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Biographical Note

Joanne (Charest) Ducharme was born in Lewistonn®an May 16, 1942. She grew up in the
Lewiston Franco-American community, and her primadycation was in parochial schools. As
a teenager she worked at shops in downtown Lewlstéore working at the Raytheon plant for
a time. She lived in Bangor where her husbandeskeivthe military, and then returned to the
Lewiston area. She is a member of Sur Vivancedaiana Franco-American cultural group for
women.
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Lewiston in the early 1960s; decline of downtowmiston; service in small shops; Franco
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Transcript

Andrea L'Hommedieu: This is an interview with Joanne Ducharme atrhether's house in
Lewiston, Maine on December the 6th, the year 2864,this is Andrea L'Hommedieu. Could
you start just by giving me your full name, incladiyour maiden name, and spelling it?
Joanne Ducharme:Okay, my name is Joanne Carmen Charest Ducha@aenen is my
godmother's name, which was my mother's habitwhgiall the children the godparent's name,
as their middle name. Charest was my maiden nanteDucharme is my married name.

AL: And where and when were you born?

JD: | was born here in Lewiston, May 16, 1942.

AL: And | forgot to ask you to spell Ducharme.

JD: I'm sorry, D-U-C-H-A-R-M-E.

AL: And did you, you grew up in Lewiston as well?

JD: 1did, I lived in Lewiston all my life until ot married.

AL: And you moved away for a while?

JD:  When I got married, my husband was in the serand he was stationed in Bangor. So
we lived in Bangor for a couple of years, and thenmoved back to Lewiston. And then after a
few years in Lewiston we bought a house out in Rlavhich is where we've lived all our
married life now.

AL: What was Lewiston like when you were growin@ up

JD: Lewiston was a very busy place, | remembert iBuas very, for the Franco-Americans,
it was very much a neighborhood, and the neightabavere all revolving around parishes.
You identified yourself by what parish you lived ikspecially when you went to school, you
went to the school in your parish, in the gradeostd) and then when you went to high school
you, you stayed with the friends that were morkess from the parish where you grew up. So it

was, it really revolved around your neighborhoaaljrysocial life, and family.

AL: And the church.



JD: The family, yeah, the church and the familyndAhe social activities were the usual ones
for, anybody that knows the fifties, they rememiber sock hops and the skating, as my mother
said. Ice skating was still very popular becawsghgarish had its own rink that the families
maintained, we had booster clubs, and so the wimerwas devoted to skating. And, let's see,
what else?

Summer times a lot of kids, even though they wemy young, had summer jobs. | can
remember a few years my brother and | would takesaand go out to some of the farms in
Greene and Sabattus to pick vegetables. That wasgyou could do once you turned ten or
twelve | think it was, until you were sixteen. Thgou could start working in the stores
downtown, which is what some of us, especiallyginks would get office jobs or clerking jobs.

And so my first real jobs were at ladies clothitgres on Lisbon Street, which was a very busy
commercial area at the time. Lots of little shdjpde jewelry stores. And | started working at a
place called the Princess Shop, which was acressttbet from the Frances Store. That's where
| worked through my high school years, and wentnftbere to, after graduation | went to a job
at Raytheon, in the office. And | met my husbardlevl was working there, and then moved to
Bangor when we got married.

But Lisbon Street was supported, really, a loth®y Franco-Americans, because everybody went
to the same store to buy their clothes. Like, B&was the place for you to get your good
Sunday clothes for the boys. Even though womeoplpethat lived in Little Canada, which, you
know, people thought as, for a long time now i€siiomore or less, was a slum area of Lewiston.
Back then, even though it was big apartment bujsliand a lot of the apartments had twelve or
fourteen rents in them, and most of them were catdwflats, no running hot water.

But the people were very proud people and they arery hard in the mills and the shoe
shops. So they always had a nice car, which wammiorage for the winter so it wouldn't rust,
and the women would go to Murphy's to buy fur co@se on Sunday church, on Sunday Mass,
you would never think that they were poor peoptevas always very well dressed, took out
their car for their Sunday drive, and children hatbe well dressed for church. And the rest of
the week, you know, they were in the mills andhi@ shoe shops, working very hard. But it was
a very busy, busy area.

AL:  What do you think changed downtown Lewiston?

JD: Well, I think actually, when the malls startedeople started shopping at the bigger stores,
the K Mart and places where they could get thinfila less expensive, and then people started
having two cars, so it was fun to just get in taeand go shopping. So they didn't walk to the
downtown area any more. So little by little th@gé closed up and didn't have the support.

