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TMP-140 
Interviewee: Kenny Garrett 
Interviewer: Henry Alvarez 
Date of Interview: November 3, 2017 
 
A: Hello, my name is Henry Alvarez with the Samuel Proctor Oral History 

Program. Today is November 3, 2017 and I am interviewing Kenny Garrett 

over the phone at the Samuel Proctor Oral History Program office. So, 

Kenny, we can start with where and when you were born? 

G: Okay. I was born in January the twenty-sixth, 1953. I was born in 

Riverside Hospital in Newport News, Virginia, at the old Riverside on 50th 

Street. I've lived in Mathews County all my life. For the first fifty years, I 

lived in the Bohannon section of Mathews, which is on East River Road off 

of Route 14 as you come in to Mathews from Gloucester County. 

A: Okay. So, what were your parents' names and what did they do for a 

living? 

G: Okay. My parents' names was Calvin and Lois Garrett. My father worked 

for the Southern States Corporation in the Gloucester office, and he died 

in 1984. 

A: Okay. And do you know where they were born or where they grew up? 

G: Yeah. My father originally grew up in Cobbs Creek, Virginia. He moved to 

Miles, which is about two miles up from Bohannon, when he was a 

teenager. And my mother was born and raised in Bohannon, Virginia, and 

she lived in the same house her entire life at Bohannon. 

A: Wow. Okay. I know you just mentioned it. Your father worked as what 

again? I'm sorry. 
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G: As an employee for Southern States Corporation in Gloucester. It's a farm 

and seed place that sold farm supplies and stuff of that nature for farmers. 

A: Okay. Do you remember anything about your grandparents, maybe their 

names and what they did? 

G: Yes. My mother's parents was Charles and Mabel Hill. My granddaddy 

was born in Richmond, Virginia and his mother died at birth. He was a 

twin, and him and his brother were fostered out. He was fostered to a 

family that lived in Bohannon, Virginia. The name was Minter. My 

grandmother was born and raised in Bohannon, next door to the house 

that my mother was raised in, and she was originally a Bassett. She lived 

in Mathews her entire life. Probably the farthest place she ever went away 

from home, from Mathews, was probably Richmond, Virginia. 

A: Wow, that's incredible. So, you said you grew up your whole life in 

Mathews, right? 

G: Right. Right now I live in Mathews close to the little Courthouse of 

Mathews County. 

A: So, when you were growing up, what was it like growing up in the 

community? 

G: I started school when I was six years old, and a school bus would pick me 

up and take me into Mathews, to Lee-Jackson School, which is about ten 

miles away. I stayed in that school, that was elementary school, from 

grades one through seven, and then I went to Mathews High School from 

grades eight through twelve. When I graduated from high school I went to 
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Newport News Shipbuilding and worked for thirteen years. And then, I got 

a job here in Mathews at a grocery store where I still work today. It's Best 

Value Supermarket, and I work as a stocker. 

A: Okay. That's amazing. 

G: And, as far as my growing up, one of the things that was pretty neat that I 

did on Saturday afternoons, I'd go out and pick up Coca-Cola or Pepsi-

Cola bottles. I would clean ‘em, take ‘em to the store, and get two cents 

apiece for ‘em. And then, somebody in the neighborhood would take a 

group of kids and we'd go up to Mathews – up to the Hudgins area of 

Mathews – to Donk's Theater and we'd watch the double feature on 

Saturday nights. We'd do that basically every Saturday night. 

A: Wow. That's amazing. 

G: Yeah. 

A: So, how often would features be shown in Mathews like that? 

G: Well, when I was a child and grew up until it closed in the middle [19]70s, 

they would have a movie on Friday night, a double feature on Saturday, a 

movie on Sunday night, and a movie on Monday night. There was four 

nights in a row they would have a movie, Friday, Saturday, Sunday, and 

Monday, with Saturday night being a double feature. 

A: Wow, that's awesome. 

G: Yeah, and that movie theater then became the Li’l Ole Opry of Virginia. A 

family ran it as a country music place, and that did that until the year 

before last. In January, we had a snowstorm come through and the 
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building collapsed. So, they're now trying to get money to rebuild that and 

they hold their shows every other Saturday night in the high school, in the 

auditorium in the high school. Hopefully, in a few years they'll have 

enough money to rebuild Donk's Theater. But that's gonna be a few years 

off. 

A: So, besides selling the bottles and going to the movies, was there 

anything else that you can remember that you did for fun as a child? 

