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BATH — Lorena Thombs, who
is 72, thinks her house must be
among the oldest in this historic
shipbuilding town. But it’s not
one of the elegant, handsomely re-
stored captain’s houses in the
downtown district. It’s a modest
little place on the outskirts, long
on character but in sore need of
basic maintenance and upkeep.

Thombs, a widow, is recovering
from a recent hip fracture. “My
kids are concerned that I’m living
here all by myself,” she said.
“They want me to move into an
apartment. But this is my home. I
brought my family up here. The
neighbors are perfect. I love it,
and I want to stay here.”

To placate her worried chil-
dren, Thombs has filed an appli-
cation for a subsidized apartment
managed by the Bath Housing Au-
thority; there’s a two-year waiting
list. But she’ll be able to stay safe-
ly in her own home for a while
longer, thanks to the Community
Aging in Place, or CAP, program,
an innovative regional partner-
ship of the Bath Housing Develop-
ment Corporation, the local Habi-
tat for Humanity chapter and the
home health program at Mid
Coast-Parkview Health in the
neighboring town of Brunswick.
The John T. Gorman Foundation,
which supports a number of aging
in place initiatives in Maine, has
provided $156,000 in first-year

funding, citing the project’s col-
laborative approach, sustainabili-
ty and ability to be replicated in
other communities.

After an initial evaluation to
prioritize the needed work, a crew
from the CAP program came to
Thombs’ home recently and in-
stalled two bright fluorescent ceil-
ing lamps in her dark kitchen,
supplementing the weak, one-bulb
wall fixture that has provided the
only illumination for years. They
hung new storm doors, mounted
plastic window inserts and planed
down the door to the shed so it

latches tightly. They repointed
the crumbling brick hearth under
her wood stove to reduce the risk
of a house fire. They replaced the
rickety handrail on the basement
stairs and rebuilt the uneven top
and bottom steps. They installed a
second handrail on the main
stairway so Thombs has a railing
for each hand. They installed two
smoke detectors, complete with
batteries. There was no charge for
labor or materials.

“It’s wonderful. It feels like a
new house,” Thombs said with a
big smile.

The CAP program, based on a
successful model in Baltimore,
grew out of the knowledge that
unsafe housing contributes to ill-
ness, injury and hospitalization
among the low-income elderly, ac-
cording to Debora Keller, execu-
tive director of Bath Housing De-
velopment Corp. Yet many se-
niors prefer to stay in their homes
as they age, or feel they have no
alternatives.

“Safe housing is a form of
health care,” Keller said. The suc-
cess of the program will be mea-
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Tending my
‘bit of earth’
helps me put
down roots

I’m not any great green thumb,
but this time of year I’m
ready to bolt out the door
with my gardening gloves and

digging tools. I try to steer clear of
flowers, but I am an enthusiastic,
if not exactly disciplined, vegeta-
ble gardener. And I positively
love to mow — unless the condi-
tions are hot, humid, hilly or
buggy.

At my former home in Orono,
where I lived for almost 15 years,
I maintained an unruly perennial
bed, a small vege-
table garden and a
flat, shady front
and back lawn
that took about a
half-hour to trim
with a push-mow-
er. It was a good
bit of work and,
though I was in-
consistent in my
attentions, I loved
tending to this little patch of
earth.

In May 2012, I left Orono and
moved to Mount Desert Island for
a new job. I found a cheap sum-
mer rental in Pretty Marsh, and
in the fall, I moved across the is-
land to a little house in Otter
Creek. They were both great plac-
es to live — the names of the vil-
lages alone charmed me — but
neither offered the opportunity to
garden. I didn’t realize how much
I missed it until the following
spring, when Douglas asked if I’d
be willing to help get the season
underway at his place.

I was delighted and touched. I
felt like Mary Lennox in “The Se-
cret Garden,” reveling in her “bit
of earth.” I attended to the ne-
glected flower bed along the front
of the house and the overgrown
herb-and-rose garden by the back
door, both planted and loved by
Douglas’ late wife, Janet. I helped
him plant the vegetable patch
near the top of the hill with pole
beans, onions, heirloom tomatoes,
Delicata squash and sunflowers.
Together, we reclaimed the big as-
paragus bed, carefully pulling out
the encroaching grasses and
weeds to expose the tender spears
peeping through the sandy soil.

In a particularly artful, Tom
Sawyer moment, Douglas ex-
pressed some doubt as to my abili-
ty to manage the bright green gar-
den tractor, an essential tool for
maintaining the 2 acres of lawn
and field surrounding the house. “

Oh, really?” I asked, slightly of-
fended and rising to the bait.

Soon, the riding mower was,
mostly, mine to commandeer. Did
I mention that I love to mow?

Since then, the springtime ritu-
als of gardening and landscaping
have been a joy to share. Neither
of us is an expert, but we look for-
ward to the season and comple-
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Julia Kahrl, founder of Grandmothers for Reproductive Rights, is shown outside her home in Arrowsic recently.

