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Life In A Community Within A Community

COMMUNITY LIFE — Representative of the homes and atmosphere (during school hours) at Redbank Village, South Portland, is the above photo of a section of Cannon Road, one of ten streets in the vil​lage. Ap​proximately five miles from the heart of Portland's shopping district, Redbank was started in 1942 and the first tenants took oc​cupancy in January of the following year. Homes shown here are one of two types of four-room duplex apartments in the village. Also in the project are three and five-room apartments.

Redbank Village is Typical Of American Resourcefulness

By Paul S. Porter(Staff Feature Writer)
Back in 1942 the newspapers carried the information that the Government was about to begin construction of homes on a long stretch of barren land on Westbrook, Street, South Portland, near the edge of an ice pond encompassing part of the land known as the Phinney Farm. That was during one of the first of the then booming, but now dead, shipyard years here.

Today that "long stretch of barren land" is Redbank Village and houses 500 families, a commu​nity within a community.

There are many stories told of the village and its tenants in the early days, some exag​gerated and some not. One story that all agreed upon, was that it was a muddy place in which to live.

Mud is the first word early resi​dents of the village will mention when asked of their impressions of the early development. In this sentence would be the place to write, "Ah, but that has all van​ished now." How​ever, such a statement wouldn't be exactly true, although there has been such an im​provement there that now when a new fam​ily moves in the residents no longer "break the ice" with a shout through a win​dow. "Hi, neighbor, hope you have knee-length boots included in that load of furniture!"

It's a far cry from that atti​tude today. Di​rectly responsible are the people themselves, their elected representatives, the Tenants' Council; and the manage​ment. The latter has nine men in its main​tenance crew, headed by Brooks Eastman, whose nu​merous duties include the upkeep of the grounds.

Typical American

In a sense, Redbank is typical of Ameri​can resourcefulness. It is the old story again of the pi​o​neering Americans exerting their independence and ingenuity.

Flip back the pages of this Country's history and you'll find dotted throughout the paragraphs re​cordings of the exploits of the early settlers. To be sure, Redbank residents had no such ob​stacles to overcome as the afore-mentioned.

For one thing, their homes were all built for them—not as tem​porary homes but for permanent residences.

But the same spirit that pre​vailed in the early pioneering days was probably not lacking in Red​bank tenants. To many it was the start of an altogether different life.

At that time the shipyard in South Port​land was teeming with activity and thou​sands of workers and their families flocked into this area from all parts of New England.

Naturally, homes had to be pro​vided for them and Redbank became one of the sites.

But, like everything else, ideal condi​tions don't bloom overnight. At the outset, besides the mud, there were several other handi​caps with which the tenants had to contend.

There was no bus service, no stores, no school and no clothes poles at some of the homes.

In those days it was not an un​common sight to see residents on a Friday or Saturday night shuf​fling along the main highway with a box of groceries balanced on their shoul​ders, obtained at the nearest store more than a mile distant.

Nor was it unusual to find chil​dren trudging to and from school, a trek of about two miles each way.

Children Lost Schooling

Because of that, distance, many of the families wouldn't allow their children to at​tend school with the result that the children were kept back a year.

The bus condition, however, was reme​died soon after the first tenants moved in, which was in January, 1943, and the 14-room school then being constructed, was opened at the beginning of the next school year.

Even in times of stress, though, there is usually a bright side and to the early village tenants it came while the development was still being erected.

At that time; all the scrap pieces of lum​ber left over from construction were carried to a va​cant lot in the village and dumped. All a person had to do was send his child or go himself to the spot and "tote" home enough wood to keep the home fires burning for several days, if not weeks, John J. McCarthy, one of the first of the area's ten​ants, recalled.

Such was Redbank in its early develop​ment. Now on its 200 acres, in addition to the school, are 302 four-room homes, 150 five-room homes, 48 three-room homes, a well-stocked meat and grocery store, inde​pendently operated; a luncheonette, a sub station post office, a community building, which is the home of the many and varied activities and the projects offices; and the best equipped playground in South Portland.

On the edge of the project are filling sta​tions, a handy store and a barber shop.

Cost Two Million

Built for war workers in the Sumner of 1942 at a cost of more than two million, dollars, the vil​lage now is the home of law​yers, musicians, tradesmen, doctors, school teachers, government, airline and municipal employees, newspapermen, professional and ex-professional athletes, busi​nessmen, fac​tory workers and many others in virtually all types of occupation.

