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We first met Bill Barrows at the site of the Portland quarries in September, at the Portland Quorum fair. As a professional antiquarian (a business he inherited from his father), Bill had been asked to display his collection of old Portland photographs and documents. As a longstanding resident of the town (fourth generation Portlander), Bill is knowledgeable on a variety of topics relating to local Portland history.

Over the next couple of months, we conducted four interviews with Bill and his wife, Ann. They welcomed us into their home, fed us sweet treats and Bill’s stories began to unfold. 

First, let’s hear about Bill’s youth and his work on the tobacco farms:
They used to pick you up on the street here on the street. Early in the morning. 5:30 in the morning. Take you up to any farm you were working on. The Hale and Goodrich in Portland. And I worked on the Hale farm. Uh, Bolt did the same job, that had shade grown tobacco. And went up there in the dark. And you got light and you went into the fields and you slide on your behind. Suckering is what they used to call it. start by taking out the leaves that you really didn’t need. You only left three leaves there. And you got paid—I think you got paid—by the bin. So like 7 cents a bin.  and that was from pole to pole. So, did that all day and then you come home all mud and all that crap and you’d have to get outside and our mother’d used to made us get undressed outside and clean the clothes off with the (laughter. Word not understood). Or we used to go down to the quarries and just go swimmin’. Jump in clothes and all. So that was a whole summer. 

There was well you learned to swim there. Uhh, a lot of people we swam in our underwear. And uh like I told you before, the first few years you were there they threw you in the following year you were the guy throwing the others in (laughter). As you got older you did onto others as they did to you. 

In the summer there were a lot of other people there. Mostly Portland though. Sometimes north end of Middletown. But not a lot. Mostly Portland guys. And girls. Girls went too. 

Yeah the girl jumped off (laughter). Yeah well it’s about 100 feet I guess.  Her name was Marty Drum. And she embarrassed all us boys of course. 

My brother wasn’t a swimmer so he wouldn’t got to the quarries cause it was sort of ruthless and if you didn’t swim, tough luck Charlie. Even though I could never really remember anybody getting hurt. Nothing like that. 
For a while there it’s be “nobody’s allowed there.” It’s this and it’s that. It was a liability thing. But I don’t think people sued like they do now. You know, now everybody sues about anything you can think of. So everybody just went there and just did your thing. You know and uh, it was really growing up. You went there and they’d take your clothes. You’d have your underwear on and you’d have to get home. (laughter). Typical 14 year old 

Growing up with an antiquarian father, Bill has been in the antiques business his whole life. His first says that his first “deal” was at the young age of 11.   

They used to call him, uh, doorknockers. They would start of, with say they had 20 dollars, and they would pick a street—New Haven, Hartford, Middletown, whatever it was. And start knocking doors. And they’d say, ‘Oreo, you got any antiques?’ ‘oh, yeah, my grandmother got a couple old things.’ So they’d go up in the attic—‘I’ll give you 4 dollars’ for whatever. And, so, throughout the day, he made his pile, generally in an old car. And then at night, they came around selling the stuff. So they would come here, it wasn’t unusual, especially the little kids, 8, 9, 10 o’clock at night, everbody’d be out there. And they liked it because it was dark. You couldn’t see…(laughter obstructs voice). 
 
There was this one guy, his name was George Clark, and he was a very heavy drinker. So he’d come in the morning. And he’d borrow money from my father. Even though he made money like last night, it was already gone. So he would come and get 20 dollars, or something like that from my dad. And then go out and buy the stuff. Where ever he happened to be going. And then brink it back and sell it to him. Give him back his 20 bucks. And say he got 50 dollars 

He’s pretty weird. Uh, I did a job with my dad, and uh, the guy was actually from Portland, he was peculiar. And he had cats, we used to call him the Cat Man. An’ I remember him as a kid. And, a cat would die and he’d have a taxidermist stuff him. These are house cats. When he died, my father had the job a’ cleaning out his place, right? And I was probably about twelve, thirteen, fourteen, somewhere in there. And as you went in these rooms, it was all dark an’ dirty, this guy was sort of weird. And you had all these cat eyes lookin’ at ya. Mounted cats. He had cats in jars, he had and he lived in a little shack, along the…no water, no running water, no I mean. But uh, it was pretty weird.

A: Did your dad try and sell any of those stuffed cats, or?

He sold ‘em all! [laughing]

There was a…. Down in Durham, where Ann went to school school, anda there was a murder… And I can’t really remember… Anyways, the lady took in state children, and anyways I think one of those state children ended up killing her and it was sort of a messed up deal – I think there was a a lot going on there, a lot of activity. Anda anyways we got the job of cleaning out the house and having an auction – I think we had the auction right there. Anda we went in and the whole house… just it was different years ago, it’d be just like you guys left here and this is it. And you come in and I come in and, I mean the food’s here, everything’s here, so… Open up the freezer, there’s a goose in there. 

