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Biographical Note

Bertha Yvonne (LeClair) Libby was born March 3, 238 Joseph and Florida LeClair, the
seventh of twelve children. She attended St. Re@atholic School in Lewiston until the
seventh grade. She was a waitress for many ye&teekino's Restaurant in downtown
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Transcript

Andrea L'Hommedieu:

you start by giving me your full name, includingwyanaiden name?

Bertha Libby: Bertha Y. LeClair, Bertha Yvonne LeClair.

AL:

BL:

AL:

BL:

AL:

BL:

AL:

BL:

AL:

BL:

AL:

BL:

AL:

And where and when were you born?

| was born March 3rd, 1922.

And where?

Here in Lewiston.

So you've grown up in this area?

| always, most of my life was in Lewiston.
And did your parents live here as well?
Yes, they did.

What were their names?

Joseph and Florida LeClair.

And did they immigrate to Maine, or were theyrhere?
They were born here.

And what did they do for occupations?

This is an interview with Bertha Libby, at hemhe in Lewiston,
Maine on December the 6th, the year 2002, anddiAsidrea L'Hommedieu.

Bertha, would



BL: My mother never worked, but my dad for fiftynse years worked for the Lewiston
Sanitary Market, until he retired.

AL: And what did that, what did they sell?

BL: It was a grocery store. He was a meat cuttdvad grocery store. Before that in his spare
time in the evening he used to, there used toMe 8erube that owned a store and he was
crippled, he couldn't cut his own meat. So mywadld go help him, in the evening he'd go cut
all the meat for this Mr. Berube.

AL: And were your parents active in the community?

BL: My dad belonged to the Jacques Cartier, anthother was a real home woman, she
never, the only thing she liked to do was play sard

AL: Did she belong to women's groups that got teeyesind played?

BL: No, no, she was too busy raising twelve kids.

AL:  Twelve?

BL: Yes.

AL: Oh, my. Where do you fall in to those twelvasg in the middle?

BL: Well, she had thirteen. One died, so I'm righthe middle, I'm number seven.

AL: And your father, you said he belonged to theugr but | didn't catch what the group was
called.

BL: Jacques Cartier's, Jacques Cartier.

AL: And what was that?

BL: Well, that was a Catholic union of some kinéswt it, something like that. And they had
a meeting once a month, and then when it camey' manember what they call it, but they used
to ride around with a little lamb in the car, yeaten it cameunintelligible word) Jean

Baptiste, they had a parade and he was in that.otBarwise he was a very busy man, working
all the time. He was a home man.

AL: Did he ever talk about politics at home?

BL: No, that's something they didn't talk aboubt that | remember.

AL: What do you recall of the Depression yearsawilston?



BL: Well, | know it was kind of rough, | know thtitings were kind of slow. We had what we
needed, but there were times | guess that we hadttsome cardboard in our shoes. But they
always kept us well dressed and nice and cleangaimgj to school. And, | had very good
parents.

AL:  What schools did you go to in Lewiston?

BL: Iwentto St. Peter's. And | went as far a&sdéventh grade, and then my mother took
very sick and the oldest ones were working to relibe house. So they took me out of school
for a while and then | never had the chance toagk bl was in the seventh grade. So | stayed
home and | was helping my mom while, it was rigterathe last baby was born, | stayed home
and helped her.

AL: And at that time when you were in school, wibey teaching both in French and
English?

BL: French and English, yes.
AL: How did that work in the schools?

BL: Well, to tell you the truth, in the Catholidwml they were pushing more on you trying to
become a nun, or the boys becoming priests. Itna@e religion than, you had the basic
arithmetic, but | mean, they didn't, in the dayswlh went; they didn't have all that algebra and
all whatever they have now. So it was, we justried the basic stuff.

AL: Was the church something that your family waslved in growing up?

BL: My dad went to Mass every morning, yeah. Hatwe Mass every morning; | used to go
with him in the morning. He was not involved inyasf the goings on or whatever, these special
things in church, but he was a church going mae.wis a very good man.