However, all must be either vet​erans or former war workers. Now only veterans of World War II or servicemen, with or without children, are eligible to rent a home and there is always a waiting list, according to Chester L. Weaver, executive director of the South Portland Housing Authority.

The turnover in tenants is about 115 families yearly, a condition brought about by residents changing jobs, Weaver said.

At present there are 317 veterans, 17 servicemen and 164 former war workers re​siding in the village.

Although still owned by the Govern​ment, the SPHA has been in charge of the actual operation of the project almost since its funding and since October, 1944, has leased the project from the Government.

Also operated under a lease to the Gov​ernment is the school which is under control of the South Portland School Depart​ment. Negotiations are now under way to have that city pur​chase the school which is attended by 400 pupils from sub-primary through the eighth grade. Teachers are from the South Portland School Department.

Manager of the village is Henry V. Clay.

Socially, Redbank has advanced a long way from its early era. It has developed to a point now that there is hardly a period of the day or night when there is no activity going on in the commu​nity building, the center of the village's social life.

Included in a normal week's agenda in the building are nurs​ery school classes, bridge and whist parties for adults, children's and adults' movies; Girl and Boy Scout meetings, a well-baby clinic, junior police sessions for both boys and girls, Open House parties, beano parties, men and women clubs' meetings, religious services and various programs presented by outside entertain​ers or groups.

These activities, like all programs af​fecting the residents, are the outgrowth of the cooperation between the Tenants' Coun​cil and the management.

Work Together.

Between them they judge what they con​scientiously believe is the best program for children (or adults) and then work together toward that goal.

Juvenile delinquency, they are quite aware, could easily get a foothold in a vil​lage comprised of 900 children without proper and supervised diversions.

On the Tenants' Council are 15 mem​bers, elected by the village residents for a two-year term. Eight are elected one year and seven the next.

Voting is by ballot and all resi​dents there 21 years of age or older are eligible to vote.

Officers of the council, elected by its members, are Stephen Parker, chairman; Mrs. James Townsend, vice chairman; the Rev. Charles E. Crooker, secretary; and William J. Hodgkins, treasurer.

It is also the council's duty to appoint the various committees which are needed to better the community, such as health, hous​ing, education, athletic and so​cial commit​tees, to mention only a few.

One of the most active of the committees now is the Disposition Committee, ap​pointed to study and recommend decisions which may affect the Government's pro​posed sale of Redbank.

There is also a Junior Tenants’ Council, comprised of boys and girls more than ten years of age for the purpose of sharing in community government and to learn parlia​mentary procedure. This council also rec​ommends punish merit for juvenile offend​ers reprimanded by the village's vol​untary policemen.

Weekly Newspaper

A weekly newspaper, written and edited by Redbank tenants, keeps the residents up to date on village news, activities and adver​tisements. These latter items in​clude virtu​ally everything for sale or hire, including baby sitters. Editor is Charles H. Loomis, principal, Nathan Clifford School.

Truly, Redbank, judging from the many who take an active part in the community's welfare, up​holds the best traditions of a de​mocracy. From those interviewed on the subject it is a community of friendly neighbors.

There is no such thing there as being re​quired to seek entertainment elsewhere. All one has to do for a social evening is to step next door in one's own house or go upstairs in the five-room homes to join in a game of cards, rug cutting or just chatting.

Then too, the advantages of having eas​ily accessible neighbors, it was pointed out, has paid divi​dends time and again for housewives lacking just one egg to complete that cake or one onion to season that stew.

For heat, the three room apart​ments, of which there are four to a one-storied build​ing, are fur​nished with space heaters. The four-room duplexes and the five-room apartments are heated by circulating hot air furnaces. All units have kitchen stoves, of course, and electric refrigerators.

Gardens are much in evidence on three sites in the village. To date 200 plots have been sold by the Tenants’ Council at a nominal fee to cover the cost of prepar​ing the soil for planting.

Rents are $32.75 for the three-room apartments monthly, $36.75 for four rooms and $38.75 for the five-room homes. In​cluded in the rent is the water bill. Until last winter the light bill was also included in the monthly rent figure.

Since the changeover, Redbank is much darker nights.

