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Transcript

Andrea L'Hommedieu: This is an interview with Arnold Leavitt at tivuskie Archives on
October 17th, 2003, and this is Andrea L'Hommedi€ould you start by saying your full name
and spelling it?

Arnold Leavitt:  Arnold L. Leavitt, A-R-N-O-L-D, L-E-A-V-I-T-T.

AL:  And where and when were you born?

ALL: | was born in Boston on April 30th, 1923.

AL: And is that the area in which you grew up?

ALL: Until I was twelve years old, and then | moved/aine.

AL: So that was during the Depression years.

ALL: Yes, it was.

AL: Was the Depression years a factor for your ng¥i

ALL:  Yes.

AL: Can you tell me about that?

ALL: Yes, my father was in the automobile busine€ddston and the Depression made it
very difficult for everyone. He owned a lot of festate as well as having a business and
couldn't pay the mortgages because people wemgitigptheir rent. And so he came to Maine

at that time and we moved to Mechanic Falls, whvels a relatively small town compared to
Boston, and | went to high school there and grastuhigh school and then came to Bates.



AL: Oh, you're a Bates -?
ALL:  Alumnus, yeah.
AL: Oh, okay. And what class at Bates?

ALL: Nineteen forty-three. | took the acceleratedrse in the summer so that | could finish
up earlier, and I finished in March of '43.

AL: And what was Mechanic Falls like when you wierbigh school?

ALL:  Well, it's a relatively small town. At thatrte there were about eighteen hundred people
there, living there. And | was really out of mgrilent because | was used to the big city and |
had gone to Boston Latin School in the seventhaeyrelich was a pretty good school in Boston.
And when | came to Mechanic Falls they wanted tc&Ho see which grade | should go into,
because they didn't know whether I'd had the sarbgsts or not, and after checking with me
and giving me tests they wanted to put me intditseyear of high school. Actually, the second
year of high school because I'd had all of the sesithat they had offered in the first year of

high school. But my dad was smarter than | washenthought that it would be too much of a
jump, so | did skip the eighth grade and went thiohigh school.

AL: And did you feel you were well prepared forttjuanp in -?

ALL: Yeah, I think so, | managed all right.

AL: And what did your dad do, now, when you cambl&ine?

ALL: He opened up a lumber yard in Mechanic Faltsvaas quite successful with that.

AL: And what was Mechanic Falls like politicallyrthg that time?

ALL:  Well, it was highly Republican. And when | gnit of the service | went back to
Mechanic Falls and took over the business becaydatimer had died while | was in the service.
And [I] got active in politics, became town chaimmaf the Democratic committee and then got
active in the county committee, became chairmavgd chairman for about twenty-five or thirty
years | guess.

AL:  Wow, so this was, you started in the late ésitwould you say?

ALL: Yes, when the Democratic Party was still ireayw\quiescent mood.

AL: Yes. Now what was it that gave you an interregilitics, do you remember when that
happened?

ALL: Well, I had an interest in almost everythingtett point. | liked the Democratic Party
because it was the party of the common personrrttha being for the wealthy, which is what



the Republican Party really stood for.

AL: But were your parents politically interested?

ALL: No, not really.

AL: And did you have any brothers or sisters?

ALL: No, I was an only child.

AL:  So you were in Mechanic Falls, involved in Denadic politics in the late forties.
ALL:  Yup.

AL: Ed Muskie was in the Maine legislature at tirae. Were you aware of him that early, or
was it later?

ALL: No, it was a little later. But | did get to etéhim and know him. And, of course, Frank
Coffin was becoming active at that time.

AL: And did you overlap, you overlapped slightlyiwirank Coffin at Bates?

ALL: Yes, well he was at Bates at the same timel that, but he was one or two classes
ahead of me | guess.

AL: Yes, | believe he was the class of '40. Soydidknow him then?
ALL: Yes, yeah.
AL:  What was your impression of Frank from thosdyedays?

ALL:  Well, he was quiet at that time and introspesgtvas brilliant even then. He was a
debater and | got involved in debating, so we gaheet that way.

AL: Oh, neat. And you must have had Brooks Quimby?

ALL:  Yes.

AL: Can you tell me, describe him to me, what wabout him that people gravitated to?

ALL:  Well, he was sincerely interested in the petipde were debating, and made you do a lot
of research, asked questions and you had to gswes, and be knowledgeable, of course. It

was quite an experience working with him.

AL: Was there anything that he taught you thatyealick with you over the years?



ALL: Oh, the ability to speak and to project youraat your ideas.