AL: And what was the Lewiston community like thas,you look at it today how has it
changed, and what was it like?

BL: Well, right now the politicians seem to be wagtto do more things than they used to in
those days. In those days it seems that theydd sdenebody and then you didn't hardly hear
anything about him until the next elections. Thi&n't involve themselves too much in what
was going on. That | remember. Maybe some othvdkrsemember something else, but.

AL: Are there any political figures from that tirtt&at you do remember as being, sticking out
in your mind.

BL: Oh, there's one that stuck in my mind all rightMalenfant, Mayor Malenfant. He was a
funny character.



AL: In what way?

BL: Well, he used to work for thdessager, and he lived somewheres going up Pine Street,
but that man never, never walked on the sidewallglivays walked right in the middle of the
street, going up Pine Street. | always remembaingenim at lunch time going up Pine Street,
right in the middle of the street. And he gotwees a little more involved in doing things,
because he was working for thkessager, so he had more going on than some of the others.
AL: Do you remember, later on, Louis Jalbert?

BL: Yes, | remember Louis Jalbert because whenwed,lwe lived on Bartlett Street for a
while, and they lived in the same building. Thibdes lived in the same building we did.

AL:  And what was Louis Jalbert like?
BL: He was a pretty nice person, that | remember.
AL: Did you follow him -?

BL: Of course, he was older than I, you know, qaitet older than | was so | really didn't get
to know him that well, but | knew he lived in ouwrilding.

AL: Was he very visible in the community, do yomegnber him talking about -?

BL: | don't remember.

AL: No. And did you live in Little Canada?

BL: 1lived on River Street just for a short wheliter | was married. But that was a very short
while, because we lived in Turner and we had adiréhe house. And the only place | could
find a rent that they would take children is downRiver Street. But as soon as | could find
another place, | just got away from there.

AL: So that area didn't appeal to you?

BL: No, no. No, there was, it was too close toAhburn bridge, and there was too much
traffic and | was always afraid when the kids wogtdout, and they didn't have much of a place
to play, because it was right on a corner and they't have much of a place to play so | was

anxious to get away from there.

AL: Going back to the Lewiston community then and@ nwhat sort of things, you talked
about the mayors being a little more productivee there other things in terms of -?

BL: The mayors are more productive now than thengween.

AL: Yeah, yeah. And what other changes have yen iseLewiston over the years? In terms



of religion, and socially?

BL: Well, it's changed so much that | really cati4,not the same at all as it used to be. For
one thing now, elderly people are afraid to goindhe evening, that's how much things have
changed. | remember a time when they had allttives, Lisbon Street, that was, | mean you
used to be able to go take a walk up and downnepsale and look in the stores and go down
the other side. But now nobody wants to go, @ldlderly people even hate to get out of this
building here at night, that's how much it's chahge

AL: Well the downtown Lewiston used to be a verwthg shopping center.
BL: Yes.
AL: People came from all over to shop here, ditiey?

BL: Yes, but now even the in the daylight they hiatgo, the elderly people hate to go walk in
the city park, that's how much things have changdtht's what they say around here.

AL: Now, | understand you have a couple experiemt®s you were waitressing at
Steckino's?

BL: Yes.
AL: Can you tell me those stories that relate td/iadkie?

BL: Oh, one of them, Ed Muskie, that | remembemtiost, he used to come quite often, they
used to have a lot of meetings there. And thereame time there was a great, there was a big
meeting, there must have been over fifty, fiftysbety men in that. And as short as | am, and he
was a tall, tall man, and I'm trying, I've got nngt on my shoulder and I'm trying to put the
salads and the juices on the table, and | haddp ta@uching people on the shoulder so they'd
move. And he saw me, so he picked up my tray @wds holding the tray so | could put the
stuff on the table. He was a very likeable perseny outgoing, very likeable. And | used to
like to work those meetings. He used to, whenbeeawas in Lewiston that's the place that they
used to meet.