Still fighting for their rights
BY MEG HASKELL
BDN STAFF

Not so long ago, the topic of family
planning was so scandalous that it
simply wasn’t discussed in polite so-
ciety. Well into the 1960s, it was ille-

gal in many states for an unmarried woman
to use birth control methods such as a dia-
phragm, a contraceptive sponge or the pill.
Even married women usually needed the
written permission of their husbands. In
some states, including Maine, the pervasive
influence of the Catholic Church and its
strict opposition to contraception added an-
other layer of difficulty. And, until the U.S.
Supreme Court’s decision on Roe v. Wade in
1973, access to a safe abortion under the care
of a physician was a privilege available only
to wealthy women or couples with connec-
tions in the medical community.

Julia Kahrl remembers. The energetic
81-year-old Arrowsic grandmother, called
“Judy” by her friends and family, says the
current wave of right-wing political thinking
in this country threatens decades of progress
and the widespread freedoms that younger
women and their partners now take for
granted. After a lifetime steeped in the mis-
sion of promoting reproductive choice and
women’s health in developing countries,
Kahrl has turned her attention homeward,
recently founding the nonprofit, nonpartisan
group Grandmothers for Reproductive
Rights, or GRR! a Maine-based organization
aimed at protecting hard-won reproductive
freedoms for generations to come.

The group, established in 2013, has an ac-
tive membership of about 30 women and a
mailing list of 100 supporters. They lobby in
Augusta against bills that seek to restrict
access to abortion, sex education or contra-
ceptives. Members distribute information
about the relative effectiveness of different
forms of birth control and contact informa-
tion for providers of women’s health servic-
es, including abortion. They host education-
al discussions and work to combat shame
and public stigma related to women’s sexu-
ality.

George Hill, president and CEO of Maine
Family Planning, says the friendly but de-
termined and well-informed grandmothers
in GRR! have made a big impression at the
statehouse. “Every pro-choice lawmaker in
Maine wants a photo-op with this group,” he
said.

Kahrl “brings a deep and wide under-
standing” to the debate over women’s repro-
ductive rights, Hill said, at a time when po-
litical support feels fragile. With the make-
up of the Legislature changing every two

years, the laws protecting access to birth
control and abortion “could disappear in the
next legislative session,” he said.

Raised in aworld of activism
Kahrl was born into privilege, the great-

granddaughter of industrialist James Gam-
ble, co-founder of the Procter & Gamble. Her
physician father, Clarence Gamble, inherit-
ed the family fortune and developed an
early interest in maternal health and popu-
lation control. During the 1930s, his long-
time association with birth control activist
Margaret Sanger, whose work formed the
foundation of the Planned Parenthood Fed-
eration of America, led him to establish and
fund birth control clinics, educational pro-
grams and research projects in 14 U.S.
states.

In 1957, Gamble founded the Pathfinder
Fund, a family foundation aimed at expand-
ing access to birth control in developing na-
tions. By the mid-’60s, Gamble and his vol-
unteer field workers — mostly middle-age
women with no clinical background but
with an interest in public health, population
control and women’s rights — had visited
more than 50 countries and succeeded in es-
tablishing clinics in more than 30.

“I grew up with all this talk and activity,”
Kahrl recalled. “It was known in our family
as ‘Daddy’s Great Cause.’ ... He was very
concerned about population explosion in the
poorest countries of the world and wanted
people to know they could do something
about it.”

Maine grandmother
leads group focused
on reproductive

freedom
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Free program helps seniors live safely at home
Lorena
Thombs, 72,
comes down
the stairs at
her house in
Bath using a
second
handrail
installed by
workers from
Bath Housing
Development
Corp. recently.
The handrail,
and other
improvements
done by Bath
Housing, allow
Thombs, who
broke her hip
last year, to
stay in her
home.

Girl Scout
badges for
baby boomers
BY ROXANNE JONES
SPECIAL TO THE BDN

Ladies, it’s no surprise that we
seldom get credit for all we
achieve. That’s why I suggest
some Girl Scout badges that we
boomers should be awarded that
reflect our diverse and often un-
dervalued capabilities at this
stage of our lives. While earning
some of these will be a slam-dunk
once you’ve hit midlife, a few may
take some extra effort — but
they’re worth it!

Saying No — A serious chal-
lenge if you’ve been a lifelong peo-
ple-pleaser. Demonstrate that you
can turn down social engage-
ments you’re not interested in, re-
fuse another volunteer gig and de-
cline to host every freakin’ family
holiday gathering this year sim-
ply by saying “No” — without fur-
ther explanation. Bonus points if
you do it without feeling guilty.

Decluttering — Whether or
not you’re planning to move and
downsize soon, if you haven’t
purged your possessions in two or
more years, it’s time. Lighten
your load by clearing out closets,
kitchen cabinets, basement, ga-
rage and attic. Points for each trip
to a donation bin, dumpster or
consignment shop (10 minimum).
Bonus points if your partner par-
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