AL: Do you recall that he ever used the term "Bpeosuasion?" Is that anything that sticks
out in your mind?

ALL: |don't recall that, no.

AL: And did you get to see Frank Coffin debatinglevkiou were at Bates?

ALL: I can't honestly remember.

AL: Now, when Ed Muskie ran for governor in '54] gou work on that campaign?

ALL:  On the periphery, yeah.

AL: In what way?

ALL:  Well, during those days Androscoggin was thig @@emocratic county and so he spent
a lot of time in Androscoggin County, campaigniagg | campaigned with him through all the
towns in Androscoggin.

AL: And what was your impression of him?

ALL: Very bright, caring individual, very personable

AL: Did you have a, having been on the debate thathyou heard about him in terms of his
years at Bates when you were here?

ALL: Not really, no.

AL: And |, like you said, there weren't a lot ofrbacrats at that time, did you see or
experience some people who were registered Repmilwanting to vote for Ed Muskie and
why it was that they wanted to?

ALL: Well, Ed was the type who made friends verylgasid he had a knack of asking the
right questions of people and slapping them orbtek, figuratively speaking, and getting
around and really, sincerely being interested éitllividual he was talking with.

AL: Do you have any recollections of anecdotes fitwa time period? | know, I'm asking
fifty years ago.

ALL: Yes. Notreally. One of the things that we iti Androscoggin county was we made
several trips around the various towns with Ed lrahk, and Don Nicoll, who was along also.
And | can remember him with the rest of us goirtg mach of the beer parlors and circulating,
and you didn't have to introduce him, he introdulsdself and would go around shaking hands
and talking with people. And people got to knomland like him because of his sincerity.



AL: So did he seem to enjoy the process of campa@n

ALL: He really did, yeah. And people took to hihgttwas the, he wasn't aloof and, you
know, up in the, yeah.

AL:  So you were involved in politics in Mechanidlsaand at the county level for years. Tell
me your thoughts on Louis Jalbert, do you havellextoons of Louis?

ALL: Ohyes.
AL: What sort, in what sort of ways did you deahwiim over the years in your position?

ALL: Okay, at the outset, we were not friendly. isalalbert considered himself the king of
the Party and he kind of ruled with an iron haBdit we got, through the years, to be really
close friends. And Louis started, Louis was oppdsethe county committee because he
couldn't control the county committee. So he sthet candidates committee of office holders,
and what little patronage came down through he @dhtd control and the party would not allow
that, which kind of ticked him off. But we got alg fairly well, but in those days it was very
common to, for me to select the next judge, whengibvernor sought an appointment they
would ask the county committee for our recommerdatiAnd in order to cater to Louis they
would also ask the candidates committee but thayldveelect our candidate, which of course
didn't help matters any with our relationship. Bstl say, we did get to be very good friends,
were very close.

And a great many years Louis would ride to Augugth me, because he didn't drive. And in
those years | worked for the State, went to workden Curtis on his staff as the veteran’s
coordinator. This was after the Vietham War wheterans were coming back and were being
mistreated and considered to be enemies actuatherthan heroes, and this was a bad
situation. So Ken Curtis, who was governor at tima¢, appointed a blue ribbon committee to
see what could be done to better things for thematg Vietnam era veterans and | was
appointed co-chairman of that group. And we didkaaut, oh, somewheres around twenty-five
different things that could be done, to be of danise, and | spent a great deal of time on that.
We finally filed a report and | remember bringinigni to Ken and he called me back the next day
and said that he read it, thought it was excellautf it sat on the shelf without anybody
pushing it nothing would happen and would | comekafor him and implement the
recommendations.

And at that time | was in business, in the lumhesibess, in the retail lumber business with a
yard in Mechanic Falls and one in Lewiston and Aabon Center Street in Auburn, Turner
Street. And business was not great, because Gaosshmd come in with the cash and carry
business and undercut the prices. And so | s&ies,” | would. And I, so | spent a lot of time
on that. We started a lot of different things whimany of which are still in effect. | can't
remember them all, but | know that we started acjptps where | got various people to serve,
once | said, you know, “I'm calling for the goverismoffice and we'd like you to serve on a
committee,” they immediately would accept, and \ad bank presidents and heads of large



corporations and groups of that type throughousthte. And they did, it did have a positive
effect on getting jobs.

We found that, | found actually, that there waargé chasm between the technical institutes and
the University of Maine, even though, even in thdags the technical institute did offer courses
that the university offered like English and thirajghat type, they wouldn't accept them for
credit. And so we were able, through the govesmaffice, to change that. And that led to

finally the formation of these community collegeligh is here today. We did a lot of things

that were of benefit, and it was very gratifyingen was very good. He gave me pretty much of
a free hand, so that helped.

