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This is the "Home Is Where I Make It" oral history project. Today is June 4, 2001, in
Portland, Maine. I am Amber Panzella (A-m-b-e-r P-a-n-z..e-1-1-a),and I am interviewing
Mr. Edgar Anderson. Thank you, Mr. Anderson, for agreeing to be interviewed on this
project. For the record1could you please spell your fint and last name for me?
First name Edgar, E-d-g-a-r . Last name Anderson , A-n-d-e-r-s-o-n .

Thank you. I'd like to begin by asking you some biographical questions. When and where
were you born?
I was born in 1950 in a south suburb of Chicago called Harvey, Illinois.

Could you tell me something about your family background? Can you tell me more: your
parents' names and something about them? Or your grandparents?
I am a junior. My Dad's name was Edgar. My mother's name was Charlotte . I have five sisters,
no brothers; my sisters are Charlotte, Cynthia, Deborah, Dana, and Angela. I have one sister in
California, one in Texas, and me here in Maine, and everybody else basically remains at home in
Chicago. As far as my background, my parents, on my mother's side, my grandmother is Cree
Indian from Canada; my grandfather is half-German and half-Black. His father- my great
grandfather-was a shoemaker; his name was Shoefenhaufer . And my grandmother, my great
grandmother was a former slave from Cincinnati, Ohio. On my father's side, his mother was the
daughter of a sharecropper and a slave from Biloxi, Mississippi . And my grandfather on my
father's side was from Virginia, and he was the distant child of two former slaves.

What was life like for you as a child?
-1-

Well, being the second of six children and the only boy in the family, it was sort of different for
me. Not having any brothers set up sort of how I was raised. My parents were divorced when I
was ten, so I grew up in a house with six women: my mom and my five sisters. So, I learned to
do everything that women traditionally do. I can cook, clean, sew, bake. I grew up doing all that.
Clean house and doing all of those things. From the standpoint of being Black, I grew up in a
Black neighborhood and went to a high school somewhat similar to Portland, however there were
5000 kids in my high school. There were about 3000 white kids and 2000 Black kids. The Black
kids were U.S.-bom Black Americans. They weren't from different countries; everybody was
from the neighborhood. So that made things a bit different than they are here. We didn't have
fights and we didn't have riots and those sorts of things. I grew up in the '60s when there were
riots and all the civil rights unrest in the South. I grew up seeing that on television and not
seeing it in my neighborhood and wondering 'wow, things look pretty bad,' you know, down in
Mississippi and down South. It wasn't until 1975 when I actually lived in the South that I got an
opportunity to see and have an experience where I was involved in something like that. So,
that's kind of a little bit of background. In my elementary school, there were only two white kids
inmy class.

Thank you. What is your educational background? How did you like school?

I liked school. I was a good student. My mother always wanted us to do well in school. In high
school I was in the National Honors society. I was captain of our football team, I was captain of
our wrestling team, and I was also homecoming king. The year that I was homecoming king was
the first year that we ever had a Black homecoming king and homecoming queen. We had had
Black homecoming kings, but we had never had a Black homecoming queen. We had never had
a Black cheerleader, either. In 1968 we had a black cheerleader who was also captain of the
cheerleading team. So we were homecoming king and queen. She later became a model for
Ebony Fashion Fair and whatever. When I graduated from high school, I went to the Military
Academy at West Point. The other part of my education was as a cadet going into West Point.
There were 1200 students admitted the year that I went, in 1968, and of those 1200 students only
10 were Black students.
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That must have been hard.

In all of West Point, in all four classes there were 4000 cadets and only 21 Black students in the
whole school. I graduated from West Point in 1972, and seven years later, in 1979, I went to
graduate school at Yale. I have a graduate degree in Yale in business management and human
resources. So that's my formal education.

What kind of jobs have you had in your life?
When I graduated from West Point, I went into the army as an officer, which is what you have to
do when you get out. I was a basic training officer at Fort Jackson, South Carolina, which is in
the South. And my first job out of college was that job, which is what you have to do once you
graduate from West Point. I was a basic training officer. I don't know if you have any idea what
that person does. But you see the movies where all the brand new people in the Army are getting
all yelled at and they have to do push ups and screaming. Yeah, so that s what I did. [laughter]
for three years. I was the first person that new people saw and all these movies where .. .I don't'
know if you saw Lou Gossett where he had those trainees, all the brand new trainees, but I sort of
did that for three years . Then I went to work for Dow Chemical as a project engineer. I did that
in South Carolina. I did that for one year, and then I moved after having a severe racial incident
in South Carolina where I was almost killed by a bunch of white people. I left South Carolina
and moved to New York.

