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Interviewer: Francesca Dupuy 
Date: October 23, 2017 
 
D: Hello, my name is Francesca Dupuy with the Samuel Proctor Oral History 

Program. Today is October 23, 2017 and I am interviewing – 

O: Elaine Owens. 

D: At the Methodist Church. Okay. So, first, can you tell me a little bit about yourself, 

where and when you were born? 

O: I was born in Mathews County, right here, in 1928. I have no brothers or sisters. I 

did not marry, so I have no children. That’s not necessarily true today.  

[Laughter] 

O: I taught school for forty years. 

D: Wow. 

O: I’ve been retired almost as many years as I taught. 

D: What school did you teach at in the past? 

O: Well, I started teaching in Henrico County, Virginia, right outside of Richmond, a 

couple years. Then, dropped out, gave the school the slip because a friend did 

and I wanted to move on, too. I found it difficult to get a job that late. So, I finally 

got one in Tappahannock, Virginia, one year. Then, I came home and came here 

to Mathews County and taught two years. Then, the money seemed so great in 

northern Virginia. [Laughter] Surprise, surprise. I taught there the rest of the time, 

thirty-five years, most of them in high school. I taught English primarily and then I 

went to French. 

D: Wow. Nice. 

O: I retired in 1989.  



TMP-157; Owens; Page 2 
 

D: I see. What was it like teaching back then? 

O: Well, it changed quite a bit through the years. Children were polite and acted like 

they want to learn, whether they did or not. 

[Laughter] 

O: And the last seventeen years, I think, I was paid a salary I didn’t deserve 

because I didn’t feel like I was teaching anybody. Got quite a different population. 

Before that, I taught in this wonderful high school over there and then that closed. 

Everything came together, all the high school kids went to one school. It was a 

disaster.  

[Laughter] 

D: Yeah. 

O: One thing was interesting. I taught many nationalities. I said I had the United 

Nations sometimes. 

D: Oh, wow. 

O: They were nice. I enjoyed that. So many showed no interest in learning and were 

not well-mannered, or just civil. So, it changed, and I was glad to retire. Had I 

retired after the first high school I taught at up there, Hammond High School, I 

think I would've wept for a long time. I was glad to finally hang it up. 

D: That’s good. Also, can you tell me a little bit about your parents, their names and 

when they were born and what they did for a living as well? 

O: Well, my father was born here in the county and my mother was born in the 

adjoining county of Middlesex. My father was born in 1902 and my mother in 

1905. He became a very good auto mechanic. He kept us through World War II 
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because everybody lost their cars practically and couldn’t replace anything on 

them. Anyway, my mother also taught, but very briefly. She left Middlesex County 

and came over to Mathews County and taught school here for a couple years. 

My father saw her walking by, that was it.  

[Laughter] 

O: Did you want their names? 

D: Yes, their names. 

O: My father was William Edwin Owens. My mother was Fannie . . . I'm trying to 

think of what I should say. She was Fannie Bette, when she was really Fannie 

Robins. That’s why I have the middle name Robins.  

D: Also, do you remember anything about your grandparents, their names? 

O: Yes. I knew them all, thank goodness. All four of them. My mother’s mother was 

quite old when I was a child and died very young. When you think of what the 

ages are today, in that day she died at sixty-six. My grandfather Robins was hit 

with an automobile going to church. He died.  

D: Do you remember their occupations? 

O: I would say that my mother’s parents were . . . just made out. They had a farm, 

grew a farm, a lot of vegetable stuff. He did some truck work for trucks. He sold 

some vegetables right is what I'm trying to say. He could make certain things, 

things that you'd use on a workboat, stuff like that. So, he never had a real 

occupation. He could do a lot of things, but he didn’t have one occupation. 

D: What was life like growing up with your family? 
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O: Well, I was born into a house where all of us together were eleven of us. My dad 

had a brother and his wife, and, of course, my grandfather and my grandmother. 

I don't think I'm gonna come up with eleven here, but I know there was eleven 

eventually. I had an unmarried aunt who became married, so there was another 

couple. Mother had me. The house is right across from me today. I’m sorry it is 

because it brings back some memories. I was an only child, like I told you. Then, 

my aunt began to produce several children. When I was nine years old, my 

mother and father built a house. We moved there and we could be onto 

ourselves, more or less. That is still standing, that's where I live in now. 

D: That’s impressive. What did you do for fun as a child? 

O: What did I do what? 

D: For fun as a child. 

O: I was, first of all, a tomboy, a real tomboy. So, I did like to mess around. We had 

woods there and I loved the woods. I had a boy who lived – not a boyfriend, but a 

boy who lived there about my age, and we played together. We played cowboys. 