G: Well, one of the big things that I did – and I still do today – was my daddy 

was a station chief of the Mathews Volunteer Fire Department Station 

Number Two. When there was a fire, when I was a child, I'd go out and 

blow the big siren and tell the firemen where the fire was and we're write it 

on a board. As I got older, from the seventh grade until this day, I would 

ride on the firetruck to the fires. And then, when I graduated from high 

school in 1972, I joined the fire department. I've been a member ever 

since. So, I've been a firemen now for forty-five years. That's something 

that lot of the people in Mathews take pride in being able to do, is to join 

the fire department or the rescue squad. It's all volunteer here in Mathews. 

We've got five stations. We've got a main station in Mathews and then four 

outlying stations. It's a very interesting thing to do. You go through the 

same training that anybody else would, and it's something that I've really 

enjoyed in helping other people. And, the other thing that's real big in my 

church – we've got a lot of churches in Mathews County, and a lot of 

Methodist churches. Just about anywhere there's a Methodist church in 
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Mathews, about a half a mile away from one church is another one. Our 

minsters usually, when they come to Mathews, have two churches that 

they're ministers of. Then, of course, we have a lot of Baptist churches 

and we have a lot of other denominational churches. But, at one time, 

there was more Methodist churches in Mathews than any other kind. I 

joined the church when I was ten years old and have been a member ever 

since. 

A: Wow, that's amazing. 

G: Yeah. 

A: So, as a child, were there any special holidays that you remember or 

special meals that you would have on those holidays? 

G: Yeah, our family – my daddy, like I said, he was born at Cobbs Creek and 

then moved to Miles, which was about two and a half miles away from 

where my mother lived. And they met and they went to school together, 

and he went in the army, came back, and they got married in 1948, I 

believe it was. His family would have dine-ins, as would my family. Like, at 

Christmas, you would start the first Sunday in December and you'd go to 

one aunt's house and then the second Sunday another aunt's house. By 

the time Christmas came, you probably put on ten or fifteen pounds. 

[Laughter] It was very neat growing up in Mathews in those days. I mean, I 

really feel like the [19]50s, [19]60s, and [19]70s was something that was 

really neat to grow up in. When I was five years old, they found out that I 

had a hole in my heart and went to MCV in Richmond and a doctor by the 
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name of Lewis Boucher [inaudible 8:25] performed the surgery and he 

sewed the hole up in my heart. I was the first one in the Medical College of 

Virginia to live through that operation. I've gotten along fine with that until 

the last couple of years I've had some issues. In fact, I just had a 

pacemaker put in three weeks ago. That's how come I'm off work now. 

The Lord has blessed me and modern medicine has blessed me, too. 

Anyway, the other thing that, you know, our grandparents . . . in fact, when 

I was a small child, it was my great grandmother, my grandmother, my 

granddaddy, and my mother and daddy and my brother all lived in the 

same house. That was kind of like a mini Waltons growing up, if you bear 

with me there. And then, ten years after I was born, my mother and daddy 

had their third child. And then, a year and a half after that, they finally got 

what they wanted, a girl, and that was the end of their children-bearing 

years. There was four of us that grew up in that house in Bohannon. 

A: And what were your siblings' names? 

G: Okay. My oldest brother's name was Dale, and he was a very good 

athlete. I loved sports but he was the athlete in the family. He scored a 

goal up in Verona [inaudible 9:47] Virginia one night and beat West Point 

51 to 49. As the buzzer went off the ball went through the net and we beat 

‘em 51 to 49. All of my friends was coming up, patting me on the back, like 

I was the one that made the shot. All I did was just watch. So, I kinda had 

advantages of having a good athlete as an older brother. But I never was 

the athlete. He was and everybody expected me to be. So, I never made 
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teams because I never really got a good chance because I wasn't Dale. 

My younger brother's name was Steve and he lives here in Mathews. And 

my sister lives up in Gloucester, which is about probably twelve miles 

away from where I live. So, all four of us still live around here in the area. 

My brother died about five years ago. 

A: I'm sorry to hear that. 

G: Yeah. He worked in the shipyard and had asbestosis and then he got lung 

cancer. Once he found out about that he lasted less than a year. Anyway, 

his two children still come to see me and we go to see them from time to 

time. 

A: Yeah. So, I want to – ‘cause you spoke about being a volunteer firefighter 

– maybe if you have some stories or people you remember from there. 