The other thing is that, a lot of people | donibkirealize is, most of those stores downtown,
like, | bought my mother, | don't know if you naitt, she has a mother's ring with all eight
stones, | bought that ‘on time’ when | was workimghigh school. And | was paying like two
dollars a week until | paid for it. And that's vitaalot of the stores down there did. Like when |
worked at the Frances store, my job in the cregliladtment was, people would come in and buy



a coat for eighty dollars or so, which was quitdtaof money. They'd come in every Saturday
morning to pay their two dollars or their five do#. And so those little stores knew their
customers and knew these people would come intiwtin five dollars a week if it was
necessary, and so they were able to buy qualiff stun time”. And actually the little grocery
stores worked like that, too. Some of them salvé "putting it on the slip” they called it. Buy
their groceries during the week, and come paychaukthey went and paid their bills.

So | think that's, with people having easy accessddit cards, they can go to the big stores and
just zip their credit card, it's not a one-on-om@g any more. Which is, | think, what happened
to the downtown area for shopping. And it was alswcial thing, because you kind of got
caught up to each other's lives, you know, or theekeepers of course would ask how you're
doing, how are your parents doing or whateverth@bpart of it is missing, which I think has
happened in most cities now because the paceti®mus$ast, people don't have the time for it.
And if somebody, heaven forbid, if you're in a dheat line somewhere and somebody starts,
the clerk starts chatting with you, the line behyod gets very impatient, you can hear all the
big sighs. So I think today's pace has kind ofalisaged that one-on-one contact that people
should have when they're parting with their money.

AL: Do you remember some of the politics that wexppening in the city?

JD: Actually, I'm kind of ashamed to say | don&chuse my family, as my mother said, they
were not very politically involved. And | can't@v really remember my relatives talking about
going to vote or supporting someone. The Francea#gans in my generation were taught to
"don't make waves." Just do your job, and trgéanvisible. That way, you know, you won't
get into trouble. Because they were always attaad if somebody in the family caused trouble,
then it affected the whole family because everybedyg so close. And so | really can't say that
we were ever politically literate. | remember nayhier having a part-time job, when we lived in
Little Canada, with, in a store that sold someheffirst TVs that came to Lewiston, and that
man that owned the store was an alderman, and #iaiut the extent of it.

But my family, when my father came back from the Wwa had, he more or less, how can | put
this to be kind, he more or less did not want udisplay our Franco-American culture. He
wanted us to learn to speak very good Englishdidaot want us to speak French outside the
home, because during the war he had been verylgdiand put down for his being "Frenchy."
And when he came back home he just did not wamtféndois kids.

My father was a very hard workingman, a very staem, and raising eight children they didn't
have much of a social life either, except for theily. Saturday nights, uncles, aunts, cousins
whatever would get together, they'd play cardse pérents always played cards. That was, a
big thing was playing cards. As a matter of futee of my aunts on my father's side for twenty
years now get together every Wednesday night amdgalrds. It's just a family tradition; it's a
way of keeping in touch.

AL: My family, too, so.

JD: I'm not a card player; there isn't one gamelthan say | know how to play. But it was,



basically the social life really revolved arouné family. The summers spent going to the
beach, you always were going with an aunt and esusb most of my socializing was done
with relatives. And almost every Sunday that | cemember my father would go to see his
mother on Sunday morning, just stop by, whethdsroeght us with him or not he was there
until we'd call him and say dinner's ready. Sweas really just family, and as | said | can't
remember either side of the family getting involwegbolitics in any way. They just were
recovering from the war and starting to own th@ndomes, and getting involved in their
parish activities.

AL: Now you said that one of your grandfathers avasitcher, a meat cutter, and the other
was, worked in the Continental Mill?

JD: Yes, he was a floor supervisor, they used lichaa one of the bosses. Which, you know,
was something for a mill worker to aspire to, thattwas kind of the ceiling. You didn't get into
management because the management people werg pegle from out of state, you know,
that the companies brought in.

AL: That was your father's father?
JD: That's right.
AL: And what was his name?

JD: Telesphore Charest, T-E-L-E-S-P-H-O-R-E, beytballed him “Babe” because he was
the youngest of his brothers. | can't remembkeihad five brothers? There's a building down
on the corner of, well actually where Hope Haverhiat building has the name Charest on it.
And that was my grandfather's brothers that bodt building, or owned that building when they
came from Canada. My grandfather, from what | ustd@d, my grandfather was five years old
when he came, and he was never naturalized. V&sitn big joke in the family that my
grandmother never let him go back to Canada, becshes was afraid they would keep him. So
he never went back to visit his relatives. | thinkhad a brother, when he passed away | think
he had one brother left in Detroit, but | haveolldwed up on that side of the family too much
yet. But he was raised in Lewiston and workedhamills all his life. And both my
grandmothers were stay-at-home grandmothers, galkils.