I remember being a cowboy, jumping off our horses or jumping on, and he was 

on a bicycle and I was on a ditch bank because it’s very . . . no hills in Mathews. I 

don’t know why we didn’t break our legs, both of us, but we didn’t. We were okay. 

Anything that a boy would do at that age.  

D: Was it a very close-knit community, like everyone played together? 

O: Quite, quite close. Of course, everybody down here is practically kin to the other. 

It may be a little way, but it always is. [Laughter] 
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D: Also, what holidays do you remember celebrating as a child? Were there any 

special meals that you guys had, any dishes? 

O: The only thing I remember is Christmas. 

D: What were some of your Christmas traditions that you guys . . .? 

O: Well, it wasn’t anything great, but I always wanted a pony. This should be in 

there. I never got one, but every Christmas Eve I was listening for the clip-clop. I 

didn’t get a whole pile of stuff all through the year like you do now. I don’t know 

how children even realize it’s Christmas because they’ve got everything already. 

Then, my mother and daddy and I would go over to grandparents over in 

Middlesex and we had Christmas dinner there and so forth. 

D: Sounds good. Did you participate in any community activities, or like were you 

involved in any organizations as a child? 

O: No, not really. I wanted to organize a Girl Scout – I was interested in that, but it 

never did come about. I talked to the superintendent of schools and begged him 

to do something, but he never did, it never came to fruition. 

D: What subjects did you learn in school?  

O: What subject, singular? 

D: No. Subjects, plural. 

O: Well, I loved geography. I foolishly did not like history and now I love it. I liked 

biology. Was very good in math. English, of course. 

D: Do you have any memories about going to school as a kid that you would like to 

share? 
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O: Yeah, can’t tell them all. I went to a school about a mile from me, I walked there. 

There were four grades in one room. I don’t know how she did that. I don’t know, 

but she was a great teacher. There are just two rooms in the school left. One 

room was one through four and the other room was five through seven. Then, we 

went to what you call high school in Mathews Courthouse. Now, I don’t know 

what else you asked me about. 

D: Any stories about going to school? 

O: Nothing that’s exciting. I had to walk to school in any weather, any kind of 

weather, that sort of thing.  

D: Did they ever have a school bus? 

O: They did when I went to high school. Mathews High School at that time was Lee-

Jackson. Lee-Jackson School was a high school and had grades five through 

seven, so it was all crushed together. Where our new county offices are, that was 

where that building was. I’d meet the bus down at the corner to go to the school. 

D: What did you do after school? Did you just walk home or spent time with friends? 

O: I walked home from where the bus stopped. Um-hm.  

D: Was it just like spending time with your family or after school? 

O: No, I was just coming home. When we moved, I was coming home to mother. 

Daddy had his own business up here at Cornwarrow. Everything’s messed up, 

but anyway. I don’t know what you would call it. Hyco Corners is what we call it. 

Buy gasoline, there's a Hyco Corner on it. Gas stations, we used to have gas 

stations all around, and I miss them. You’d drive up and somebody would come 
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out and pump gas, wash your windshield. I don’t remember what I was going to 

say, which is not unusual. 

D: Okay. Also, do you remember going to any country stores as a child? 

O: Oh, yes. That’s what I came here to talk about. My mother left Middlesex and 

came over to Mathews to teach. She bordered in this man’s home for one year 

and she couldn’t stand it. And so, the neighbor, man and woman, he is the one 

who ran the store, wanted her to come over there, and she spent the other year 

over there. They had a daughter. That was a come-on also, of course. She 

wasn’t much younger than Mother, I don’t think. Where was I going? The house 

that she went over to board in last there, the man had a store. They called him 

Ed, that wasn't his name but . . . he was J. E. Sadler Company was the name. He 

was already in business then, and that was about 1920, [19]22. So, he had been 

in business sometime and when, I don’t know. There was another man with him, 

but he did now own the store. He just worked with him. They were very dear 

friends of ours. Of course, I didn’t know them until the year [19]28 and mother 

and daddy were married in [19]27. I always liked to say, "When were you born?" 

Well, I was born in October, mother and daddy were married in November but it’s 

two years different. 

[Laughter] 

O: They were wonderful to us. At that time, there was no electricity through here. 

You had to supply your own water. Daddy put a great, big, old tank up in the attic 

and heated water through it till that came through, and that sort of thing. It wasn’t 

until [19]37 that the road was tarred through there. So, when you hung your 
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clothes on the line to dry, you tried not to do it when the wind was blowing and 

the dust was blowing. Anyway, it was rather crude in that time. 

