1998 in July. And that one
was very good because we had to all go over on the Scotia Prince to get to Nova Scotia. So that
was an interesting trip.

How often are they held?
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Basically we' ve tried to hold them every two years, but we should have had another one in the
year 2000 . But for some reason we didn't have it. And I haven't heard anything for the year
2001 yet, so I would assume that the perhaps the earliest we're going to have another reunion
could possibly be in 2002.

What can you tell me about your neighborhood?

I live in a very nice neighborhood. I enjoy it very, very much. Like I say we moved there
twenty-six years ago-October of ' 74-and , you know, we had a new house built and so on.
We've added some rooms and so on that we did ourselves. We have another unattached garage.
I love it. My wife has a beautiful garden and animals and stuff outside; just quite the thing. We
have enough room where we can have a lot of people over there. The kids like to play
basketball; I like to play basketball myself. You know, so we got a hoop out. But the area that
we live in: once you get off Broadway into there, it's like another world. You know, there ' s a lot
of trees there; still really sticks. [laughter] It' s really nice. I like it all year long, but I really like
it in the summer time.

The third topic is activism and leadership. What community or religious groups have you
participated in during your life so far?

Well, I was a boy scout and I strongly liked their stand. I belong to the Green Memorial African
Methodist Episcopal Zion Church; I'm a trustee, choir member, and so on up there. I m a life
member of the NAACP. I was president of the local branch from 1973 to 1976. And . those are
basically my activities. I have not been involved with the NAACP as much as I probably would
have liked, lately, you know. I support the events that they have and so on.

What roles did you play in these groups?

In the church at the Green Memorial AME Zion Church I'm a trustee board member , I'm
president of the lay council, I used to be an usher. I'm in the men' s choir and the mass choir.
Basically just do anything I can to help our church. As far as the NAACP is concerned like I
already stated , I've been a member for thirty-some years probably and I have been the president
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from 1973 to 1976. No , I beg your pardon , that was 1971 to 1976. Correction , correction. Five
years.

What were some of the contributions that you made in your community?
Well , what have I made as a contribution to the community? I guess I'd have to say that I've
managed to pay my taxes every year. (laughter] I'm there. I associate with all my neighbors.
Specifically , I really couldn ' t say too much about a contribution to the community.

Can you tell me about any particular challenges that you or your family faced? How did
you face and overcome these challenges?

Hmmm. Well , that's a good question. I guess, you know, life is a challenge. Coming up as a
child , you know , we had a problem with a lack of finance. My uncle acted as my father. He
was held back financially because he had the skills of an electrician , but he wasn 't able to use
them. And so I believe that that would be a challenge ; you know. We were held back from being
financially able to fund our needs on his standpoint. As far as myself is concerned , I don ' t really
have any regrets. I was able to get two years of school that provided me with what I needed to
get a job. I was able to work for a setter with New England telephone , then it evolved into
American Telegraph and Telephone, AT&T. I worked for almost thirty-seven years with them
before I finally retired last April. The challenge is, I guess, to have enough funds to fund your
needs. You know , to have a roof over your head. We were able to obtain the house that we have
now and I thank God for that.

Who do you see in the community as a leader?
Well , my pastor , Reverend Margaret Lawson. Also Reverend Steve Coleman , here at Williams
Temple. The president of the NAACP, of course , Neville Knowles. There are a number of
people that are leaders that work in these churches and with the NAACP , you know. Other
people that I have met that I probably couldn't give you a specific name, but there are many
people that lead. It just depends on the capacity that they're involved with. I believe when you
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have the church , your organizations that you' re involved with, and so on, there are a number of
leaders that even if they 're not in, say, a leadership role may be a leader, a de facto leader.
Someone that has a lot of influence could possibly be a leader.

Who sees you as a leader?
That is a good question . I think that the people at NAACP when I was president saw me as a
leader. I believe that organizations that I headed at the church have seen me as a leader. So,
specifically names I couldn ' t really say- a name as to who would see me as a leader. But I
believe that I have been a leader over my lifetime and I probably still have leadership qualities.

What are some special and unique things about the African American community here in
Portland?
Can you repeat that question again?

What are some of the special and unique things about the African American community
here in Portland?
Well , I believe special things is that we all seem to have a bond here in this area. And I think
that when you use the term African American , I believe that you' re really saying something now
because we have African people here as well as the people that migrated here, either from slavery
or whatever, that are called African American. And I think that when we all seem to get together
it's quite a joyful time. And I think most of the time that we get together is due mainly, although
we all, you know , we have different faiths, but I believe the Christian aspect of our faiths is what
is more telling. I think that when we get together either at Williams Temple or Green Memorial
or at their church , there ' s so much joy in praising the Lord that it' s just such a special time that
we all have. And it' s quite an eyeopener for me as a person to see the different customs , the
different clothing , although I'd been familiar with kente cloth and stuff like that before . But to
see the outfits that are around today up close and personal, it's really an eye opener.

What did you bring today that has special meaning for you? Can you tell me about it?
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What did I bring today?

That has special meaning to you.
Basically , I brought myself, and that has special meaning. I didn't bring anything in particular
that was special. My wife is here today and she' s special.

Is there anything else you'd like to add to this interview about your family, your
community, or your personal leadership?
Well, the only thing I can really say would be that I thank God for my life. He' s been good to me
and my family. I just would like to acknowledge the fact that Jesus Christ is the head of my life.
That I just want to say thank you for the opportunity to be interviewed, and hope that whatever I
may have to say would help someone else.

Well, thank you for allowing us to interview you today. This is the end of the "Home Is
Where I Make It" interview with Mr. Mathews.
Thank you.
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