What happened?
I was in a bar one night and this woman asked me to dance. So I got uo to dance with her. The
woman was white. I didn't bother me that she asked me to dance, but we started dancing and the
next thing I know the band stopped playing and all these people were in my face. And so, I
moved. I left town a couple of weeks after that and moved to New Yark. And I worked for a
company called Cummins Engine Company, and was working in human resources and personnel.
I did that for three years, and then I went to graduate school for two years. After graduate school,
I worked for Hewlett Packard as a human resources person in Cleveland, Ohio. I had
responsibility for the Cleveland office; Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania; and Charleston, West Virginia.
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That's where I'm from.
Cleveland?

No, Pittsburgh.
Pittsburgh. Okay.

I lived there.
So I did that and then after that, that's when I moved to Portland. I moved to Portland in 1985.
My fust job here was the wrestling coach at Portland High School.

No way ...Maybe we can find an old yearbook.
Oh, no, I'm not in any yearbooks. [laughter]

Why not?
I only coached for three weeks or a month. It was. like, this isn't going to work.

Can you tell me about your own family? Were you are or are you married? Children?
I've been married twice. In my first marriage, I married my high school sweetheart.

Was it the only Black cheerleader?

Oh, no no. We didn't get married. No, I didn't married her.

You should have.
No. I married the woman I dated from high school. So, we have, well, we have a son who's just
turned 32 two weeks ago. He also has a wife. I have three grandchildren.

He has three kids.
He has three kids. He has a son, Lamont, who is eight. And he just had twin girls, Marisa and
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Mariah, who are gonna be one on June 30th of this year.

Wow. That's great.
So that's my 32-year-old son. I moved to Portland on my honeymoon with my second wife; and
she's white. We moved to Portland in 1985, and we have two kids: Ashley, who just turned 14,
and she's going to be going to Deering, I guess.

She's going to Deering? Why is she going to Deering? She should come here.
We live over there. She grew up ... [laughter] she grew up over there. And I have a son, Jordan,
who's ten, who's going to Lincoln. My daughter and Ashley Brownlee played basketball
together this past weekend and they won a tournament down in Massachusetts. So all the
basketball coaches and softball coaches are after her because she's probably gonna start as a
freshman on the basketball team at Deering.

You should have her come to Portland.
Everybody's been trying to get to her to come to Portland.

It's a good school.
I know. Yeah, all the coaches have called her to come to their school, every single one of them,
to play basketball, but, we kinda chose Deering because it's going to be easier on the family to
get her to and from school.

Where are your children today? What are they doing? [Laughter] Skip that one.
But Jordan, he's in Hall School, now; he's in fifth grade. And he's going to Lincoln starting next
year.

Now I'd like to talk to you about family and community traditions. How have you been in
Maine? When and why did your family come to Maine?
I came to Maine in 1985 and, as I said before, I believe, my wife and I came here on our
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honeymoon. And we came here, basically, to get away from the city, away from the hustle and
bustle and thought that the pace of the city of Portland was slow enough that we could have a
good quality of life. And that has, in fact, been the case. We've been able to come here and raise
our family, and have decent jobs, and enjoy what Maine has to offer, not only from the
standpoint of the ocean and other things, but also the people. We didn't plan on this, but just the
richness of the culture that's here in Portland has really been good for us.

How do you think that living in Maine affected your family's life experience?
I think it's been a positive experience in that we haven't had to live through any drive-by
shootings or any bad situations in the high school where kids are being shot, things like that. Or,
I think our kids are able to-because they don't have to deal with violence. I mean, I think they
see some on television, but I don't think you have to live through it in order to get the experience
from it first hand. So I think our quality of life has really been, really been good. Our kids have
met and we have met a lot of good people. Not that there aren't good people in other places, but
I think we've met some people who sincerely care about us and treat us well.

There's a good vibe in Maine.
Yeah, we've had a good relationship here in Portland.