D: Did you usually walk to go to the country store? 

O: Well, that was a little bit . . . I had. I had a bicycle. I’d go up there with Mother and 

Daddy all the time. I didn’t go when I was really young. Of course, I was nine 

years old when I was there. They were so good to us. During World War II, all the 

other little country stores had trouble getting merchandise, and he would try to 

keep us supplied as he could. When we didn’t have electricity, his wife would fix 

ice cubes because they had a refrigerator. We used ice cubes for our tea for 

Sunday. [Laughter] I remember that.  

D: How often did you guys go to the country store? 

O: Every day, practically. Sometimes, I met the bus there. Most of the time I didn’t. 

We would walk all the time. He was a man that we knew very well and his wife. 

Then, unfortunately, I think it was the year after Mother left them that the 

daughter, eighteen years old, had appendicitis and she didn’t make it. It just 

about killed them because she was the only child they had. So, Mother came 

back and stayed with them for a while. We’ve always been . . . they’re both dead, 

of course. I would say it carried the merchandise that most country stores had: 

feed for chickens and a pump that pumped with a handle . . .  I can’t say this. 

[Laughter] You pumped the kerosene into the can of whatever they had bought 

and he also put it in his lamps so you have light, lamps. Of course, he had the 

gas pumps. 

D: So, the gas station was at the country store? 
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O: Uh-huh. Well, it wasn’t a gas station. It was called the country store, but it sold 

gas. 

D: Okay.  

O: And he also would buy eggs and fowl and so forth from the people in the 

community to sell them. Sometimes, people came around collecting them and 

sold them somewhere else. I don’t think he sold many in the county because 

everybody had some. 

D: How long did your mother stay, board with them? 

O: Just a year. She was there, but we were friends all our life. My poor father died 

while I was in college. A terrible cancer death. Then, after a bit Mr. Ed married 

this other woman, which we were all surprised about. I don’t know when he died, 

but he’s been dead for quite some time. 

D: Did the store close down or is it still . . .? 

O: Yes. I think he gave it up after his wife died. He was only there until after World 

War II. He had a preacher whose wife was something in World War II. She was a 

rather large woman. Instead of stopping at the counter, which you would do and 

then you would ask for things, she'd go around the counter to look in his storage 

to see if he had the things she wanted, if he was hiding it from her, canned goods 

and stuff. Anyway, after he married this lady, I know he wasn’t in the store 

business then. The old post office was moved in there too, somewhere in there, 

and she was postmistress. I believe, though, she became postmistress after he 

died, I’m not sure whether that's the reason in more recent years. But they were 

family friends for ever and ever. Daddy would have to drive him to Richmond to 
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pick up merchandise and so forth. He could drive, but he didn’t want to drive 

alone. 

[Laughter] 

D: Were there any events held at the country store? 

O: Excuse me? 

D: Were there any events? 

O: Yeah. Every night the men of the community came out and sat out and drank. 

For women, it would be called gossiping. For them, they were exchanging events 

and so forth. And they had different backgrounds, they were fishermen or 

farmers.  

D: So, what did the women usually do while the men were at the country store? 

O: Their wives, you mean? 

D: Yeah, their wives. 

O: Anything. Sewing would have to be done. How my grandmother learned to patch 

something with a kerosene lamp. It gave her as much light as a dull flashlight 

now, what you can see. They got a radio, my grandparents got a radio, and Papa 

used to listen to hillbilly music. A woman didn’t like to go to the country store at 

night because you had to wade through the men to get to the counter. I'm trying 

to think. Oh, he had a brother who had a store, too. Had a woodstove, it sat in 

the middle of the store, sitting on top of a box, a wood box, filled with sand or 

something like that, so the men would spit there and you'd hear "pop." It had a 

pipe from the roof. That’s something that anybody remembers about a country 

store, and that type of thing. Sold candy, one penny candy. Let’s see you buy 
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something now for a whole penny. I think they ought to do away with the penny. 

Honestly, it does no good.  

D: Do you remember any specific memories in the store? 

O: Not really. Nothing that would be of any interest to anyone.  

D: You can share anything. 

O: Well, I know I can. Well, we had a kind of divide group of people in the sense that 

there were a lot of Blacks who lived in there and everybody knew each other 

pretty well. Mr. Ed was full of the Devil, he liked to tease people and that kind of 

thing, and say crazy things. 

D: So, were White and Black residents able to shop in the store together, or was it 

segregated? 

