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Rx:Melody formemory
Howmusic is improving life for dementia sufferers inMaine

BY MEG HASKELL
BDN STAFF

On a recent steamy afternoon,
81-year-old Kay Beal was play-
ing it cool in her recliner at
Narraguagus Bay Health Care,
a 58-bed nursing home in the
Down East town of Milbridge.

As other residents dozed or daydreamed
around her in the common room, Beal
was all smiles and twinkly eye contact,
tapping her toes and singing along loud-
ly with the music coming through her
headset from the iPod Shuffle in her
hands.

Beal, who suffers from dementia, was
unable to tell her visitors what she was
listening to, but staff at the nursing
home said her personalized playlist in-
cludes Tom Petty, Stevie Wonder, Fleet-
wood Mac, The Beatles and Garth
Brooks, among many other artists.

Beal is one of 10 residents at the nurs-
ing home selected to participate in
“Music and Memory,” a program for
people with advanced dementia and
other forms of cognitive loss. There are
40 facilities in Maine in the process of
bringing the program on board thanks to
a national effort to reduce the use of an-
tipsychotic drugs in nursing homes and
some grant funding from the federal
Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Ser-
vices.

“You can tell they’re taking in the
music,” said Narraguagus administrator
Matthew Trombley of his participating
residents. “Some will sit and tap their
feet to the music, and some will stand
right up and dance around. We have one
lady here who will serenade anyone who
will listen.”

Music has been a strong component of
the facility’s programming all along, he
said, with a weekly schedule of live per-
formances on site and recorded music
often playing in the common room and
at mealtimes. But Music and Memory
takes it to the next level.

Developed over the early years of the
2000s and popularized by the 2014 docu-
mentary film “Alive Inside: A Story of
Music and Memory,” the program aims
to reconnect individuals with locked-

away memories and emotions by expos-
ing them to the music of their earlier
lives. By providing training and techni-
cal support to nursing facilities such as
Narraguagus Bay Health Care, Music
and Memory promotes the use of music
to unlock deep memories, stimulate per-
sonal interactions and solicit conversa-
tion, sometimes from individuals who
have been essentially non-verbal for
years.

“We’re interested in anything that im-
proves the quality of life for residents,”
said Brenda Gallant, Maine’s long-term
care ombudsman, who represents the in-
terests of nursing home residents and
their families. She said the use of Music
and Memory in Maine and elsewhere not
only has enlivened the participating res-
idents but also has proven rewarding for
family members and empowering for
staff.

“To see all the benefits of this pro-
gram is just wonderful,” she said.

Nadine Grasso of the Maine Health
Care Association said bringing Music

and Memory to Maine nursing facilities
is an outgrowth of a national initiative
to cut down on the use of antipsychotic
drugs among residents. Too often in the
past, she said, physicians have pre-
scribed the use of powerful medications
designed to treat severe mental illnesses
such as schizophrenia simply to quiet
behaviors such as agitation and aggres-
sion in individuals with dementia.

This “off-label” prescribing, primarily
to make residents less problematic to
care for, can lead to over-sedation, disori-
entation, falls and other side effects. So
since 2011, Centers for Medicare and Med-
icaid Services and industry groups have
led a national initiative to reduce the use
of such medications in nursing facilities.

Grasso said that through staff and
prescriber training and other activities,
Maine has met and surpassed the tar-
geted national goal of a 30 percent re-
duction in the use of antipsychotic med-
ications by the end of 2016. Already,
nursing facilities in this state have
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Kay Beal waves to nurses while listening to a customized selection of music on her iPod on Tuesday in the
common area at Narraguagus Bay Health Care in Milbridge. Beal is involved in the Music and Memory pro-
gram aimed at tapping into the memories of people with dementia.

Love and
adventure
on the
Kennebec

As I write this, I’m preparing to
head northwest in Maine,
over to The Forks, for a story
about whitewater rafting. I

bought a drybag so I can bring my
cellphone, a notepad and a fleece vest
on my trip down the Kennebec. I’ve

packed my bathing
suit, water sandals
and quick-dry shorts
and will stop at a drug
store this afternoon to
get a floatable croakie,
a band that slips
around my neck and
over the earpieces of
my sunglasses to keep
me from losing them
in all the excitement.

I’m looking forward to this adven-
ture — the thrill of the trip downriver,
the interesting people I’ll meet and the
challenge of writing about it next
week. But I also find myself feeling a
little pensive, recalling the last time I
went rafting and the great, surprising
pleasure of sharing that trip with my
dear then-mother-in-law, who was
about 80 at the time.

It must have been the summer of
2001. The trip was a present for my
47th birthday. My sons, Jackson and
Luke, would have been 15 and 13.
Their father, Wes, and I were in the
22nd year of our marriage. And his
mother, Mary Lou, was born in 1921,
so, yes, she would have turned 80 that
summer.