AL:  What other things do you remember about Lewighat | haven't really asked yet?

JD: Oh, of course, just size wise for building. &dH was in grade school we lived just a little
ways, actually we changed school every time weamadher child. | went to first grade at,
kindergarten at St. Mary's, first grade at St. Peteecond and third grade at Holy Family,
fourth, fifth and sixth grade back at St. Mary'sentwe lived in Little Canada. And then we
moved out to what were the outskirts of town attthme, which was Bates College area. We
moved out there and | went to Jordan Junior Highictvhad been a high school before, now it's
an apartment house | think, and then | went to st High.

| went to parochial school through the sixth grastea lot that | can remember is a lot of open



spaces just beyond the college. Russell StreetSemttus Street was very, very on the
outskirts of town. And then when Holy Family périsp there was building their church, when
we lived up there we were going to church in theelnaent. They had the basement set up as a
church while they were building the upper churémd then once the church was built that
neighborhood up there, | mean, was just all byajtall those streets up off Sabattus Street. So
that was a big change, that people started gatimrg cars so they could get into town from
there.

But before that the bus service, | mean, you coatdh a bus every twenty minutes, ten minutes
to go anywhere you wanted to in town. Becausetlis leave the high school, catch a bus to
go down to work on Lisbon Street. But they didttays run as regularly on weekends, though.
So, if you wanted to go out in high school, yopéd that one of your girlfriend's parents would
let them use the car or you did a lot of walking.

But other than, you know, people just working veayd. And, of course, my high school years
were about the time that the mills started closing the shoe shops started closing. So people
were leaving the city, a lot of people were leavimg city. And most of the people | went to
high school with, a lot of them went away for quatéew years. Some have come back, but
there were really no jobs to look forward to. Reegn, when that came in, | can't remember if it
was, had to have been in the late fifties, that avagy place to go work.

But other than that, people were still in the shleeps. But then there were a lot of fires in the
shoe shops that were, like the Union Street Bypassnot there at the time, that was, that part

of Court Street had big shoe shops there. And evtier Auburn Police Department is, that

whole block there was all just straight big builgknof shoe shops. And there were some in the
elderly housing down here at Oak Park, that washenshoe shop. So it was, as the shoe shops
started closing they started, buildings were ety while and then some were torn down and
some were renovated for other uses. But that h&abiggest change while | was in high school,
was the things that had kind of carried over fropnmother's generation into mine really started
disappearing.

And a lot of that had to do with, | guess in almasy big city, is that the urban sprawl and two
car families and a lot of people in my mother'segation, the women never drove, never had the
cars. A lot of women her age didn't start drivingil they became widows, you know, just to

get themselves around. And when | was growinghepet were very few families that had two
cars, so if dad used the car to go to work yoweeivalked or found friends. But, you know,

with people that lived in the city it wasn't diffilt to get to where you wanted to because there
weren't too many places for you to go that neetlatliobng distance transportation.

AL: Do you recall any of the politicians like Loulialbert or Ernest Malenfant?

JD: Yeah, the names are familiar, you know, theewmare familiar but, like | said, my
relatives were not active in politics. And for personally, because | was so just, you know,
going to school and helping my mother at home andgda lot of babysitting for my aunts and
stuff. Even at high school there were really niivacclubs for political action type things
which, you know, high schools are very active n@mpared to back then. | make myself feel



so old when | think of it that way. But you knowe had things like Camera Club and French
Club, and so there were clubs that kids belonged to

But not very much of the outside world came inte Branco-American community. They were
very close knit, very protective of each other.uMmow, if somebody had, one of the things the
men did a lot was when they got out of work theyodo their local club. There were a lot of
clubs downtown, the Snowshoe Club and the Pastilie, @ll with French names, and they'd
stop in there, get caught up with their friendsndAf somebody was having difficulty, you

know, they'd all make a little anonymous donatiod help each other out that way. They didn't
go for public social services very much, but thest kind of supported each other emotionally,
and sometimes financially, but their pride madertlge out and work.

One of the things | feel bad about is that a Igp@dple in my generation, their parents didn't
really expect them to go on to college. They wese so thrilled that they made it through high
school, because they thought the high school degasevhat guaranteed you a good job. Not
necessarily going out of the state of Maine, thieg'tlexpect their kids to leave Maine. But
they thought, you know, if you've got a high schedlication then you can get a job with an
accounting firm or, a lot of French, Franco-Amenisawere very, very good with financial
things, so a lot of them went into banking and aotmg and management. But | can't really
think of things that are that much different wittaRco-Americans than a lot of other cultures of
that time.