O: Oh, yeah. Coming and going. The store’s still running. But it’s been used for 

everything else, the people that bought it. Now, every time we have an inch of 

rain it’s surrounded by water. We have an awful lot of trouble down here with 

water. We are so thankful we didn’t have any of these hurricanes. Did you get 

into that? 

D: It wasn’t that bad where we were at, so it was okay. 

O: Huh? 

D: It wasn’t that bad, the hurricane. Yeah, it wasn’t that bad where we were. 

O: In Florida. I thought the whole state was flooded.  

D: It was kind of flooded, but it was okay because it mostly hit the other coast. Not 

too bad. Any other stories you have? 



TMP-157; Owens; Page 12 
 

O: No, I’m really not full of stories. I know they’re there, but I don’t recall them. 

Personalities, you know. Of course, all those men who came in, they all had very 

different personalities in the things they talked about. 

D: Um-hm. Also, was the store open every day of the week? 

O: Well, not Sunday, but every other day. He had a partner in there that didn’t own 

the store, but he was his partner. Mr. Ed would run it Monday, Wednesday, 

Friday, and Saturday and he’d do the other ones. 

D: Do you remember his partner’s name? 

O: Yes, George Callis. I knew him very well, and he liked to do crossword puzzles. 

He'd grab the paper in the morning and he'd do the crossword puzzle. 

D: Also, can you talk a little bit more about the post office in the store? 

O: It was across the road in this other store. When I knew it, it was used by a man 

and his son working with furniture. They were very good at not so much building 

furniture as in restoring it and that sort of thing. That post office was over there 

almost as long as I can remember. Then, the other man, I think he got too old to 

do it. It was brought over to Mr. Ed’s store, and his wife kept it. Then, all these 

post offices were taken away. Everything was combined. No small post offices.  

D: Also, do you remember ever going to any other country stores or was it mainly 

that one? 

O: Oh, well, sure. It was similar. Some of them were smaller. One thing that Mr. Ed 

used to sell there was material to make dresses and so forth. Men would come in 

there for something for their wife’s birthday or something. I'm sure I must have 

gotten a dress from in there. 
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D: Who usually made your dresses for you? Your mom, grandma? 

O: Well, I think my mother made them all, for the most part. I had a couple 

snowshoes that I bought and sweaters and shoes, of course. Socks. I think she 

made all my dresses and that sort of thing. 

D: Also, in the store, did they sell fishing materials for the men? 

O: Well, fishing is certainly a big industry down here, but he was farther inland. I 

don’t know of anything that he sold. Of course, there was a big store down there 

closer to the water that sold that sort of thing.  

D: That’s pretty much all the questions, but if you have anything else to share. 

O:  I wish I did. 

D: No, you provided a lot of valuable information. Thank you so much.  

O: After I leave here I’ll say, "Well, why didn’t I tell her so on and so forth." But I just 

can’t remember. I can’t remember now where I left my keys. But I really don’t 

know of anything. I almost forgot the men coming over there was a big thing. 

They had stools sitting around. He had a porch. Some would sit there, sit on the 

porch. I’m trying to think. I mentioned they sold chickens and stuff like that. He 

had a little coop. The huckster would come around and buy them. I don’t know of 

anything else. It’s not exciting, but I thought the reason I said I would come was, 

of course, I didn’t want Mr. Ed to be left out. He was important. 

D: Very good. Yeah, you provided a lot of good information. Thank you so much. 

O: He served quite a good area, but nothing spectacular. Oh! [Laughter] It’s got 

nothing to do with this store. 

D: It’s okay. Everything is good. 
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O: He had a great garden and he had nice horses and cows and so forth. Not all at 

one time, just one at a time. So, the last one that I remember was a Percheron, 

and Percheron horses are about this wide, big feet and so forth. I don’t think it 

was a Clydesdale, I think it was a Percheron. He knew I loved horses and so 

forth and wanted a pony. So, he comes riding up to our back door one Sunday 

for me to ride the horse. It had a saddle on it. Well, I could hardly get my legs 

across it, you know. As I tried to drive the horse off, he started off and wanted to 

go home. Thank the Lord at that time the road was not tarred, it was still dirt 

road, and threw me off. 

D: The horse threw you off? 

O: Yeah, and went on home. 

[Laughter] 

D: Oh, gosh. 

O: That's got nothing to do with the store.  

D: Good story. 

O: He was worried to death that I had broken something.  

D: At least you got to ride it.  

O: That was not an example of what happened in the store. 

[Laughter] 

D: Oh, that’s funny. All right. 

O: Well, thank you. 

D: Thank you so much. 

 [End of interview] 
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