G: Well, yeah. I can remember one of the first fires that I ever ran out and 

blew the big siren for. We went down to the place and I was about eight, 

nine, or ten years old. I got to go in the house and take some furniture out. 

So, I thought I was doing a whole lot. But they had the fire knocked down 

at that time. Another interesting fire we had was one night all the men 

were away, they were at a church meeting. My mother and daddy and 

everybody was at a church meeting. My uncle lived about a half a mile 

away from us, and his son had his motorcycle in his daddy's garage. And 

something happened and it caught on fire. And he come down to get one 

of the other firemen, and when the siren blew, I ran out to see where the 

fire was. So, I came back and told my grandmother. I said, "We've got to 
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go to the fire." "Well, you're not going to no fire, son. You sit down in that 

cage." [Inaudible 11:57] I said, "Nanny, it's Lorraine's house," which is her 

other daughter's house. She goes, "Get in the car boy," and I think that's 

the fastest I ever went to a fire, was with my grandmother driving. So, I 

thought that was pretty neat. 

A: That's awesome. 

G: Yeah. You know, my wife and I were just talking about it a minute ago, 

that some of the tragic accidents that I've been to where you get there and 

you know somebody's dead. We had one the first day of this year where 

we had one person dead and another person we had to cut out of the car 

and then fly her away to the hospital. My little grandson is twelve now and 

he was here for Christmas Eve. He got to go with me. And I parked far 

enough away where he couldn't see any gory stuff. But he could see the 

helicopter and saw me cutting the woman out of the car. He just . . . you 

know, he loves coming and going to fires with me now, too. That's the big 

thing about a volunteer fire department anywhere: it's a tradition. My 

daddy, two of his brothers were firemen. Two of my brothers were firemen. 

And we've got firemen in the department now that their daddy was a 

fireman, they're firemen, and their son is a fireman. So, it’s a tradition. You 

kind of hand it down from one child to the other. We had one man that had 

been in the fire department for fifty years. And his son was in the fire 

department and his son's wife is in the Ladies Auxiliary. So, it's a tradition 

thing. 
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A: Yeah. That's incredible, just that history behind it is unbelievable. 

G: It really is, it really is. I would like to get a book or something up about the 

history. West Point, I went over there back in August. Me and my 

grandson went to an association meeting and I bought a book for twenty 

dollars on the history of their fire department, and they've done a real good 

job doing that. The worst thing about it is in 1975, I had been in the fire 

department two or three years then. They had a one-day convention, and 

there's only four members of the Mathews Fire Department that is still in 

there from 1975. You know, you can go on past service after twenty years. 

But a lot of us stay in. Like I said, we've got one man that was in it sixty 

and he passed away last October. We've got another man coming up on 

his fiftieth anniversary, and we've got several that's been in fifty years. I'm 

gonna try to stay in five more years so I can get my fifty-year pin, you 

know. Yeah. 

A: Oh, no, continue, sorry. 

G: Yeah. Well, going to the county stores, I'll start at Mobjack and just . . . 

Mobjack, if you're coming into Mathews on Route 14, you can turn at 

either North, which is Route 617, that road goes down in circles and 

comes back out on 660 and goes to Foster. So, you've got a five-mile 

radius. And I'll just give you an example of how many stores that was. At 

North, which is North Post Office, and the post office was in the great big 

old two and a half story house – big old store. And Gerald Jones' daddy – 

and he run that store. In 1961, they tore that down and built a more 
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modern self-service type building. It had a grocery store, and the son and 

the daddy cut the meats daily there. They had the post office, and then 

they had a little place where Texaco was the gas distributor they had. It 

was a little shop where you could . . . it wasn't a garage but it was a little 

shop that carried oil and things. You had somebody to pump your gas, 

and when he wasn't pumping gas he would be inside bagging groceries. 