 And you have, it’s it’s the fun part of my business is going and the challenge of – I mean you gotta live and you gotta make money and but it’s a…

A: You gotta be a people’s person too.

 You gotta, gotta get that item. And sometimes it’s… she don’t wanna sell that ring. I’m not leaving here until I get that ring, right. So I have to wear you down. And it’s it’s fun. I’ve changed light bulbs, I’ve fixed dryers… 

Oh I’ve sold many things many times over. People died, sold it, my father sold it to him, I sold it, they sold it, I sold it again. 

We asked Bill if he’s been to the quarries recently: 

Well, I was thinking of this, it’s because you live in this town,you take the quarries for granted.  But we had friends from Florida came up and I took ‘em for a ride down there and they were all excited about it because they’d read about the brownstone quarries. So, it’s, it’s sort of like you being home and there’s a historical thing, it’s always been there so you don’t pay attention to it. so, that’s a little different. But the quarries, since they started this program with the swimming in it, it has really taken off which I didn’t think it would. I was sort of like “nobody’s going to go down there.” But, they gave the town this year, they rent it from the town. I think the month the month of July, they gave them a 25,000 dollar check. So, it is working.

R: why were you skeptical that people would visit the quarries as a park?

Well, let’s see. This is Portland. (laughter). Well, sometimes, you just come up with too many rules. You know, and it, you have too many rules and it’s not fun. I mean, you gotta have rules, of course, but when you have, you know we can’t do this, we can’t do that, so, it really takes a lot of that out. And when the town’s involved in it, you have, well everybody’s scared of getting sued. Uh, the liability part of it. So, I just didn’t think it would work. But these guys, it’s two or three brothers who run this operation. And they did a lot of work. I mean, tremendous amount of work. And they don’t own it, they’re just renting it. Or leasing it. and, they put a lot of effort into it and uh, it worked. So, I think they did a lot of advertising. And they had, this summer, they had a perfect summer. The weather was great. Except for the beginning, we had a lousing beginning. Then we had nice weather pretty straight through. 

We learned in our class that many of the New York City brownstones came from Portland. We asked Bill if he’d seen them:
I had a job down there and we-a… it was two elderly sisters and they lived out on-a, like the Hamptons type-thing. You had to go over on the ferry. And they had a summer house out there. And they ‘d closed the summer house up like say 1963. Anda this was about 15 years ago, so it was… been closed up for 30 or 40 years. And it was like, just overgrown and everything. So anyway, we took everything out of that house and brought it back here and had an auction with it – a big auction. And these two sisters live in New York in a brownstone building so we got to go down there to do that when they passed away. They were already in a convalescent home evidently. We never met them or anything else it was always a lawyer. Well anyways, it was a real brownstone and in the rough because they had no money or nothing else left either. And it was maybe 5 stories high. Each floor had 2 rooms. And you walked up, just like you see in the movies, you got the brownstone steps, probably about 8 or 10 steps. And that was the first landing. And you walked in there and it was two rooms but they were like double [indiscernible], big sliding doors. But it was very… the kitchen was down below. But they had a dum, dum, what do they call that… dumbbell, uh, dumbwaiter, dum, you know, you bring, ‘cause they had maids evidently at that time. And you’re food was, and maybe that’s why the kitchen was in the basement – so you don’t have to see the maid, you know, some people were that way. And so the food was brought up to the second floor actually, not the first floor, the dining room was on the… And we did the whole thing but there was no elevator. It was all stairs. And it was all open and would cost… you know it was like… you were… I think it was like 5 floors or maybe 4 floors but you could look all the way down to the foyer. So – you guys don’t know this yet, but when you buy oil, all heat goes to the top. So if you have this: man, it’d be like a chimney. Just schoooo! So it had to be a lot of money to heat those places. But anyway, the real estate guy – and this is, this is 10, 12 years ago at least – and he says “It’s in the rough, so it will be probably a million, a million ten.” No parking, no nothing. But you can see they, the ones that had already been restored and they were very nice. And it was a, a good area, I guess. But , but there’s hundreds of ‘em. Not, it’s not like a little dinky thing, I mean they made like row after row of ‘em. And a lot of ‘em have more brownstone than the other ones. Some have just the windowsill and trim and all that; others have all brownstone. 

Finally, what keeps Bill in Portland?
Everybody I know is in Portland. I like Portland. I think it’s a good town, you know. And it’s like any town – I s’pose if you grew up in Northern Michigan and you, and you lived there all your life, you know everybody. And I myself, and a lot of people aren’t that way, I like it when I walk into the bank and everybody knows me or I get gas and everybody – “Hey Bill!” – I like that, you know, so.

