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Ahome for the ‘agedwomen’of
Belfast formore thana century

By Meg Haskell
BDN Staff

On a quiet residential
corner in the coastal
town of Belfast stands a
spacious, Victorian-era
home. A small, gilded
sign near the door

identifies it simply as the Debo-
rah Lincoln House.

Founded in 1903 as the Belfast
Home for Aged Women, the non-
profit Deborah Lincoln House is
now a state-licensed, private-
pay, assisted-living facility with
a six-bed limit. Currently, be-
cause there’s a rare vacancy,
five independent-minded women
live here, ranging in age from 72
to 103. Each has her own bed-
room and a private bath. Some
have a separate sitting room as
well. The rooms are clean and
modern, furnished by the resi-
dent, with big windows over-
looking the neighborhood and
admitting lots of natural light.
The sweeping central staircase
boasts a chair-style lift in addi-
tion to its massive oak handrail.

The “ladies” — as they’re affec-
tionately called by the staff —
come together in the high-ceil-
inged dining room for family-style
meals and in the spacious living
room for yoga classes, birthday
parties, afternoon jigsaw puzzles
and other activities. They’re pro-
vided with transportation for
medical appointments, church
services, community events, shop-
ping and other outings.

“It’s a really homey atmo-
sphere we have here,” said ad-
ministrator Diane Martin, a reg-
istered nurse who has managed
operations for more than seven
years. “The food’s great and the
staff is friendly.”

But the Deborah Lincoln
House is not for everyone.
Whereas most nonprofit assisted
living facilities accept Medicaid
as part of their funding stream,
the Deborah Lincoln House does
not. Its unusual funding mecha-
nism, a holdover from earlier
times, requires each resident to
sign all her financial assets over
to the organization when she is
admitted. These assets, includ-
ing retirement pensions, Social
Security payments or other in-
come, are deposited to an inter-
est-earning investment account
that funds all elements of the
program, including building
maintenance, staff salaries and
resident services.

In exchange, each resident is
assured, for the rest of her life,
of a room and meals, housekeep-
ing services, assistance with
bathing, dressing and medica-
tions, transportation and a $225
monthly allowance for personal
expenses. In addition, any medi-
cal expenses not covered by
Medicare — including dental
work, eyeglasses, hearing aids,
medications, and even nursing
home care, if it’s needed — are
paid by the pooled assets of the
Deborah Lincoln House.

In the rare event that a resi-
dent is unhappy or doesn’t fit in,
she may leave and be issued a
pro-rated refund.

“This is unique. We don’t
know of anything else like it,”
Martin said. “There is no Medic-
aid, no state funding at all.”

While a committee of the
board of directors reviews pro-
spective residents to ensure “a
good fit” with the culture of the
home, Martin emphasized that

there is no financial test for who
can or cannot qualify for admis-
sion. She said the ladies at Debo-
rah Lincoln House are not rich,
though they do need to have
enough in assets to “make it
work.”

“Most are financially comfort-
able, and most are college-educat-
ed,” she said. “But I can’t think
of anyone I’d really call wealthy.”

Ahome for agedwomen
Deborah Lincoln, the original

benefactor of the house, is be-
lieved to be the daughter of a
successful farmer in the nearby
town of Searsmont, who married
a shipyard worker and moved
into Belfast. Widowed with no
children, she lived alone for sev-
eral years before dying in 1903,
leaving the bulk of her estate —
her private home, which was to
be sold, and about $9,000 — to
the local chapter of the Women’s
Christian Temperance Union to
create “a home for aged women”
in Belfast. If such a facility was
not established within three
years, her will stipulated, the
money was to go to an existing
home in Bangor.

Before the year was out, the
Women’s Christian Temperance
Union had purchased the expan-
sive private house on Cedar
Street for $3,000 and established
the Belfast Home for Aged
Women. The home has been in
continuous service since, pro-
viding housing and care to
women 60 and older from Belfast
and surrounding communities.
With changes in life expectancy,
Martin said, the average age of
applicants has moved up to be-
tween 70 and 80 years.

For 103-year-old Georgia Ran-
dall, who has lived here for about
16 years, the Deborah Lincoln

House is much more than a care
facility. The former Army nurse,
who served in the Pacific theater
in WWII, grew up in Belfast.

