
Welcome to Next,
a new BDN
weekend sec-
tion for and

about Mainers in their mid-
50s through mid-70s. They
are the first wave of aging
baby boomers, sometimes
referred to as “the young
old.” At 61, I am one of them
and one of you.

We are people whose chil-
dren are grown, who are re-
tired or
looking to-
ward retire-
ment,
whose lives
have a bit of
wiggle room
for volun-
teering,
making new
friends,
serving
local communities, travel-
ing, exploring new hobbies
or considering a job change
or a relocation.

The Next generation also
faces significant challenges:
staying fit and healthy as
we age, caring for elderly
parents, maintaining em-
ployment, financing retire-
ment and staying connected
with adult children.

These are matters I know
about firsthand.

From 2002 to 2011, I wrote
about health-related issues
for the BDN — important
work that built my knowl-
edge base, polished my pro-
fessional skills and
strengthened my self-confi-
dence. I left the newsroom
after my 30-year marriage
ended in 2010 and the sud-
den death of my ex-husband
the following year. I needed
a change of scene, and I
went looking for it.

It was nerve-wracking to
launch myself into the job
market in my late 50s, when
the nation was in deep re-
cession and Maine’s busi-
ness climate felt so shaky. I
worked in a temporary posi-
tion for few months while I
looked for a permanent job.
I felt fortunate to find a
challenging position in a
midcoast Maine communi-
ty, providing the change I
needed without completely
uprooting my life.

Over the next three
years, I developed new pro-
fessional skills, completed a
graduate certificate in pub-
lic health, moved through
some temporary living situ-
ations, put my beloved old
cat to sleep and bought a
car by myself for the first
time ever. I navigated
changing relationships with
my adult sons and other
dear family members. I lost
my 103-year-old dad. I
joined a choral group. I
made new friends and kept
up with old ones.

I stepped carefully into
online dating. Eventually I
met the man who a few
weeks ago became my hus-
band. I have added his two
lovely daughters to my life
and a baby granddaughter
and a new circle of in-laws
and family friends.

While these forces were
at work in my personal life,
other changes were taking
place in my workplace. I ac-
tively missed the energy
and variety of the news-
room, and when the BDN
was willing to welcome me
back this summer after a
nearly four-year hiatus, I
jumped at the opportunity.

My goal for Next is to en-
gage you, my readers, with
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Filling
a need
for job
training

By Meg Haskell
BDN Staff

BANGOR — When 60-year
old Steve Barrett moved to
Bangor from Connecticut
last year to be closer to fami-
ly, he had a hard time find-
ing a job. He had worked in
a variety of settings in the
past — retail, manufactur-
ing, warehouses — but de-
veloped no specific exper-
tise. Still, he needed work.

“You could call me a jack
of all trades but a master of
none,” he said in a recent
phone conversation. “I
don’t have a skill set I can
really put down on an appli-
cation, no technical degree
or anything like that.”

Like Barrett, many Main-
ers plan on working well into
their 60s and 70s, and some-
times longer, in order to
make ends meet as they age.
But even under the best of
circumstances, it can be a
challenge for an older work-
er to keep a job, and even
harder to find a new one.
Factor in problems such as
poverty, disability, homeless-
ness, an inconsistent work
history or other barriers, and
gainful employment can feel
like an impossible dream.

That’s where the National
Able Network fills a need. In
13 of Maine’s 16 counties, the
agency administers the fed-
eral Senior Community Ser-
vice Employment Program.
For low-income people age 55
and older, the program pro-
vides job skills training and
support, and it places partici-
pants in paid, entry-level po-
sitions with host employers
for up to four years.

Barrett learned about the
National Able Network office
on Mount Hope Avenue at a
job fair. After an intake and
orientation process that took
about a month and a half —
some of it paid — staff at the
National Able Network placed
him in a position on the infor-
mation desk for the School of
Social Work at the University
of Maine last spring. He
spends 18 hours per week typ-
ing, filing, interacting with
students and staff, working on
a database project and com-
pleting other tasks as as-
signed. The National Able Net-
work writes his minimum-
wage paycheck — about $135
per week before taxes and
other deductions — using
funding from the Senior Com-
munity Service Employment
Program.

“It’s not the money —
that’s not why I’m there,”
Barrett said. “It’s for the
training and being out in the
workforce.” He’s learning
about routine office proce-
dures and picking up some
basic computer skills. He en-
joys the campus environ-
ment, the mix of older and
younger people, the swirl of
current culture and ideas.

“I really like working
there, but my objective is to
find a real job,” he said.

And that’s one goal of the
Senior Community Service
Employment Program — to
place people in a work envi-
ronment where they can learn
marketable skills and launch
into regular employment as
soon as they’re ready.

But the other half of the
equation is to provide com-
munity service through the
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Sun shines in on the pews (above) inside the Troy Union Church refently. Norma Rossel of Troy has taken a
leading role in the preservation and renovation of the Troy Union Church. Some of the support beams (top,
left) in the roof structure of the church were hand-hewn. Norma Rossel (top, right) of Troy talks about
taking a leading role in the preservation and renovation of the church. The building needs a lot of work, and
Rossel has been applying for grants to keep the restoration going.

Harnessing
babyboomenergy
By Meg Haskell
BDN Staff

F
or 175 years, the Troy
Union Church, built in
1840, has been a land-
mark on Bangor Road.
Once a dusty thorough-
fare that carried travel-
ers between the com-

mercial hub of Bangor and the
state capitol at Augusta, Route 202
now runs near the battered doors
of the old church.

Norma Rossel has lived right
down the road since 1982, in a
homey antique farmhouse she
shares with her boat-builder hus-
band, Greg. In 2009, when she was
62, she retired from her 28-year ca-
reer as a seed technologist at
Johnny’s Selected Seeds in Win-
slow.

“I had a nice summer working
in my garden,” she recalled of that
first season off the clock. “But
then I got interested in restoring
the church.”

The church still stands remark-
ably straight on its hand-hewn tim-
bers, but the old bell tower cants
visibly off to the rear because of
deteriorating support timbers. In-
side, a series of make-do repairs,
remodelings — including a hung
ceiling installed in the 1950s to re-
duce heating costs and layers of
wallpaper that hold the original
horsehair plaster together — have
disguised decades of worsening
damage from the leaky roof and
rattling windows while diminish-
ing the period charm of the sanctu-
ary. A worn wall-to-wall carpet in-
stalled in the 1970s conceals the
original wide-board floor.

The church has been part of
Rossel’s life since she moved here.

“I used to walk up there for ser-

vices,” she said. “It’s officially
nondenominational, but almost all
the ministers have been Method-
ists.”

Over the years, she has watched
the slow decline of the congrega-
tion, which now stands at about 12
members who attend regularly,
with an average age of about 60.
There’s a mailing list of about 150
names, she says, but many are just
keeping in touch for old times’
sake and some may have died.

“People just don’t do church
anymore,” she said, sighing.

Everyone in the community ac-
knowledged the church’s precari-
ous status, she said, but nobody
had any money or knew where to
look for help. The turning point
came when the congregation de-
cided it was time to paint the sus-
pended acoustic tiles of the “new”
ceiling. This was necessary in
order to cover the water stains
from the leaky roof high above,
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The Troy Union Church.

Troy church
restoration
project one
example
of how
volunteers are
key to positive
change
inMaine

See Church, Page C2

Meg
Haskell

See Next, Page C2

Programconnectsolder
workers, nonprofits