That's awesome. What are differences that you find between living in Maine and other
places in the United States?
Something about people that live near the water that makes them different from people that live
near mountains, or certainly people in the Midwest who live on flat land. People call them
'flatlanders.'

The ocean brings out something different in people, and you, once you're near it,

you really never wanna get back. It's like people that live on the islands around here. Island
people are like, they're a little different. They like that island life, and some people don't like it.

What was your experience raising your children? What differences do you think there are
between then and now?
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I'm still raising mine, so the difference for me has been that my older son, because his mom and I
were not together a lot. I really didn't get the opportunity as a young person to raise my older
son. However, with my current wife, I'm older. I was a lot older when I had my kids that we
have now. I am a lot more mature and have been able to try and appreciate more the fact that I
have a family and to spend time with my kids. So, I think just by being older and having kids
later on in life gives me a chance to appreciate them more as a parent. Because before I was just,
really just like an older kid that had some kids. You know what I mean?

That's good. In what ways were you involved in your children's lives to help them succeed
in life?
I'm currently involved in my kids' lives. This interview, I guess, was designed for people who
are like, like grand kids; their kids are already up and grown. I just spent last weekend down in
Massachusetts with-as I said before-with my daughter who played in basketball tournaments
Saturday and Sunday, so we spent the weekend in Massachusetts playing basketball. This
weekend her mom will spend time with her in Hudson, New Hampshire , playing softball. She's
also a softball player.

She's athletic.
Yeah, and two weeks from now we're gonna be in Connecticut, and the week after that we'll be
playing basketball in D.C. So we're very involved with our kids, and they get a chance to see
other places, too, besides Maine, which is good.

What do you do for a living, I just wanted to ask that?
I work for UPS.

What's that?
The people that drive these brown trucks, the delivery trucks. I hire the people that do those
jobs?
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You hire the people.
Yes.

What are some of the most important holidays that you celebrate?
The kids' birthdays, that's a holiday to me. Christmas is probably one of the biggest. And also,
for the last five years we've been doing Kwanzaa. Kwanzaa has been new for me to try and
teach my kids, because my kids are Black and white. So they don't get as much exposure to
Black people as they do to white people,just because of their friends, because of the high school
my daughter's going to go to, and that whole thing. She grew up in Hall School, but Hall School
has really changed a lot, too, over the last two years. And Lincoln also. Lincoln's pretty much
integrated. It's not like King; it certainly isn't like South Portland or Moore. Moore doesn't
have a whole lot of Black kids there, either. I think as more people move away from the city
those elementary schools and those middle schools will see more and more integration like
Portland High School.

What special traditions do you and your family have during these holidays?
Well, Kwanzaa is one. Getting the gifts and the talking about the different meanings of each of
the days and how we practice the different principles of Kwanzaa is something that we, all of us,
have learned. Me and my wife also, we are all basically still learning about how to integrate
those things during the year, not just at Christmas time.

Do you ever have family reunions? What are these like? How often are they held?
We had one last year, last August. All of my sisters came here, all except one. My sister from
California came, my sister from Texas came with her son, my sisters from Chicago, both of them
came, two of them came, and my mother showed up. Our next one's going to be in California
next year. So we'll go to my sister's house out there.

That's awesome.
And the one before that, we had a family reunion for my grandmother's 90 th birthday party. And

-8-

we had that in Chicago, and, I mean, everybody turned out for that. My grandmother has 6
children, 26 grandchildren, and 56 great-grandchildren. My son, Jordan, is the 50th great
grandchild. And then she has 16 great-great-grand kids. She's my only grandmother that's still
living.

That's amazing.

She's the one who's the Cree Indian She's blind now, but she still knows everybody.

That's still amazing. Absolutely. What can you tell me about your neighborhood? Did
your neighborhood have any traditions or annual activities that drew people together?

Not really. My neighborhood didn't specifically, but the city of Chicago had big food fests and
rock fests, things like that. But our neighborhood, our neighborhood was so small we didn't
have a lot.