And, when I graduated from high school in 1972, that was the first job I 

had from June until February of the next year when I went into the 

shipyard. In Mathews, everybody knows everybody. And one of the good 

things about Mathews, that I think, is the Blacks and the Whites get along 

better probably here than they do anywhere I know. When we totally 

integrated in 1970, we didn't . . . it was probably one of the smoothest 

transitions of anyplace I know. I just went to my forty-fifth class reunion 

last Saturday night, the thing that I enjoy so much is the Blacks and 

Whites get along so good here. It was a very smooth transition here, more 

so than anywhere else that I know. Even in Gloucester, the next county 

over, it wasn't as smooth because it was a lot of prejudice over there in 

different parts of the county. But that's one of the things I'm proud of. Now, 

if you're at North and go down 617, the North Store Market, now as it's 

called, was one of the original country stores in Mathews. Like I said, they 

tore it down and made it modern in 1962. If you're heading on down and 

you stay on 617 and you get to Mobjack, which is at the waterfront. If 

you're coming up by boat you can see Mobjack. And back in the day, 
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when I was a small child, I can remember we'd go down there sometimes 

on a morning and get fish as they came in, or we'd go fishing ourselves 

and get ‘em and have ‘em. But they had two long docks that went out. 

One of the docks met an oil tanker that supplied the oil for the storage 

area. And there was a guy by the name of George Philpotts, he kind of 

more or less built Mobjack and he built a lot of the little small service 

stations in Mathews. And he was a distributor . . . one of the first oil 

distributors in Mathews County. He and a guy by the name of J.C. Brown 

out of Gloucester County down in Ware Neck, they called ‘em the Old Men 

of Oil. There was a general store down in Mobjack that Mr. Walker owned. 

There was also a great big old three-story post office that was right on the 

county line. The guy I told you about yesterday, Ralph Anderton, his 

granddaddy was the first postmaster there. And then his mother was a 

postmaster, she was postmaster at Bohannon. And he ended up being 

postmaster at Bohannon. But the Bohannon and Mobjack connection 

there is between the Andertons because his granddaddy was the first 

postmaster at Mobjack. And, if you leave there and come up about an 

eighth of a mile, there's a fork in the road that takes you . . . one road 

takes you down to the end of Whites Neck, and there was no stores down 

there that I can remember. But a man down there used to be a fisherman, 

his name was Robert James. He would bring fish and stuff in there and 

crabs and he worked on the water all his life until just about he died. At the 

fork of this road was a little store called the Community Store, and that 
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was a place that – the last man that I remember running that was a guy by 

the name of Mr. Loving. Him and his wife ran that store. If you come up 

about another eighth of a mile there's another fork in the road and the 

church I belong to is in the fork of that road between 660 and 618. From 

that church, in walking distance, was a store run by Eugene White. It was 

kind of like a general store but it was also kind of like a little beer joint. A 

lot of the children wasn't allowed to go in there. I talked to a girl . . . the girl 

that you talked to, Danette, she was telling me just yesterday that her 

daddy would never let her go in that store. She never got to go in there. 

And her uncle actually run it. It was her uncle . . . I mean, her husband's 

mother's sister ran that store. So, he was an uncle-in-law is what he was. 

His name was Eugene White and he ran it until he got too old to run it, and 

he sold it to another man. He even mortgaged the house and the store for 

the man to run and the man couldn't get his beer license. So, that was the 

key to that store, was selling the beer and stuff. So, the store folded up 

after that. I don’t think that man ever got all his money from that man. 

Then, if you come up about another eighth of a mile, that's the Bohannon 

area. There was three stores in Bohannon. On the left was the fire station 

and then across the field was Jack and Earline Clements. They ran one of 

the stores across the road for a while then sold it. But he had his store that 

he ran groceries and sold appliances and things like that. And he was also 

a fix-it man. He had a place where he worked on cars and he . . . the old 

saying was that, "If Jack Clements couldn't fix it, it was just broke." He was 
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also the first station chief of our fire station. He got a 1945 Ford given to 

us that we made a firetruck out of when we formed our station back in 

1951. He would fix things. Now, you're talking about one of the accidents I 

went to. Right in front of my same aunt that her garage caught on fire that 

night. We were coming home from a Sunday school picnic and there was 

an accident. And that man was coming home, he had stopped at one of 

the other stores up the road and got his wife some ice cream. And some 

guys were trying to chase women down and run head on into him and 

broke his hip. Yeah. And my daddy had to take his station wagon and fold 

the seat down because there were only two ambulances in the county 

then. It was five of ‘em that got hurt. So, they took two in each ambulance 

and one in my daddy's car and had to go all the way to Riverside in 

Newport News, which is about fifty miles from here, to get everybody to 

the hospital. So, Jack was like the mayor of Bohannon, or the man 

everybody went to to get something fixed. Right across the road from him 

was the store that him and his wife used to run, and they sold it to a man 

named Roland Anderton somewhere in the [19]50s. And Roland had two 

children and he raised his family off of running that store. The store next 

door to him was where my uncle kept and it was an official old country 

store. Now, prior to it being a country store, it was about a tenth of a mile 

up the road at a place called Mill Lane. And that store sat [inaudible 22:26] 

it was a school. And I know it was there until 1913 because just below that 

the county built what they call the Peninsula School. There were five of 
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those schools in Mathews. There was one in Bohannon, one on Gwynn's 