AL:  Were there any, like family traditions that ylwad that came from your Franco-American
background? Like foods, or events.

JD: Oh yes, always, always the, Christmas timéwsays the meat pies, theurtiére, and |

still make them from scratch, and my mother alwaygsle them. And when my children were
young, my husband's parents still hadréeeillon, which was having your Christmas gifts and
your, too much food, after midnight Mass. So thidcen would stay with their grandparents
while my husband and | went to midnight Mass aneénmwve'd come back we'd get them up if
they had fallen asleep and we'd have our ChristrBasChristmas, opening gifts was not
Christmas morning, well, actually it was morning liwas after the midnight Mass.

But when | was young, ten, twelve, fourteen, whatethose years, we would go to my
grandmother, my mother's mother on Christmas d&yistmas day was the big get together
there. So with her, the majority of her twelveskiuould be there with their kids, so there was
some very big get-togethers. And my mother alwaajsed my grandfather his cherry cake, that
was her Christmas gift to him, and it was for hiithe rest of the family had to have something
else other than the cherry cake. And, you knost, tjue turkey and stuffing and ham, so there
was always at least ten women in the kitchen pyitiigether a meal, and the men somewhere
just talking, getting caught up to each other. Amelgrandchildren playing games and singing
songs and getting caught up to. Because some oélayves, a few of my mother's brothers
had stayed in the service and were from away, &oxbuld probably be the only time of year
we'd see some of them.

So it was, and our visit to our other grandmotheuld be Christmas Eve. You know,



Christmas Eve to one grandmother and Christmasitithe other one. And that went on for
quite a few years until they got too old to hargi#¢-togethers like that, or too many of the
family moved away that it wasn't practical to ma@keome. The holidays was basically about
the only time that was really things that you cedédd as family. But there were really no
Franco festival type things in the city to pull étlger, people together. Like | said, my
generation was always a very low profile of beimgrf€eo-American.

AL: You downplayed it.

JD: Yeah, because it was a lot more difficult ef@ma high school girl to get a job. It was
good if she spoke French, because a lot of th@ess were French, but they really didn't like
it if they had too heavy a French accent so theit tanglish speaking customers would be
uncomfortable over not being able to hear theme @frthe places that really had open arms for
French speaking was the hospitals, because deailinghe elderly at that time, a lot of the
elderly did not speak English.

But one thing that | found strange, not strange lmsed to have difficulty with is that a lot of

the elderly could speak English, but they preterttiegt couldn't because they didn't like
speaking with an accent, or they were afraid ofspetaking correctly. So they just, if they were
in public they would pretend ignorance. But nowai try to get them to speak French, they
start off in French and they switch to Englistreinember just, well not that long ago, | called
one of my aunts and | started speaking French lvgttbecause | try to use every occasion | can,
because I've forgotten so much of my French. Andere speaking French and all of a sudden
she switches to English. And so | stop and | s&dn we keep speaking French?” She said,
“Oh yeah, we were speaking French, weren't we®did, “Yes.” She says, “I didn't realize

that.”

AL: Now, you've mentioned that French culture amgjlage was downplayed and sort of not
encouraged in public. And | know that at some pirthe school system, at some point in time
they tried to say ‘no more speaking French in sEhaas that during your period of time in
school? | can't recall what decade that was.

JD: Well, I think it was a little bit after my yesam parochial school. In parochial school,
especially where | was at St. Mary's the longestspoke French all day long. And we went to
classes that were conducted in English, but theofdbe time was all spoken French. You
know, like geography, that was an English thingdose all the countries were in English, but
you learned to say them in French because you dp@hkeh, the nuns spoke French to you. So
you were always thinking in French, and you weegreng English kind of as a second
language. | only went to the sixth grade, so leytime | got to high school, of course, it was all
in English because | went to public high schood Bhad a French teacher. If | chose to take
French instead of Spanish, then you had a Fremcdhée. But other than that it was all English.

| mean, French was not encouraged or you werdttalds very impolite to speak French in
front of people who did not speak French. So ef/gou were just saying something, you know,
with a friend, if there was anybody around you thagsibly didn't speak Englisa¢ French],

they preferred that you not. You were told thatdis very impolite because they wouldn't



understand what you were saying. So people jappstd speaking French in public. And, you
know, by then TV was out and so it was very diffica teach our children French because it
just wasn't there. Even my sister-in-law from Gimavho's been in the United States for twenty
years, she speaks French, still speaks French iwhiidren. And I've never heard them
speaking French to her, they'll reply in Engliso they understand it, but they just don't speak
it. It's an interesting phenomenon.

