WWW.HISTORIC.UPTON.ORG
2014/SPRING

V

ivian Lenora Imes is a staple of N. Carey Street. If you
inquired about Vivian within 12 blocks from her home,
you would be hard pressed to find someone who didn’t
know her name. Like a generous bartender, Vivian
inspires loyalty. One cool Tuesday, Vivian expounded
on how she became a local Baltimore celebrity in the
historic neighborhood of Upton.

1945
Vivian was born to her biracial mother, Francis Morris, and an absentee father, Shelton Henry Carey. As
the oldest of three children, Vivian played with the
neighborhood kids through the rise of The Civil Rights
Movement and entered puberty as the solidarity found
in projects cemented Fairfield’s community of renters.

… Not every house had tv like
they do now. We would use a
large magnifying glass in from of
the small screen to make it look
like it was 20 inches…”

“

“

It’s Schafers. My
mother drank
Natty Boh.”
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For sixteen years, Vivian and her siblings watched as
their mother, armed with a third grade education, supplemented her work as a field hand with Social Services
allowances to provide food for the family table.
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It was in these humble beginnings that developed Vivian’s inclination to care for her community. While her mother worked to keep their
three children fed and clothed, Vivian took up
the duties of the eldest and helped maintain the
family home. Her efforts expanded into becoming the clean block captian at the age of 12.
Vivian decided to look for father at the age of
13. Her mother revealed his location on Iceland
Street in South Baltimore where he lived with a
cousin. After their first meeting, Shelton would
present Vivian with a coffee cup of pennies to
spend. He would shower her weekly visits with
pastries or toys until her hospitalization at the
age of 14.

“She’d get a big bottle of
King’s Syrup and make flapjacks or make a big pot of
greens with cornbread like
we had a huge family...”
1959
In 1959, Vivian began to show signs of tuberculosis. Her mother did not waste time with home
remedies and took Vivian to the hospital for
treatments. The affordable cure for a poor child
from Fairfield Maryland was to have the infected organ removed. So in the winter of 1959, Vivian Carey started a sixteen-month hospital stay
to recover from the removal of her left lung.
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Months of double talk and coded truths lead
Vivian to the arms of her first husband, Ralph
Harris at the age of 17. In 1962, their union
was blessed with the first of her five children.

1968
Seven years into their partnership, Vivian
marriage imploded. Ralph’s lust for drink
warred with Vivian’s idea of functional family.
After their youngest turned 4, Harris’ habit of
leaving for weeks at a time turned into a 50year retreat to Providence, Rhode Island. With
Harris’ departure and a desire to stay close to
her mother, Vivian moved her girls from 851
Pierce Street to 109 N. Carlton Street.
Despite her failed marriage, Vivian continued
to help keep her neighborhood clean. Her
efforts caught the eye of Baltimore Goodwill
Industries and they invited her to join one
of their workforce training programs. With
her pleasant demeanor and tidy nature, she
rose from the factory floor to the secretary of
Goodwill’s Pier One office. When this location
had to close, she took her resume from Goodwill to Western Electric.
In 1969, John “Billy” Imes II, came courting.
Being a local of Pierce Street, John began
escorting Vivian to social events and family
functions in the neighborhood. As Baltimore
entered the 1970’s, Vivian Lenora Carey became Vivian Lenora Imes.

1976
It could have been a breaking point in Vivian’s
life when her husband’s slow deterioration
accompanied her mother’s kidney failure.
Coupled with Western Electric’s hiring freeze
and eventual layoff, Vivian’s determination
allowed her to hustle from hospital bed to
hospital bed while providing for five children.
It took ten years before Imes died and Vivian
took her small village of five from North Carey
to try her financial luck on 3513 Reisterstown
Road. For three years, Vivian and her five
children tried to make Reisterstown fit, With
her oldest giving birth at the age of 16, Vivian
moved her family back to North Carey Street.

1980
The 1980s saw the birth of three more grandchildren. The signature yellow brick steps
of 1317 North Carey became home base for
several Harris/Imes’ generations. For 15 years,
the residents of 1300 N. Carey were a community of rent-to-own families that took pride
in their block. The antics on 1300 failed to
bring the cops but always called in the popcorn. Through the 1980s, the block witnessed
a double rainbow, the marriage of Vivian’s
second child and the death of the block’s local
color Paul, the shadow boxer.

1984
At 39, Vivian greets every morning with an
hour of prayer, leave the maze of clothes,
furniture and papers that surround her king

size bed, bathe, dress and sweeps the gutters
of 1417 North Carey Street. After the night’s
trash was bundled into her metal cans, she
would wash her stoop, complete her own
house chores then go to help the family next
door. Sundays, Wednesdays and Thursdays
belong to her church where she sang second alto. Her jazz verbatio echoed in funeral
homes, weddings and other church events.
As the years crept by, she organized block
parties, block clean ups and clothing drives.
Her efforts won her a Volunteer Service
Award from the State of Maryland and local
non-profits like Harlem Park Revitalization.

1990
A call in 1990 changed Vivian’s nomad ways.
Her godmother, Marcella “Kelly” McNair, was
dying and was leaving Vivian her three-story
home at 725 North Carey Street. After greiving her loss in 1993, Vivian took one look at
the 700 block of Carey, and began cleaning.
Vivian cleaned her stoop with a five gallon
bucket filled with bleach, Comet, water, a rag
and strong bristled brush. She extended her
clean streak to sweeping the gutters, gathering leaves in the alley, and using her weed
killer on invasive plants on her pavement.
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By 1995, Vivian was a staple of 700 North
Carey. Her charismatic nature and natural
leadership qualities allowed her to organize
weekly street cleanings and community
events. As the ‘90s marched on, her efforts
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spilled from North Carey into the Harlem Park
area of Upton. As the world fretted about Y2K,
Vivian was being thanked by Governor Glendening and Mayor Schmoke for her contributions to Upton community.

1998
By 53, Vivian saw her routine change. With
the return of her newly divorced and mentally
ill second born to her home, Vivian’s time for
her neighbor’s woes became social calls of
mutual commiseration. Her inherited home
sheltered her first and second generations as
life dealt its inevitable blows. But she still kept
her streets clean and greeted the day with joy
in her heart and praise in song.

2014
As Vivian entered her 69th year, things are
starting to take longer. It is taking longer for
her to catch her breath, longer for her to get
out of bed and longer to conduct her morning routines and keep her streets clean. The
transient nature of her neighbors ensures that
her cleaning teams do not last longer than a
season. What started out with her keeping
house for her parents has returned to her
cleaning her stoop. Occasionally, when she
grows weary of seeing her street in a state of
neglect, she will clean her gutters, collect her
leaves and greet the day with a song.

2006
Ten years ago and her body started to change.
Her efforts to maintain a long-term impact
on the block’s transient population began
to catch up with her like her arthritic knees.
Having to constantly rebuild the community
was worrying away at her spirit like her femurs
worried away her knee cartilage. Despite
mounting health concerns, Vivian refuses to
let go. While she has the network to get things
done to her crumbling home, her efforts did
not create a cushion in her bank account. Like
any grassroots activist who spent their lives
on a cause but never set aside time for their
own security, Vivian is facing the end of her
life watching development companies circling
her block like patient vultures.
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Vivian on her front steps
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Talking with friends.
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Visiting 109 N. Carlton St.
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“I still praise Him
for being here.
While things get
bad, I’m grateful.

”
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