“I lived in this neighborhood
and I used to go by the ‘old la-
dies’ home’ every day,” she said,
taking a break from a complicat-
ed jigsaw puzzle set up on a
table in the living room. “Now, I
like living here very much. Ev-
erything we need or want to do
is available. It’s just like being
home.”

She paused and corrected her-
self. “It is home.”

Randall’s son, former U.S.
Rep. David Emery of Tenants
Harbor, said his mother benefits
from the emotional warmth and
social interactions that charac-
terize the Deborah Lincoln
House. He remains unperturbed
by her decision to turn her as-
sets over to the facility in ex-
change for her care.

“It was entirely her decision,”
he said. “She certainly has got-
ten her money’s worth from
them.”

The Deborah Lincoln House
has been part of Priscilla With-
ee’s life for more than 20 years.
After retiring in 1993 from her
job as a floor nurse at nearby
Waldo County Hospital, she
worked part-time here for al-
most 20 years.

“Then I got sick, and in 2013 I
moved in,” the 87-year-old said,
knitting vigorously in her sunny
second-floor room. “I knew it very
well by then. I knew I wanted to
end my life here, so I gave up ev-
erything I owned and here I am.”

Administrator Martin conced-
ed that a resident’s decision to
direct all her financial assets to
the organization instead of to
adult children or other family

Questions
and lessons
from a
tragic death

It got pretty quiet in the news-
room last Wednesday afternoon,
when we learned that, accord-
ing to a new report from the

Maine Warden Service, Appala-
chian Trail hiker Geraldine Largay
may have been
alive for almost a
full month after she
went missing back
in July of 2013.

Reporters tend to
be a matter-of-fact
bunch — it’s our
job to be objective,
after all. But for a
few sombre min-
utes, my colleagues
and I contemplated what it must
have been like for the 66-year-old
solo hiker from Brentwood, Tennes-
see, to mark the days slipping past,
making entries in her journal and
trying repeatedly, fruitlessly, to con-
tact her worried husband using her
cellphone, which had no signal in
the deep woods where she was lost.
We imagined the impact of this re-
port on her family, their frustration
and grief as they learned the details
of her ordeal in the beautiful, rug-
ged mountains of western Maine.

On the day after she got lost, Lar-
gay wrote to her husband — in a
text she was never able to send —
that she had wandered 3 or 4 miles
off the trail after stepping into the
dense forest for a bathroom break.
“Call police for what to do pls,” she
wrote, signing it “Xox.” We’ll never
know how far she actually traveled,
but her remains and her makeshift
campsite, when a land surveyor
happened upon them more than
two years later, were only about
3,000 feet off the trail.

The report, while full of interest-
ing information, leaves so many
questions unanswered. Here are
several of mine: How could this ex-
perienced backcountry hiker get so
lost, so quickly and so immutably?
Why didn’t she return to the nearby
AT after her off-trail bio-break in-
stead of striking out through the
trees in the wrong direction? Why
did she make the choices she did,
once she realized she was lost?

There has been a lot of specula-
tion, some of it detailed in the ex-
tensive warden service report,
some in response to media cover-
age. Was Largay equipped with an
old-fashioned compass and map,
and did she know how to use them?
Had she stopped taking her pre-
scribed medication to combat anxi-
ety, leaving her vulnerable to
panic, confusion and poor judge-
ment? Was she dehydrated or hypo-
thermic — conditions more likely
to affect us as we age and more like-
ly to have serious physical and cog-
nitive consequences?

At 66, was Largay in the early
stages of dementia, undetected by
those closest to her but setting her
up for disorientation and forgetful-
ness? Had her sense of hearing de-
teriorated to the point that she was
oblivious to the calls of nearby
searchers, including a dog team
that reportedly came within about
a hundred yards of her campsite 10
days before the date of her last
journal entry?

I am not a backpacker like the in-
trepid “Inchworm,” as slow-but-
steady Largay was known on the
AT. But I do enjoy a good long day
hike in the relative backcountry.
And although I sometimes like trek-
king in congenial company, I often
prefer to go alone. Not only does a
solo hike provide a few hours of pre-
cious stillness in the quiet beauty of
the natural world, it also allows me
to check in mindfully with my
sense of direction, my good judg-
ment and my problem-solving
skills. I have made some mistakes,
but I have never felt afraid when
alone in the woods of Maine.