AL: What was your impression of Ken Curtis as aegoor?
ALL: Ithought he was great, very good.

AL: Now, he was dealing with, in the legislaturege point it was controlled by the
Republicans, wasn't it?

ALL: Yes, it was.
AL: Do you have a feeling for how he was able tokwath them?

ALL: Yeah, he was a very practical politician and &hle to, to take advantage of the
executive office and provided assistance with sofitbeir stuff and it was reciprocal, you
know, it worked. But the, Maine is | think a létlinique in that the conception of the public as
to the Republicans and the Democrats is of litifieience once they get in the legislature.
There's more of a bipartisan approach on a greay fiengs. They still have their own, each
party has its own major policies but a great mamyistermingled.

AL: | have a question. You were talking about werking to ensure the veterans, when they
came back from Vietnam, being received safely anggrly. That must have been quite a
difficult time with your background, having beenWiIl, as people coming back, you know, as
heroes and then seeing these young, this nextag@reof young men coming back not being
well received. I'm not sure exactly what I'm tryito ask, but a lot of, | would say, more the
liberals were the anti-Vietnam protesters in aofatases. Is that true?

ALL:  Well, I don't know as | would classify themlderals. The public as a whole was very
opposed to the Vietnam War and the media didni heltters any, because it publicized the bad
things about the war, and any war has a great madyhings about it. But their attitude
towards the veteran, which was completely diffesend foreign from what it was in every other
war, was bad. The Vietnam era veterans were &gts@t upon if they showed up in uniform at
any type of function or in a beer parlor or someghof that type, they were looked upon with a
great deal of distaste which was really bad. Am@é$ were not good financially at that time
either, so it created a great many problems.

As | say, we were able to remedy quite a few. Akiow that | got a great deal of help from



Republicans as well as Democrats at that timehanging things for them. In fact, Harrison
Richardson, who at that time was a state senaior Rortland, was thinking of running for
governor, was actually promoting himself to rundowvernor, and he was a veteran, and he was
appointed by the legislature to work on a recognitf Vietnam Veterans Day, along with the
governor and so forth. And | was able, throughdfiice, to get the secretary of the Navy to
come up and speak on that day. So we got a gegahblihelp from both parties, which answers
one of your previous questions of how he, you knoewy Ken was able to work with them.

AL: And it sounds like the Vietnam issue really mha partisan issue.
ALL: No, it wasn't, it was public misconception hgaiedia inspired.

AL: What are some of the issues that you facedlyacaviechanic Falls over the years that
you've worked on?

ALL: Oh, golly.

AL: The particular ones that stand out?

ALL:  Well, we were able to get some Democrats irblw politics in Mechanic Falls, which
was a major accomplishment. | can remember runfointhe legislature from Mechanic Falls,
Mechanic Falls, Minot and Poland, and all threeenmgavily Republican. And | was a young
squirt, but we were able to mount quite a campaigphl lost by, | don't know, twelve or thirteen
votes which was really a major accomplishment.

AL: And is Mechanic Falls still Republican todayhas it evened out?

ALL: Ithinkit's evened out, yeah.

AL: |think we see that in Auburn, too.

ALL: Yes, Auburn has become Democratic actualijmoved to Auburn, oh boy, in the early
fifties and became chairman of the city Democratimmittee in Auburn and helped make that
more Democratic than what it was.

AL: There's still a strong a Republican base inukalthat | see.

ALL: Yes, there is.

AL: Ilive in Auburn as well. But what changesddrow did you see that change over the
years?

ALL: Well, we had a lot of good people working ie tarty and it eventually changed.
People in Maine fortunately are more interestetthéncandidate than they are in the party, and
by getting good candidates and getting them outratpit helps. One thought that comes to
mind, | can remember [Alonzo?] Lonny Conant who &asdge, | don't remember whether |



put him in as a judge or not, but it doesn't mattat he was chairman of the city Republican
committee when | was chairman of the, one of treey&hen | was chairman of the Democratic
committee. And | used to take it upon myself tagthe Edward Little High School and
explain the party platform, and that way we stafednocratic interest in high school and it
carried forward. And | can remember talking to hgrand saying, “Why don't you come with
me and give the Republican one at the same tinte finze the Democratic one?” There's very
little difference if you boil it down. And he didAnd so we worked with the Republicans, but |
think the Democrats were the first ones with stgrx political committee at the high school
level.