Island, one at Cobbs Creek, and one at New Point. And all those schools 

had been torn down now except for this one, and they're redoing it. And 

the community . . . it's turned over to the community league. Now, that was 

a school form 1913 until 1946, when they moved all the students to Lee-

Jackson. And the Odd Fellows Lodge inherited that building and they used 

it until the 1990s when the civic league purchased it from the Odd Fellows 

League. And now, they're at different stages of fixing it up. The sad thing 

is they're fixing it up modernly and didn't fix it up the way it was. But I 

remember going to Bible school there. Our three churches in the 

neighborhood would have Bible school and we would have it there. And I 

remember going to Easter egg hunts there. And one of the funny stories 

about me and my Easter egg hunt was, I didn't pay attention to what side 

of the building we were supposed to go on, and I found a whole bag of 

eggs real quick. But the funny thing was that was for the smaller children. 

So, I dropped the eggs and went around to the other side and all the eggs 

had been found and I didn't get any. And one of those kids got all my eggs 

and won a prize. [Laughter] So, anyway, when I say that this store was an 

old country store, that's exactly what it was. They moved that store about 

a tenth of a mile down the road by ox – a man had an ox in the 

neighborhood – and they hooked it up on skids or rollers and rolled it 

down the store and moved it to where it was. Mr. Charlie Raines, who was 

my great grandmother's brother, ran that store. It was one of the few 
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places in Bohannon, in the early days, that had a phone. I can remember 

going out there and you'd go in there and he'd have a counter. And you'd 

ask him, "I need a half a pound of sugar," and he would get it out of a bag 

and give it to you, or the old carton [inaudible 24:40] of molasses was in a 

pump, and you cranked the pump and got your jar of molasses. And 

everything was in boxes, nothing was on shelves. He knew where 

everything was and he'd go to the box and get out what you wanted. Like, 

if you wanted a can of green beans he'd go to the box with the green 

beans and get your beans for you, and candy bars and things like that. 

One of the funny stories about my mother, she went up there with her 

mother one day to get something – now, this is her uncle, her great uncle. 

She stole a candy bar. And she took a bite out of it, she looked at it, and 

there was a worm in it. But she was getting ready to throw it away when 

my grandmother caught her. "What are you doing with that candy bar? 

You didn't pay for that." She looked at it and she made her eat the whole 

candy bar. [Laughter] She ate it all. In 1961 or [19]62, my mother's sister, 

Lorraine, and her husband Rob Roy, who worked in the shipyard, bought 

it. And he was going to fix it up as a self-serve store. He took everything 

out, even took the chimney out and put another chimney on the back to 

have heat in there. My daddy and him would work at night and get the 

store. And they finally got it opened and it lasted about ten years. But see, 

at this time, it was about this time in Mathews County that a lot of the 

country stores were closing down because we had gotten an A&P store in 
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Mathews, and they had enlarged it so people could go to the one store 

and get everything they wanted at one place. Because a lot of these 

country stores in Mathews would . . . like, for example, my uncle – at that 

time, you could buy paint at the shipyard. He would come home and sell 

shipyard paint to people. Then, he went down to a store at New Point, 

which is I.P. Hudgins', he was big on selling wire and fishing nets and stuff 

like that. And he would bring all the wire and stuff back up here and have 

a little place on the side. In fact, he added on to the store, he was going to 

make that a barbershop. But he never quite got the store going good 

enough to where he could retire at the shipyard and run his store and cut 

people's hair. So, that part of it became the place where you'd sell chicken 

wire, because a lot of people had chickens in those days, and fence wire 

and stuff like that. But somewhere around 1972 or [19]73 that store 

closed, and the other one stayed open. The man, Roland Anderton, died 

somewhere in that neighborhood. In fact, he died in 1967 and his wife just 

died last January, and I went to her funeral and was one of her 

pallbearers. He used to run the store and he'd also drive the school bus. 