At 61, I like to think I have years
of hiking and exploring ahead of
me. The fact that I rarely find the
time these days doesn’t diminish
my interest or enthusiasm. I have
every expectation that someday
soon I’ll load my daypack, lace up
my boots and head west to the
mountains, far from the manicured
trails and social amenities of more
populated areas.

But this time, I’ll take a little
extra time to prepare. I’ll be sure
someone knows exactly where I’m
going and when I plan to be back. I
won’t make any last-minute chang-
es to my destination or my route.
I’ll be sure to have a good, recent
map, even if I’ve done the hike be-
fore and know the terrain. I’ll re-
fresh my iffy compass skills and
pack plenty of water and food, my
flashlight and an extra layer of

Adoption
is a special
kind of
love story

There was a little girl who
was one of four children.
She ended up in foster
care because her parents

made bad choices of addiction
and lawlessness, and her grand-
mother, who had taken over her
care, had issues too and left her
on the doorstep at the Maine De-
partment of Health and Human

Services.
Her great-

grandparents,
with whom she
lived for a while
and who loved
her dearly and
were the closest
thing to real par-
ents she had,
died within
months of each

other. She was 14, in foster care
and alone in the world. Or
thought she was.

Her three siblings already had
permanent care.

Her great-grandparents were
the sister and brother-in-law of
my husband, Jim, who died of
pancreatic cancer in 2010. Jim
and I had known our great-great-
niece and saw her occasionally,
making sure to give Christmas
presents as appropriate and affec-
tion whenever we were together
while Jim’s sister and brother-in-
law were alive.

Jim’s brother-in-law died sud-
denly, and in just a few short
months when Jim’s sister
neared death from cancer, we
promised her we would keep
track of her great-granddaughter
so that she would not be swal-
lowed up in The System, never
to be found again. After Jim’s
sister died, we found the child
and became her family of record
with DHHS.

We talked about having her
come live with us, but Jim and I
both worked full time, and our
niece needed extensive services.
She was a very angry and con-
fused person and needed a pro-
gram with strict rules and guide-
lines to help her find her path. We
could not provide the high level of
care she needed.

We could provide love, respite
weekends, family holidays, night-
ly telephone conversations, visits
and stability. And we did. We fol-
lowed her from foster home to fos-
ter home, KidsPeace and eventu-
ally to Good Will-Hinckley’s home
for troubled youth, which was her
saving grace.

We went to family events, at-
tended her prom receptions and
the residential program’s sessions
related to her care. We praised
her accomplishments, were not
afraid to let her know when we
were disappointed in her behav-
ior and always stressed that our
love was unconditional. Real love,
honest love, true family love is
unconditional.

I learned that in my own family
and adoption experiences. She
had no context for that.

When Good Will-Hinckley
closed its residential program she
was involved in, she transferred
to another foster home and at-
tended her senior year of high
school in public school, while get-
ting her Certified Nurse Aide cer-
tificate. She was lucky to have a
great foster mom in that private
home.

Over the years, she had had a
long string of case managers
through DHHS. She would just get
comfortable with one and then
would be assigned a new one. It
was very disruptive to her stabili-
ty in the system.

But her final case manager was
awesome, and provided the criti-
cal guidance needed to move her
into adulthood through the sys-
tem. The case manager and I had
grown up together, so we were
very comfortable working in part-
nership.

Family meetings would include
the good foster mom, the good
case manager, an excellent life
skills counselor, our niece and
others pertinent to her care and
the meeting topic. We comprised
a solid team that guided her
through the basic skills she would
need to survive.

Our niece entered Husson Uni-
versity’s nursing program, but
was recruited into the social work
program at University of Maine.
She earned her bachelor’s degree
earlier this month, and just land-
ed a full-time job working in a
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Lucinda Selchie waters flowers in her room at the Deborah Lincoln House in Belfast recently.
The house is a private, independent assisted living home for six women, established in 1903 by a
private benefactor.
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Historic documents associated with the creation of the six-bed
Deborah Lincoln House assisted living facility in Belfast lie on a
table during a recent visit.
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Deborah Lincoln House tenant Pricilla Withee bends for a chair yoga
class last Friday.
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