AL: And you found, did the high school kids getnetsted?

ALL: Yeah, they were very interested. We got theigot out and circulate pamphlets and
literature and that type of thing, got them workirithey enjoyed that.

AL: Now, did you know Tom Delahanty?

ALL: Yes I did, very well. Tom's father was a grei@nd of mine. And when Tom was

going to Bowdoin he was writing a thesis on somnmglar some type of paper, and at that time
Tom called me at my lumberyard in Auburn and sdid like to bring my son in and have you
talk with him about the, what goes on in the Deraticrparty locally and particularly about the
county committee.” So he did, he brought him id are chatted for about an hour, and he was a
bright young guy even then.

AL: You're talking about Tom the son?
ALL: Yeah, and the father, too.

AL: Now, the father was involved in running for,sneCongress the year that Muskie ran for
governor?

ALL: Yeah, he ran for Congress. | don't know wheith@as the same year or not.

AL:  Who were some others in this community aretytba remember, do you remember
Ernest Malenfant?

ALL: Oh yeah.
AL: Tell me what you remember about him. | una@erdthe was quite a character.

ALL: He really was a character. He spoke Frendh avitEnglish accent and English with a
French accent. He, | know that some other peabienhe that he would go around house to
house to campaign and he'd walk up and knock oddbe and introduce himself and say, “See,
look out the window, there's no automobile thatisen | don't have an automobile. I'm walking
house to house.” And at that time he was a flag arasomething on the railroad. “Yeah,” he
said, “me honest, me don't have a car.”



AL: Do you recall how his job performance was agaria

ALL: No, I don't really recall. Mayor was more digurative position than, very little that
they actually controlled or did. They, | guessytappointed committees and they did that on
pretty much like a patronage type of basis whérgmu work for me in my campaign I'll put you
on the committee, you know, whatever you want. iBaibeen fascinating and very interesting.

AL: limagine this community would have been geiteiting to be involved in over all these
years.

ALL: Yeah, it certainly is.

AL: Are there particular issues from the commuaoitgr the years that people have gotten
really interested, shown an interest in, or cordgreial that you think has sort of shaped the
communities?

ALL:  Well, people in Lewiston and Auburn are exadllexamples of the work ethic, they
really provide a day's work for a day's pay, ansl ltlas stood us in very good stead. One of the
things | did while | was in business in Auburn, @gerienced in those years a loss of the textile
industry and a loss of the shoe industry, andwilaest pretty much our bread and butter, and it
was very difficult for shoe workers and mill workeo find other jobs. They didn't have the job
training available, you know, that the governmemw/rhas put in, so it was quite a drastic
situation.

And | got involved on a voluntary basis with [Woaalp] Woody Brackett, who at that time was
city manager of Auburn. And we formed the Aubuusibess development committee and got a
few people with us, to work with us, and went ond &ried to do what we could to stir up some
new industry. And | can remember we were ablestosgveral good industrial facilities in, [?7?]
J.D. Bits and, oh, there was a biscuit companydhate to Auburn; General Electric.

| can remember, particularly with the plastics campthat they were at that time located in,
Pioneer Plastics, located in a plant in Sanfordtheyg were having labor problems as well as not
very good community relations down there. Anddlaers came up, we had plenty of land and
plenty of workers, and the owners came up andaattitme | told them that they would get, they
would have no problems with workers up here, thay treally got a good day's work for a day's
pay. And at that time the, | can't remember thegany name, but there was a plant making
parts for computers in Lewiston at the, where Lipétutual is now, and they had already
announced that they were going out of businesiink it was three or four months from the
time that we sent them over there. | said, “| tze you over or you can go yourself.” And
they said, “No,” they would prefer going themselvé& | called them and set it up and the two
owners went over there.

And they came back afterwards and told me, saick tMgnt in and it was just before a shift
change. We walked around and there were a lobofien and they were sitting at long benches
and working under magnifying glasses and microse@pel, you know, putting Germanian



crystals or whatever it was together, and theremasic playing, everybody was happy.” And
they noticed that when they walked around the wsrkledn't stop working and look up to see
who was there, they kept right on working. Andytlsaid the people waiting for the shift change
were out back in the hallways and aisles and thengwlancing and humming to the music and
no one seemed upset with the fact that in threglmdhey were going to be out of business.
And that pretty much sold them on the worker attin this area. So, that's unique in, I think in
all of Maine, but particularly in Lewiston and Aulouwhere people are used to going to work
every day and working.

AL: Yeah, the story of the mill workers that read{i of hard, hard working class and work
ethics.