And I used to go up to the store in the afternoon, when they let the 

children off at Bohannon, and get on the bus and ride around the 

neighborhood and come back and "help him park the school bus every 

day." So, it was a 1946 Chevrolet. And a big thing happened in 1958, we 

got a brand-new school bus. So, that was my school bus when I started 

school. He had to stop that because his father-in-law was one of the board 
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of supervisor's member, and he died and they appointed him to be on the 

schoolboard, and he couldn't drive the school bus anymore because it 

would be a conflict of interest. So, the guy up at North, that his mama and 

daddy run the store, and he helped build the new store, he drove my 

school bus the first year I was in school, Gerald Jones. And then, a little 

lady down in Tick Neck, which is an area in this five-mile radius, she drove 

it. And her mother, she was a Sadler, she had a little country store in Tick 

Neck, which is up the road about seven miles from Bohannon. Now, if you 

leave Bohannon and heading out towards North and Foster, there was a 

little store at a place called Big Store [inaudible 28:31], which was up just 

on the other side of Miles. And my daddy's brother's wife's mother and 

daddy ran that store, Ellis [inaudible 28:41] White, and they had a little 

small country store. At Miles, there was a bigger store that sold hardware 

and feed and fertilizer and that kind of stuff, run by Carol [inaudible 28:53] 

Miles' daddy. And my daddy, when he was twelve years old, worked for 

him and drove a truck around the neighborhood and delivered feed. And 

then, there was a little country store right beside that and that was called 

Miles Post Office, and the post office was in the store like most of the post 

offices were in those days. Then, if you leave there, there was another 

J.C. Wormley's, that was run by a Black couple. They had a country store 

too with boxes, and they was sitting around [inaudible 29:21]. Then, 

there was one more little store at Cardinal. In fact, Cardinal Post Office 

was a three-story building. The man and his wife lived in the top story and 
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the postmaster run the store and run the thing there. In fact, there was 

another little store that was built right across from that after they tore that 

down and moved the post office, by a guy by the name of John Blake 

Grant. And that lasted about five or six years. And then, if you turn right 

and head for Foster's down at Tick Neck there was the Sadler's store, and 

then Foster Post Office, right on Route 14, had a store that was a little 

country store and a man and his wife lived behind the store. And inside 

the store, you go through some curtains, and that was their living quarters. 

And they raised three children in that little store there. So, that's just a five-

mile section of Mathews. That's how many stores it was. And it's like that 

all over there. There was a store at a place called Moon. Which, when the 

astronauts went to the moon in 1969, a woman by the name of Shirley 

Snow ran the post office and the store, and they sold more postmarks 

within the week of people landing on the moon because everybody 

wanted to get mail postmarked from Moon, Virginia on there ‘cause they 

had gone to the moon. So, whether you believe they ever went to the 

moon or not, I don't know. But a lot of people did because they got their 

postmark there. There was Diggs Post Office, down from Moon there was 

Diggs, and then there was Beaverlett and then Onemo. Onemo had a post 

office. If you go down 14 towards New Point, there was two stores at Port 

Haywood. There was a big store down at New Point Post Office, which 

had the post office run by I.P. Hudgins, and his daddy run it before he did 

and then he did. And after he died, they tried to run it but it closed after 
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that. His son – he raised his son and sent him through school and his son 

became a doctor in Mathews. So, these little country stores, it was in 

every little hole and corner in Mathews County. Each made enough to 

supply their family. They wasn't trying to get rich but they made enough to 

supply their family, and their families ate. It was a very unique experience. 

A: So, was your uncle's store, was that his own store or was that what you 

were talking about with your dad running the store? 

G: No, my dad just helped him modernize it. My dad actually worked in 

Mathews for a Southern States outlet and he got transferred to Gloucester 

in 1967. But I used to go with my daddy on Mondays, ‘cause he would 

deliver feed to all parts of Mathews. And on Monday he would come back 

and he'd eat lunch with Mama and I would ride with him in the truck and 

watch him deliver feed and then he'd eat lunch and I'd stay home the rest 

of the day. But he would deliver to one part of the county on Monday, 

another part Tuesday. Friday, he would take the biggest what they have 

[inaudible 32:25] and he would go to Richmond or West Point or 

Portsmouth or Suffolk and get stuff and bring it back. And it's funny 

because there was a Black guy that worked with him named Frank White. 