AL: Where was it?

BL: Steckino's was on Park Street, but they toreas it Park or Middle? | think it was

Middle Street. And it's torn down now. When Mangeli died, the sons took over and they
tried to modernize it and it wasn't the same anyenb@cause they tried to make it more for a, a
sports club, sports place. And Steckino's wasegivhere doctors and lawyers and all the big
businessmen, that's where they used to go alirtiee that was the most, the best restaurant that
there was around.

And there was one governor that had come, | camiember his name, | was trying to
remember. And there was a party, all Democratic emparty, and | was serving the bar. And



of course you always put a little dish with, fgrgj you put a few nickels or dimes in there and
that was a hint for tips. And none of the womémwas a women Democratic party, and none of
them left any tips. So, I'm trying to remember tiagne of the governor that came in, he was
having a meeting.

AL: What year was it?

BL: Oh, my gosh. | remember he was a short maamri& Not Brann.
AL: Ken Curtis?

BL: Curtis.

AL: Ken Curtis.

BL: He was short?

AL:  Yup.

BL: He came in and he says, “Am | too late foriald®” | said, “No sir.” He says, “I hope
you're a Democrat.” | says, “l was up 'til tonigbtit,” | said, “the Democrats don't tip so I'm
going to turn Republican.” So he put a five dobdl in there. | used to have fun. They were
all a bunch of good sports there.

And one time | was passing, there was anotheradetiipig meetings and | was passing the salads
again, and the juices, and one of them kept lookinge and looking at me. So after a while |
went by and | said, “Have | got a button missinghonshirt or something?” He says, “Yes,” he
says, “I just found it in my salad.” So, | workdgbre for about seven years, until | took sick and

| had to quit. But it was a nice place to work.

AL: Was there also another story about somebodymisimok -?

BL: Oh, there were these four little old ladied tged to come in once a month when they got
their checks. And it was so cute, you could tedittthey were not rich, and they'd come in and
they'd ask for four cups, four empty cups and thigtke cream containers with water in it. They
didn't want milk, they wanted water. So I'd brihgt over and they'd put a little bit of water in
their coffee cup and they'd pass a little tinyKlasder the table so they'd each have their own
little drink.

And there was this, oh, his name was Bill, he hathaurance company in Auburn and he used
to come all the time. And you would have swormtas Muskie, you would have sworn it was
him. So they asked me, he was sitting on the atider, and they said, “Is that Mr. Muskie?” |
said, “Yes, it is,” just to please them. “Do ytink he'd give us his autograph?” | said, “I
imagine.” So they said, “Would you go ask himdsf?” So | went over and | says, “Bill,” |
says, “they think you're Governor Muskie,” | saend they'd like to have your autograph.” So
he took some napkins and he wrote the name of @ovdfuskie on them and | gave, oh, these



women thought, they were so happy because | did tha

And then there was another time that | remembeutaldoiskie. He had come in this building,
that was ten, nine, eight years ago probably, hecetwas this very elderly person living
upstairs. And she had come down because she wanseé him so bad. So he had come for,
that was during some election year, he had comeraatd a speech for, to help another one, |
can't remember who the other one was. And so \wkemas walking out, this little old Mrs.
Levesque says, “I came down to see my boyfriendhendidn't even notice me.” And she was
ninety-nine, going on a hundred.

So | went up to him and I told him, | said, “Thera'lady here, she's almost a hundred years old.
She came down to see you and,” | said, “she waady love to say hello to you.” He says,
“Well, where is she?” So he turned around and éetwver and he gave her a hug. And he had
this other gentleman stand on one side and he stoote side, and there was a man to take
pictures over here so they took a picture, thos&im cameras, so they took pictures of her with
Muskie. Oh, you would thought that you had given & million dollars. | remember little

things like that, but.

AL: Are there other recollections that you hav&ehator Muskie, either personal interactions
with him, or observing him on the national scen&ater years?