ALL: Yes, very good. It's something that we capioeid of, yes.

AL: Are there others that | haven't mentioned ftbim area that you think played a major
role?

ALL:  Well, Frank Coffin played a major role in helgito revitalize the Democratic Party.
And Frank, | can remember when he was running fitceoand tried to emulate Ed Muskie
going around, and | took him around. And Frank bae real problem: he couldn't talk to the
average person in average language. | mean, he hse big words, and it was a little bit
insulting to some of the people. And I tried th ém and but he says, “Arnold, I'm trying,” but
he says, “I can't, it's difficult.” But he did gefiected to Congress. But, Frank was really a,very
very bright guy and a good planner, did a great jabd really, along with Ed, were able to
revitalize the Democratic Party. Don Nicoll attthiene was chief assistant for Ed | guess, when
he did serve, and Don did quite a job, too.

AL: Yeah, | know that, Don tells the story about &6 bugging Frank to run for months and
months and Frank finally agreeing to do so, andaié now that you've gotten me into this you
have to come work for me. So, actually that waterms of the state committee and not the
Congress, Congress came a while after that. Bybdaecall their office they had down on
Lisbon Street in Benoit's store?

ALL: Ohyes, yeah. | was there many times. | dowtv, there's a lot of local people who
did wind up in Augusta serving in one capacity mother, a lot of very good people.

AL: Do you remember, in the sixties, the Model&sitprogram that Lewiston had?

ALL:  Yup.

AL: How do you think that went, did you see positthanges that have lasted?

ALL: Notreally. That and urban development | thivdee two duds, frankly. Both of them
didn't impress me too much. Auburn tried real herd was singled out for, you know, being a

unique city or something. | don't know, that,idmt impress me too much. 1 think both cities
are doing very well right now, heading in the rigirection.



AL: Do you see Lewiston downtown being revitalizedcessfully?

ALL: | hope so, | don't know. It's tough. The ttdras been towards establishment of malls,
as you know, and keeping people away from the dowmtareas. Now throughout the country
they're trying to revitalize the downtowns, whitley should have done years ago. | can
remember, oh, back in the fifties, dealing with Relletier who was a local realtor, Roland was
his name, actually his name was James but everytalthd him Roland that knew him well,
went to work for the State in the Department of iraic Development which promotes
development. And he had the concept of coverirditht two blocks of Lisbon Street with
plastic, leveling the sidewalks off so there wotllthe a sidewalk there, so people could walk
from one, on the same level, putting kiosks inrtheédle and having the storekeepers open their
doors so the heat would come out, and people ¢oaNdl from one side to the other easily. At
that time we still had stores down there. And bk gursued it further and said that he would
have the banks make very low term, low cost loathat people could redecorate the fronts of
their stores to make them more attractive. Amndais, | think it was a great idea but it fell flat o
its face, it didn't work.

But that would have made something quite diffeeant attractive and would have stopped the
decline and the deterioration of Lisbon StreetwNis pretty much the court and the attorneys,
very few stores. So it's going to be difficultt bthink it could be done. You know, you need
the odd type of store development rather than nsges.

AL: Is there anything, oh, | was going to ask..Over the years when Ed Muskie went on to
the Senate and his national political career, didtill come back to this area and did you have
contact with him?

ALL: Oh sure, yeah. Not as much, but he still chagk, yeah.
AL: Did you feel like you still knew who Ed Muskieas?

ALL: Oh yeah, absolutely, yup, Ed was Ed. And lehlagen very active in many other things
besides politics, | was active in veterans fundiand been active in AARP and, oh, many other
things. But | can remember when Ed was runningpfesident and the VFW had our
Washington conference which we had every springd ¥e usually had, not usually, always
invite our members of Congress to come attend éimgjiet which we hold. And Ed came to the
banquet and before the banquet we, every statarhasea with a state sign and there are open
bars there and so forth, and so we had eight ooftes from the veterans organization that were
there and we kept them all running to the bar beedliere were long lines, to get drinks for Ed.
And he knew what | was doing, but he had a hollegy he could drink for hours and hours and
hours with no effect. But everybody came aroundifall the other states to shake hands with
him and he was having a great time. But that stand in my mind as | remember him.

AL: Is there anything that | haven't asked you yoatfeel is important to add to your history?

ALL: No, I just was rambling, as you know.



AL: Oh, it's wonderful. [ just don't want to masything, if | haven't asked the right
guestions.

ALL: No, I can't think of anything, you've done vergll.
AL:  Well, thank you very much.

End of Interview
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