And I graduated with his son from school and didn't know that was his 

daddy that worked with my daddy. His daddy left about the time I started 

school in 1959 and went to the shipyard and worked. And not until I 

started working days in the store that I'm working at, that man came and 

said, "Are you Calvin Garrett's son?" I said, "Yes." "Well, I used to work 
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with him. I'm Frank White." "Oh, yeah, I remember you." That was a really 

neat thing. In fact, the store that he worked at in Mathews is now Sutton 

and Kline, and my basketball and baseball and football coach in high 

school bought that store and run it, him and his wife and his son did. So, a 

lot of things get handed down, some things keep going. One of the big 

things that hurt the store that I work in, we were the big store on the block. 

And they tore the little A&P down and made a Food Lion. And the Food 

Lion does a whole lot more business than we do. But we just had a new 

owner come in and he's bringing a lot of stuff in like garden supplies, and 

his wife does a little outside floral shop. There goes my rescue tones 

going off. No, I don’t have to go. Anyway, it's real neat how things get 

passed down. And this man's gonna try to build the store up and he's 

bringing a lot of appliances and things in to help the business, and the 

business has increased since he bought it. Mathews, basically, everybody 

knows you. That's one of the hard things about being a firemen in 

Mathews is because somebody's house catch on fire, you know ‘em, you 

know their mama and daddy, or somebody gets killed in an accident. You 

usually know ‘em. And one of the saddest things, one of the saddest fire 

calls I ever went to was one morning a boy just went in the ditch and he 

didn't have his seat belt on and his door came open and then when the car 

hit the ditch it mashed his head in the door and he got killed, and that was 

one of our firemen's sons. You had fifteen firemen standing around crying 

that morning because we all grew up with this boy. So, it's hard. Anyway, 
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now, as far as a lot of the country stores, if you call – I did talk to Ralph 

last night and told him you might call him. I did give you his number? 

A: Yeah, and I gave it to my coordinator so he's definitely gonna try to get in 

contact with him. 

G: Okay, good. Yeah, I talked to him last night, he was very interested in 

helping you all. Anyway, any more questions you have? Did I answer your 

questions? 

A: Yeah. I mean, I think we covered most of it. But I did want to get a little bit 

– because I know how important shipbuilding is in that area – I wanted to 

see if you had some experiences working at the Newport News . . .  

G: Okay, right. I started working there in February of 1973. Everybody talked 

about how cold it was in the shipyard. So, I wore long underwear and a 

long sleeve shirt and a t-shirt and sweatshirt and coat. And they put me in 

a real warm area of the ship. So, I said, "Well, shoot. This is a piece of 

cake." I figured that's where I'd be working every day. But, the next day, 

they put us up in the ballast tanks. They were building the ballast tanks – I 

was in the pipe department – and we were running the pipes that would 

blow the air in the tanks to take the submarine down. And then, of course, 

when they come up, they let the air our and it helps the ship rise. Well, it 

snowed that day, and I didn't have nothing but a long sleeve shirt and a 

coat, and I like to froze to death. [Laughter] So, that was one of the things 

I learned. And I was in the pipe department from [19]73 until [19]77. And 

then, I got into the welding department and I was the coordinator of getting 
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the equipment hooked up for the welding department on a unit. The big 

thing about the shipyard is they had this great big shop, it was called a 

steel production facility. And that's where they started the units. They built 

the unit about the size of a room of a house, and they would build it and 

get everything in it. And then, they would add another unit to it and then 

they would put it on these big transporters and take it out to the platen 

[inaudible 36:54]. And they would put more two units together and then 

they would ship it over to the buffer zones, kind of like an assembly line. 

They had this great big crane that would lift nine hundred tons, and that 

crane would come over and pick up these units and set ‘em in place in the 

ship and they would set ‘em up close enough. Then, they would weld ‘em 

together. It was like a big jigsaw puzzle. One of the things that I learned 

about the shipyard that really blew my mind . . . when they launched the 

John F. Kennedy, I was working for a woman just down the road, and I 

was raking leaves and things. It was in the fall. And she, "Come on inside 

and eat some lunch, they're getting ready to launch the ship." So, they had 

all these people there and the ship went in the water. I thought they would 

turn it over to the navy at that point. At my age, I didn't know any better. 

So, when I went to the shipyard, I went there in February, and they had 

this big sign up: April the seventeenth, launching of the L. Mendel Rivers. 

And I said, "How can they launch it? There's nothing here but what it is." 

