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history from George Wash-
ington University, is a man
with a storied history who
has dedicated his life to the
antiques he shared with
BDN readers throughout the
years.

“I’ve always been around
these things. Some people
are born to do certain things,
and from the time I was a kid
— you can probably see by
looking around you — I was
interested in history,” Croul
said, gesturing to the con-
tents of his home. “I was in-
terested in antiques. When
other kids were running off
to buy Superman comics, I
was running off after school
to my great aunt and uncle’s
house, and they would tell
me stories about things they
experienced in their life.”

He would spend time with
his grandmother, who would
take him through her house
and tell him where she got
things and what they were.
Croul’s family also operated
a moving and storage busi-
ness where he worked dur-
ing the summers, handling
items that had been in stor-
age in the 1800s.

“This was in Detroit,
Michigan, and there were big
estates that would be shipped
to auction in New York or
London, and my job was to
inventory it and get it put to-
gether for shipment,” Croul
said.

Though he worked in that
business while he was young,
he had a fervent desire to get
out of the suburbs of Detroit.

“I didn’t want to do all the
things my father did. I didn’t
want to work from 9 to 5 at a
job. I didn’t want to get a
watch when I was 65 years
old and walk out the door
and feel like my life had no
purpose. I wanted to actually

learn to do things for myself.
I didn’t want to hire someone
every time I needed a light-
bulb changed or something
built,” Croul said.

So after he was married,
he bought a moving van from
his father and packed it full
of the things he had collected
over the years, then started
driving.

“We were in Massachu-
setts heading toward Canada
and we started driving
through Maine. We assumed
we couldn’t afford anything
in Massachusetts — correct-
ly. We assumed we couldn’t
afford anything in Vermont,
but we soon realized we
could afford land in Maine. If
you studied the history of
back to the landers, 90 per-
cent of them would tell you
the reason they ended up in
the place they did was be-
cause they could afford the
land — there was cheap
land,” Croul said.

The two bought a little
homestead in Plymouth, but
the harsh realities of Maine
winter soon sunk in.

“It was one of those rare
places that had been built in
the 18th century and it had
nothing — it had no central
heat, it had very little elec-
tricity, barely had indoor
plumbing, so we set about
trying to make it into a work-
able house. And the first win-
ter damn near killed us. We
had no concept whatsoever.
Growing up in Detroit … I
thought Maine and Detroit
would be similar climates.
We ended up closing off ev-
erything but one room in the
house and put an old wood
stove in it,” Croul said.

After about a year and a
half, they decided to pick up
and move — this time to
Newburgh, where they start-
ed from scratch.

“I literally taught myself
to do everything that was in-
volved in building. I built all
these buildings, and I taught

myself how to do it — the
plumbing, the wiring, every-
thing,” he said.

It was at this homestead
that Croul constructed his
life — one that was built
slowly, and that is a testa-
ment to the history and an-
tiques he had grown to love
as a child. Though he is no
longer with his first wife,
whom he moved to Maine
with all those years ago, his
back to the land attitude
never changed throughout
the years.

“It always had a powerful
appeal to me — the idea of
living off the land and grow-
ing your own food. I had a
huge vegetable garden for
many, many years and made
maple syrup — all those
things you do when you’re a
back to the lander,” Croul
said.

“At that point when I
started I had no, what you
would call, real job … I
cleaned out milk tankers for
the national farmer’s organi-
zation for $1.35 an hour, and I
was a desk clerk at the New-
port Inn on the nightshift
selling bus tickets to Florida
and stuff like that. And the
total take for a week of that
kind of work was usually
under $200. It’s not a straight
line from where you start to
where you are. There’s a lot
of work in between. But, you
know, I wouldn’t have done
it any other way,” Croul said.

During this time, he was
building the home he still
lives in today with his sec-
ond wife, and also building
his business, Robert E. Croul
Estate Services, from the
ground up. He also was mak-
ing connections with others
in the area.

“When I first came here,
the people that I found most
interesting were the people
who were twice or three
times my age. Those were
the people I became friends
with — people in their 70s

and 80s — because what the
back to the landers were
doing was what they had
done in their youth. You
came here and you worked
really hard and you made
something. You built your
own buildings and made due
with not a lot. And you al-
ways saved everything. The
old saying in Maine is ‘for
just in case.’ My barn was
full of stuff ‘for just in case’
because I had saved every-
thing that anybody had
thrown away in my entire
life. What I realized is that if
these things weren’t photo-
graphed and recorded and
exposed to another genera-
tion, they would be lost —
they would be forgotten,”
Croul said.

His BDN column has sur-
vived throughout the years,
asking readers to identify an-
tique items and send in their
guesses to him, first by snail
mail, and as technology
evolved, through email.

“At the outset what I had
to do — this was all, of course,
before computers — I would
have to go around to people,
or my own barn and gather
up things, bring them into
the paper, leave them in the
photo lab [and] they’d shoot
them … I typed my column,
brought it in, everybody sent
letters. I would get probably
50 to 60 letters per week. I
still get probably 10 or 12 let-
ters because there are still a
lot of people from Aroostook
County who don’t have com-
puters. It was a much more
tedious process back then,”
Croul said.

