Portland Sunday Telegram – November 17, 1946 - Section A---Page Fourteen

Redbank Open House Today To Show Village Operation

Housing Project Mellowed, Matured Since It Opened In Sea Of Mud In 43

By Richard Hallet

Today is Open House at Redbank Village, in South Portland, and the public is invited to visit the grounds and the Community Center. Some of the houses will also be thrown open for inspection. Open House runs from 1 p. m. to 4 p. m., and at 2 p. m. there will be a brief pro​gram which will throw light on the his​tory and present operation of the Village.

Its history is actually very short, since it was not ready for occupancy un​til January, 1943, and it was built to take care of a war housing shortage. Never​theless it was designed and erected as a permanent village, or at least as a system of construction which could well be permanent.

But at first the spirit that pervaded it was anything but a spirit of permanence. War-workers flooded in, bringing often nothing but mattresses for furniture. There might be three or four in a family and they'd all work in the shipyard, get one good meal a day at the cafeteria there, and at home eat out of cans, sit on boxes, and sleep on mattresses with nothing but springs under them.

Mrs. Bennett A. Bulger, asked to tell her most vivid memory of early Red​bank, smiled and said- “Mud.” She should know. The Bulgers were the fifth family to sign a lease. They were like the explorer who stood looking at the Pacific with “a wild surmise.” Only it was a Pacific of mud at Redbank. The children tracked it in by the ton; wives had to wear hip-boots when hanging out clothes; and there is the story (no doubt apocryphal) of the lady who sank into the mud above her knees and had to yank herself out of her own boots to get back to terra firma.

The Mud Has Gone

Things changed, of course, rapidly for the better or Mrs. Bulger wouldn’t be here now. She teaches sub-primary classes in the big school, which has an enrollment of 420 pupils and 14 teachers under Principal Wayne E. Roberts. The mud which afflicted the village has gone; its eight streets are hard-surfaced; lawns in summer are green and well-kept; and the houses are shining in coats of new paint, yellow, white, brown, red, in place of the old drear drab grey which came right down to the mud, and looked hardly any better.

But the great change, Mrs. Bulger and her friends feel, is not in new paint, but in the changed spirit which pervades the place. It’s a social change perhaps. Most cities grow slowly. First there's a cabin in the wilderness or by a waterfall; then 50 years later, there's a dozen cab​ins; a hundred years later still, there may be a village of a couple of thousand peo​ple, and so on. But that village has a long inheritance, a lot of inherited knowledge as to how to take care of itself. Even the rude forefathers of the hamlet contrive still to have something to say about its government, dead though they may have been a hundred years.

But a village like Redbank springs into being overnight. There the houses were, and people who didn’t know each other, let alone knowing each others' forefathers, came and threw in mattresses and a chair or two, or a soap box, and started calling the place home. But they couldn’t acquire a feeling of permanence overnight. It seems too much as if it has all been done with mirrors, and as if they may wake up one morning and find the whole village sunk into the ground—or into the mud—like that famous German village of Germelshausen which ap​peared on the surface of the earth for only one night in each century.

Mellow And Mature

It's that transitory feeling that Red​bank villagers have got over. It seems to them that they are really here to stay now; and that they have some foundation under them. The Village, in short, has mellowed and matured. It's not fly-by-night any more. It has fixed bounds, rules and regulations, a council of its own which arranges recreational and educational programs, a village doctor—Dr. John Konecki of South Portland—who has the care of sick babies, and con​ducts a well-baby clinic once a week; a minister Rev. Charles Crooker, who serves the Red Bank Community Church; an executive director, Chester L. Weaver, and a superintendent of mainte​nance and project service adviser, Brooks Eastman.

Director Weaver gives the population of this 190-acre village as 1872, which includes 864 children under 18, from this it will be seen that nearly all the families have children. There are 203 families, once war-workers, who have now found other work; 260 families of returned vet​erans, and a scattering of others; 500 families in all, to occupy these 500 units. Redbank is full and has a waiting list of 72.

The Village was built in 1942-43 at a cost of $2,364,835. It contains 48 three-room one-story homes, whose rent is $33 a month; 302 four-room duplex homes which rent for $37.25; and 150 five-room apartments—upstairs and down​stairs—renting for $39.50. The rent in​cludes water, electricity and electric re​frigerators. The three-room homes, which have no basements, are equipped with space heaters. All the others have circulating hot-air furnaces in the base​ment.

The title to Redbank Village is still in the Federal Housing Authority. From that Authority the South Portland Housing Authority holds it on lease, Frank Preti being Chairman of the South Portland Housing Committee. Director Weaver has under his administration, besides Redbank, Peary Village with 240 units, and Mountain View Community Center, a single building which has been occu​pied by Portland Junior College since last May.