BL: 1 used to like to listen to him whenever he wasl'V. | used to think he was very good,
he was very interesting, very good. But | was newech in politics. | was too busy raising
kids.

AL:  And how many did you have?
BL: | had eight children.
AL:  Wow.

BL: Joanne is my oldest. And Nicci is the fourtbht? Yes. There's Joanne [Ducharme],
and Mike, and Barney, and then Monique, yes.

AL: And you were going to talk about your skating?

BL: When | was a teenager, there was five or sixsajirls who would hang around together,
and there was this bunch of guys from Auburn, thegime to the skating rink. In those days we
had open air skating rinks. And we never, it wagen a date with this one or that one, but we
used to go ice skating every night of the weekm&imes it was so cold that the ice would
break right under your skates, but we used to Bavauch fun we forgot how cold it was.

And then in the summer time there used to be abigeoller skating rink under the grandstand
at the Fairgrounds. And that's where we'd spdnolalevenings; we'd be on roller skates. That
was our sport, roller skating all the time. Andhe summer time, lots of times, right now |
wouldn't go across the street to go to the stareinbthose days we used to walk. In the summer



time we used to walk way up to Sabattus to go swimgmWhen you're a bunch together, it
doesn't seem so far to walk.

But | really had a good time with those girls, weimmed around together for a long time. And
then the war came, and we lost track of every, ralbshe guys that were hanging around. But
we did have some good times. And it was cheapard days, you go skating all evening for ten
cents. And they had those shacks that you could gad warm up, they had those pot bellied
stoves in there that you could go in and warm Aipd they had, they were selling chocolate
bars or potato chips. And the skating was always fseven to ten, so that was most of my
pastime. On ice skates and on roller skates.

AL: And the Nichols Tea Room, you worked there?

BL: Nichols Tea Room, | worked there for quite dlechl was working; | was only about
fourteen years old when | had gone to a shoe slitpawiriend of mine. She was working there,
and | lied about my age and | got a job over thé&ed then one of my sisters was working at
Kresge's, at the lunch counter. And she wantegteomewheres real bad on a Saturday, so she
asked me to go down and see if, to tell the baassitee couldn't make it down, that she couldn't
work that day. He says, “On Saturday, what amingto do?” | says, “Well, selling hot dogs
and hamburgers, | think | can do it.” He says, ddgbut you're so short.” | said, “Well just put

a box, a wooden box, and I'll stand on it.” Andyttnad those big root beer kegs in those days,
right on the end of the counter. So he says, “OKihyry you.” So after that, I'm the one that

got the job. He never called my sister back.

And one day | was walking down, walking home, asdw that, | had heard that there was a
restaurant that was going to be opening, opening,sso | went in. And there was Peter and,
Nichols was there, Peter and George Nichols, thengwwo brothers, and they were the ones
that were opening it up. So | asked them if theyartaking names for help. And they asked me
what | was doing and | told them | was working linech bar at Kresge's, so they took my name.
And | was the first waitress they ever hired thedad less than a year later they let me open it
up in the morning and close it up at night. Oleytlwere such nice people to work for. They
were terrific people to work for. So | worked awaitress all my life, almost all my life.

| worked in the mill for a little time, but thenwas during a rush and then when they didn't need
the spares they let them go. And | worked, RayiRedeah, Raytheon, and | had to count those
little transistors. And you had to pass a thousamtour so, of course, you had to go real fast
with that, just little tiny things with two littlevires. And so it got after that I'd be home, and |
had a wringer washing machine, so I'd be doingaandiry and I'd go, one, two, three, I'd be
washing the floor, one, two, three, I'd be waslHdighes, it was the same thing. | was counting
all the time. But then that rush was over so tleéw lot of us go, too. They closed a short while
after that, | guess.

But waitress work was my favorite thing becauspeemlly at Steckino's, we were making very,
very good money over there. That's how | coulg helkeep the kids in school.

AL: Great. Thank you very much.



BL: Oh, you're welcome.

End of Interview
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