In all the years he did that,
nothing was ever lost or bro-
ken — which was important,
because sometimes he would
use items from other people.

The column led Croul to
many correspondences over
the years — mostly from res-
idents of Aroostook County,
which he believes houses the
majority of his readership.

“I’ve had people drive up
here with pickup trucks full
of things and say, ‘Here are
some things, can you use
them?’ Usually they were
things so big that I couldn’t
bring them into the paper,
and it was before digital
photography, so I had no
way to shoot them,” Croul
said.

They would ask if they
could leave them with him,
to which he would laugh and
give them a firm “no.” After
all, he has quite a collection
himself.

Through the years he has
noticed a shift in the interest
people hold in antiques.

“A lot of people under the
age of 50 just have no interest
in all of the things I was in-
terested in and my parents
were interested in. They
shop at IKEA, and when they
move, they throw everything
in the dumpster and start
over again. They seem to spe-
cialize in iPods and bipods
and tripods rather than
Chippendale and Queen
Anne. It’s a demographic
shift in what people were in-
terested in,” Croul said.

Croul said he has between
10 and 20 fervent readers he
can list off the top of his
head, and many of them have
become his friends, such as
St. David resident Ernie
Levesque. Sometimes he
stumps his regulars, but not
often. His dedicated readers
respond to every single one
of his columns, and entries
always flow in from others as
well, who try their luck at
guessing what the antiques
he puts in his column are.

“You can look at some-
thing like this,” Croul said,
pointing to a page in a hard-
ware manual from the 1800s
he received from one of his
friends, Amos Kimball, who
has contributed items for
Croul to use in his column.
“Everybody thinks a pitch-
fork is just a pitchfork, but

you’ve got five or six differ-
ent kinds of forks — hay
forks and spading forks and
dung forks and another 10
different kinds of shovels for
various purposes. These be-
came resources for me.
Amos, of course, is a re-
source along with other
friends who had collec-
tions.”

Sometimes Croul would
turn to others such as Kim-
ball for items to use when
his own stock was getting
low — other times he would
use an item he ran many
years ago, but he could
never get away with that
without one of his regular
readers noticing.

He thinks that will be
what he misses most.

“I said to my wife last
week that I’ll miss the inter-
action with people,” Croul
said. “The last thing you
want to do is end up sitting
alone in an empty room with
your memories. You don’t
want to stop. You want to
continue doing the things
you enjoy — so that’s the
thing I will miss — the en-
gagement with it.”

Despite the impending end
of his column, he knows he
will stay in touch with his
regular readers, who he has
come to know as friends.
And he will fondly look back
on the letters he has kept
through the years.

Every so often he’ll get a
longer letter — one that’s em-
bedded with memories, in-
stead of just a simple answer
to the “What Is It?” question.

“They talk about the farm
they grew up on and the con-
text of the item and how it
was used by their grand-
mother or grandfather. And
those things really touch me.
I’ve saved a lot of those let-
ters throughout the years,”
Croul said. “That’s why I
started doing it in the first
place — to jog those memo-
ries and make a connection.”

Since many of the customers
worked at the roundhouse,
it was a natural theme. But
even back then, there was
an undercurrent of Irish
items being accumulated
and hung on the walls.”

Later on in the summer,
we made our way to Paddy
Murphy’s for the first time.
The dimly lit pub was filled
with people, just like the pubs
always were in Ireland. The
ceiling — though I’m unsure
what style it should be called
— reminded me of one I had
seen in The Crown Bar in
Belfast, Northern Ireland.
Beer flowed and food came to
us in heaping plates, live

music played in the back-
ground and I realized that
with Ryan’s help, I found
places in Bangor that remind-
ed me of a place far away.

Bangor was still new and
not yet my home, as I was
living in Orono at the time.
But for a moment Bangor
gave me a taste of Maine and
Ireland — two places I didn’t
think could coexist.

I have yet to return to Ire-
land, but I’ve occasionally
gone to Geaghan’s and Paddy
Murphy’s in the time I’ve
been here. Neither of those
places could have been built
without a soul behind them

that loved Ireland as well. I
think that’s important to re-
member when visiting res-
taurants that represent other
countries. The people behind
them have a love for the
country and culture they’ve
attempted to recreate in a
small space, and, in my opin-
ion, both Bangor businesses
have brought a small piece of
Ireland right here to Maine.

Shelby Hartin writes about
arts, culture and food. Read
more in her blog Hartin
Soul, which can be found at
hartin.bangordailynews.
com.
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Using Homer’s epic poem
to ask questions about wars
within and without is a won-
derful and worthy idea. But
“An Iliad,” like other re-
worked stories such as
“Cyrano,” needs more poet-
ry and less sermonizing to
truly honor the teller of the
tale and to remain true to
the story’s essence.

“An Iliad” will be performed
at the Stonington Opera
House through Saturday,
July 23. For information,
call 367-2788 or visit
operahousearts.org.

Iliad
Continued from Page C1