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

Well, the community groups that I've been involved with, I've been involved with the NAACP
here in Portland. I've been on the executive committee for about 4 years. I've been involved in
moving the NAACP from an organization that wasn't very financially stable. I helped move
them from that point to the point now where the NAACP can stand on its own financially. So
I've done that with leadership in that group. I also have been a vice ptesident of the NAACP for
the New England area conference, which is the five states in New England. I'm a vice-president
in that group. I'm not very religious. I don't go to church. My kids don't go to church; I don't
make them go to church. Even though my father's mother was a preacher, like Reverend
Lawson.

What were some of the contributions that you made in your community?

I'd say the one I just mentioned regarding the NAACP. I also help out with the Cub Scouts. I'm
also a leader with my daughter's softball team, raising funds for the various trips that they go on.

-9-

[pause] What else? I think my leadership started out early on, too. When I was a West Point,
some other Black cadets and I were the first people to bring a Black rock concert to West Point.
That really opened some people's eyes up there to the fact that young officers were going to have
to lead and be leaders of Black people, but they had never really known any Black people or
knew how to deal with them. So the concert was one way to kick off the training that took place
where we started the first racial awareness training program at West Point. It took a lot of
leadership to get that through the whole system, and get everybody to accept it, and pull it off. So
that was another point of leadership.

Can you tell me about any particular challenges that you or your family faced? How did
you face and overcome these challenges? That time in South Carolina.
You wanna hear about that, huh? Well, in that particular situation these guys walked up to me. T
There was, like, five of them. One other Black guy and I were the only two Black people in the
club, and we had came in together. These guys were standing around, and this one guy had a gun
stuck right down in his pants. These guys said, 'We want you niggers to get out of here.' That
was the first time anybody had ever called me a 'nigger' to my face. And I had always thought if
anybody ever called me a 'nigger' to my face, I'd be ready to fight. I wasn't stupid; I wasn't
gonna go jump on this one guy with all these people standing around there and this guy has a
gun, too. So I wasn't saying anything. But just to have been in that situation was enough to
make me feel that 'Wow, I don't wanna be here.' So the challenge that I had was to find a new
place to live. I wasn't going to live there. I didn't want to live there ifl had a choice. And the
thing I found out about the South that has stuck with me is that people down South seem to want
to make it their business to keep things the same, to keep things like the way they used to be.
They'll get in your face about stuff, whereas up here people might feel that way, but they won't
say anything to your face.
[side B]

Who do you see in the community as a leader? Who sees you as a leader? How do you see
yourself as a leader?
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I think the few people that I've interacted with that see me as a leader are Moses Sebunya . BI
don' t know if you all interviewed Moses or not, but I guess Moses isn't old enough yet. But
Moses and Rachel, I think, see me as a leader. And I'm not the type ofleader where I'm very
vocal , but those for those people that I come in contact with know, kinda, who I am and what I
am. I like to work behind the scenes more than being out front.

Were you involved in the Civil Rights Movement?

I'm still involved in the Civil Rights Movement.

Really?

Well, you see, I wasn't back there in the '60s carrying banners and holding flags, but I've been in
the Civil Rights Movement since I've been an adult, in one way or another. I mean, I feel like
I'm in the Civil Rights Movement here in Portland, Maine. Because whenever I see civil rights
that are violated I want to, you know, have some part in trying to make it right.

Do you have any specific memories in that time period? Something you will never forget?

I will never forget that incident that happened in 1975 in South Carolina. Ever since South
Carolina, Mr. T's bar. I remember that; it always stuck with me. I thought I was gonna die that
night. I thought those guys were gonna kill us, both of us.

You must have been very scared.

I was.

Is there anything else you would like to add to this interview about your family, your
community, or your personal leadership?

[Pause] I think overall that I'm glad to have had the opportunity or the luck, maybe, in a sense,
to have chosen to come to live in Portland, Maine. The other places I could have chosen-well , I
don 't know how my life would have been different had I chosen, or my wife and I chosen a
different place to live, but we certainly feel that the place was right and the time was right for us
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to come here. And since we've been here we've been able to be successful. How do you
measure success? Well, we both have jobs, our kids are doing well, we have a home, and we
help other people. I think we've really been blessed in a sense to have had the opportunity to be
a part of the growth of the Portland area.

Thank you. Thank you for allowing me to interview you today. This

isthe end of the

"Home Is Where I Make It" interview with Mr. Anderson. I really appreciate it. Thank
you.
You're welcome.
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