My marriage to Wes ended in di-
vorce in 2010, followed shortly after-
ward by his tragic, accidental death.
The 30 years we shared together were,
like many marriages, marked by epi-
sodes of great happiness, some times
of real difficulty and long periods of
routine navigation through life.
Throughout all those years and after-
ward, Mary Lou was a steadfast
source of support, encouragement,
good humor and generosity. Her death
earlier this month, just shy of her 95th
birthday, leaves me feeling a little un-
moored.

The weekend we went rafting was a
case in point. It was her idea that she
should accompany us, as she often in-
vited herself along on our family ad-
ventures. I initially was skeptical. She
was 80 years old! Although she was re-
markably active for her age and in
great health, I worried she would not
be physically capable of the wild ride
down the river, that she would re-
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Heaven Jones (right), activities director, helps Kay Beal put her headphones back on
on Tuesday in the common area at Narraguagus Bay Health Care in Milbridge. Beal is
involved in the Music and Memory program aimed at tapping into the memories of
people with dementia.
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Bangor planning goal: Bemore ‘age-friendly’
BY MEG HASKELL
BDN STAFF

AARP announced last week that Ban-
gor is the 100th community in the
country and the 17th in Maine to
achieve the organization’s “age-

friendly community” status. Leaders in
these communities have committed to devel-
oping strategies to improve quality of life for
older residents, according to Lori Parham,
director of AARP Maine.

Bangor’s recent designation as “age-
friendly” by the senior advocacy organiza-
tion AARP is just one indicator of the city’s
commitment to becoming a safe, creative,
entrepreneurial home for residents of all
ages, officials say.

City Council Chairman Sean Faircloth
said Monday that the city is embarked on a
comprehensive effort to improve the livabil-
ity of all the city’s neighborhoods and make
Bangor more attractive to people of all ages.

“My goal is for Bangor to raise its status
and become one of the best small cities in
the country,” he said.

Making the city more liveable for older
adults, he said, will also increase its draw
for younger individuals and families.

“People want to live and age in the homes

and communities they love,” Parham said,
and surveys show that most seniors value and
benefit from living with a mix of generations.

Issues such as transportation, housing,
recreation, social participation, communica-
tion and access to support services cut
across all ages, she said, so improvements
benefit everyone.

For example, when it comes to smooth
sidewalks, well lit streets and clear walk sig-
nals at intersections, “what’s good for an
older person with a walker is also what’s
good for a young mother with a stroller,”
Parham said.

In Bangor, Faircloth said, the age-friendly
designation fits into a larger “innovative
neighborhoods” initiative spearheaded by
the city to attract and retain residents of all
ages. A steering committee was formed with
members from a number of area organiza-
tions, including the Bangor Daily News, to

consider a broad spectrum of community is-
sues and opportunities for improvement. A
series of focus groups will help planners
identify and prioritize ways to improve the
quality of life in the Queen City.

“This is an exciting opportunity for Ban-
gor,” said Patty Hamilton, director of the
city’s Health and Community Services de-
partment, a member of the steering commit-
tee who is organizing the focus groups. “We
know that policies that support seniors also
support young families, and these initiatives
can help prepare Bangor for the future.”

Bangor also is exploring the Village to
Village model of supporting residents
through organized volunteerism and com-
munity service. Village to Village is a na-
tional model that promotes the development
of networks of older adult volunteers and af-
fordable services to help support seniors in
their communities. To date, the only desig-
nated “village” in Maine is on the Blue Hill
peninsula, where the At Home Downeast
program has been supporting local seniors
since 2013.

In Bangor, Faircloth said, he expects the
model will be modified to include partici-
pants of all ages, including volunteers who
are students and adults with mild disabilities
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Howapet
dog’s birthday
brings up
ache of loss

My husband, Jim, and I lost
our 13-year-old Brittany
dog, Rosie, to congestive
heart failure two days be-

fore my birthday in May 2006. At the
time, Rosie was our only dog, and the
hole she left in our lives was enor-

mous. She was a very
special dog for both of
us, but especially Jim.

I couldn’t stand the
silence, the lack of dog
hair, the change in my
routine, or the empti-
ness of the house or in
our family. I didn’t
think I could bear the
enormous ache in my
heart from losing

Rosie. Jim was devastated and
thought he needed more time to
mourn the loss of his special dog.

But I found an excellent breeder
that had strong hunting lines, and
after filling out an application and
having several long conversations and
a visit, we went on their list for a lit-
ter that was coming up soon. We were
determined to have a female puppy.

Our puppy was a gift from God. Her
mother, Molly, had given birth to five
males and one female, and our breed-
ers thought she was done having pup-
pies for that litter. The single female
puppy was promised to another family.

But while our breeders, who soon
became really close friends, were eat-
ing their supper and monitoring
mother and just-born babies on closed
circuit TV, the mother dog went into
labor again and soon there was anoth-
er female puppy. Our miracle.

We named her J&A’s Sassafras
Rose Harris, call name Sassy. She was
born on July 20, 2006, exactly two
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City Council Chairman
Sean Faircloth said that the city is

embarked on a comprehensive effort
to make Bangor more attractive to

people of all ages