AL: | notice we do have a couple local stationgnalirench now on television.

JD: Yeah, see, | don't get them out in Poland anih | did, but yeah, it's really nice.
Because | belong to an associati@nSur Vivance Francaisavhich is mostly elderly people, |
feel kind of young when | go there.

AL: How do you spell that?
JD: S-U-R, V-I-V-A-N-C-E, Francaise is F-R-A-N-C-AS-E, Sur Vivance Francaise.
AL: | apologize for interrupting you.

JD: | joined this a couple of years ago. It's egaaization that's been around for ever and
ever, and it's mostly women, it's all women, balythave a couple of activities a year that they
invite their husbands to. And the meetings aralooted in French. And they have speakers
that show, that would, like they had an attorneat tame and talked about wills and things like
that, and sometimes they have entertainment. dstarieeting | think they had some children
from, a girl and a couple of boys from St. Domisidigh School, from the French class, who
had learned some French songs so they came andiosargy It's interesting. They meet once a
month through most of the year.

And, | almost forgot where | was going. Oh, the. T®ne time they had somebody just
speaking about the television service and stuéf thkat, how to not get robbed, how to look, you
know, to save money and if you've got problems, ktoaw, make sure that you call and tell
people you have problems, don't just take it. tBay were talking about the stations coming on
and everybody was just so excited. But one obigehings is a lot of the elderly can't get out
to go to Mass, you know, they can't make it to churSo a lot of them watch Mass on TV,
which makes them feel like they're back in thett mutine because you kind of judged your
week by going to Mass on the weekend. And it'pihglpeople, you know, be a little bit more
aware that French is still an international languagnd | don't know if you're aware that
Lewiston is also the center for the Francophone -

AL: The Heritage Center?

JD: No, not the Heritage Center, this is a businleisg) where business people can be in touch
with other countries that conduct business in Hrefecancophone d'Affaires-rancophone
d'Affaires And I think its office is in the, where the Chiaen of Commerce is. So that's come
into this area in the last few years, that sensod, think there's kind of a reawakening that
French -.



And one of the things I'm finding since I'm tryitgremember my French is, there's a lot of
words | don't know. And, you know, people say, WMeow come?” | can read French quite
well, but | have a hard time speaking it becausegoing to the sixth grade | didn't get all the
verb conjugations down pat. But the French thaspeak here in Lewiston is a very old French.
| remember a friend of mine had gone for her mastlegree and she was doing some
genealogy stuff and she had gone to France andahspeaking French. And someone had
told her she was speaking sixteenth century Fresarhe of the words she was using. And it's
understandable because most of the French we tehare was brought from the farms of
Canada, they were never involved in the busineskivas such. And so, you know, and I'm not
that old, but even since | was in school theresisoh more in the world. There was not all the
electronic stuff, so you didn't have French womtstfiose things. And if you haven't kept up,
it's just, there's just so much more to know. Amukt people here in Lewiston, their French is
family, family French, church French, and so theg hsaid, well, it's not slang, | said, it's our
own patois.

AL: Oh, that's neat.

JD: So I'm trying to, and my grandchildren now st&ting to show some interest in French,
they're taking French at school. So it's nices®is being picked up again, because it's a very
small world. | guess I've probably talked morentlyau wanted me to.

AL: No, no, no. Is there anything else that | m&vasked you that you feel is important to
add? Any person, a Franco-American in town, yoavkrsomeone who stuck out in your mind
as prominent?

JD: Well, for me I didn't, you know, like | saiddldn't get, | was so involved in just family
that | didn't get to know anybody and meet anybibdy | can think of. The only one that's a
very prominent person that's in some way conndstad doing some family research is, my
husband's grandfather was the first surgeon a&ty's Hospital. And in doing some Franco-
American research, you know, | pick up things albboot every once in a while, that he was a
very loved doctor, a very big hearted, very gengman. And there are still some, he's been
dead for a long, long time but there are still sqraeple that just remember him. And my
husband's father was nicknamed "Doc" after hissfathecause his father had been the doctor.
But just researching from the Franco-American peapkhe area, you know, | just run across
names every once in a while that have this littlernection here or there, but | personally did not
have contact that | can think of. | wasn't in plulic that much.

AL:  Well great, thank you very much.
JD: You're welcome.

End of Interview
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