When you launch the ship, you get it seaworthy. You get it so you get 

everything in there that you can, you weld everything up, and they test to 
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see if the ship will hold water. And they take it to a pier and then that's 

when they put everything in there like they met the galley, put all that in. 

They put all the parts to the engine in. It was something that really did 

blow my mind. When a ship is launched, especially an aircraft carrier, after 

they launch it it's another, sometimes, two to four years before it's turned 

over to the navy. So, that really blew my mind. I worked on this ULCC 

ships, which is Ultra Large Crude Oil Carrier. And an aircraft carrier is 

1,092 feet long. These were 1,187 feet long. An aircraft carrier comes up 

from the bottom and the flight deck makes it look real wide. These ships 

were just as wide as that great big dry dock they had in the North Yard. 

When I went to the shipyard, the North Yard wasn't there. The shipyard 

started at 50th Street and went to 32nd street. They docked everything off, 

diked it off, and stuck the water out and filled it all in with land. And they 

made from 50th Street to 74th Street was the North Yard, and that's where 

they built these great big ships. Because the biggest dry dock they had in 

the shipyard at that time would just fit an aircraft carrier. These dry docks 

were actually big enough to fit these Ultra Large Crude Oil Carriers. Plus, 

they diked it off and could start a second ship in there. Now, they're doing 

that with the aircraft carriers. They're actually building two aircraft carriers 

at a time by diking it off and flooding one end of the dock and then flooding 

the other end and flipping that part back and then they start another ship. 

So, it's a very interesting thing and I enjoyed the time in the shipyard. But I 

was offered this job in Mathews to work at this grocery store, which was 
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ten miles from home compared to the fifty-nine miles. I worked nights of 

the first ten years I worked there. Now, where I live, it's a three-minute 

drive to work compare to an hour and a half, and that's just if the traffic 

was good. I'd leave home at five o'clock and, if everything went well, we'd 

get back home at 5:30 that night. But when it snows sometimes it'd be as 

much as seven o'clock before we get home. So, it was interesting. I met a 

lot of good people. In fact, a lot of people from Mathews – when I started 

in the shipyard there were seven Newton buses taking people to the 

shipyard from Mathews, Gloucester, and Middlesex. And now there's only 

one, because most people drive. If I had had to drove to the shipyard 

every day I'd have gotten a job a lot earlier somewhere else. [Laughter] 

Because I would've fell asleep and killed somebody, believe me. 

[Laughter] It was interesting working there. It's a city within a city in that 

shipyard. 

A: Yeah, I can imagine. So, I guess the last thing I want to ask is how you 

met your wife and when and where you were married? 

G: Okay. That's a good question, that's a real good question. How I met my 

wife, I met her through her son-in-law. He and I worked – he started 

working shortly after I did at the store. We went to a store party one night 

and his wife came in and she kinda took notice to me and liked me and 

she introduced me to her mother. We had our first date in January 17, 

1995. Then, we dated and then we made a comment one night, she made 

a comment to me, "You know, there might be some other people I wanna 
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date." I said, "Yeah, me too." So, we kinda left it like that. When I got 

home the red light on my answering machine was blinking. She said, 

"Give me a call." She says, "I decided I don't want to date anybody else." 

[Laughter] So, in June the first, 1996 we got married. She had two 

children. Her oldest daughter has two children, Shannon and Savannah. 

Her youngest daughter has three children, Aaron, Ethan, and Lydia. When 

Aaron comes – they used to live right next door to us. One of the oddest 

things I ever had to do was when they moved. But he comes up and he 

spent like two and a half weeks this summer up here. And whenever 

there's a fire, he gets in my truck and turns my red light on and we go to 

fires together. I take him to parades and things like that . . . Anyway, it’s 

neat. I was around two brothers and then we had a sister, and then we 

worried her to death. How she stayed home with us, I don't know. I always 

wanted my sister to have boys and my brother to have boys. But when my 

grandchildren come along, the first two were girls, and I found out they 

were just as much fun and maybe more fun than little boys. I've had a 

good time with all my grandkids. 

A: That's wonderful. That's amazing. So, yeah, I think we've covered 

everything I needed to get. 

G: Okay. 

A: I want to thank you as well for being able to do this. 

G: Oh, that was no problem. Yeah, I enjoyed it. 

A: I learned a lot myself. 
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G: If you're ever in Mathews, look me up. 

A: All right. Well, we were in Mathews just recently for the trip. I think we're 

going to be going back next year. So, we'll definitely get in touch. 

G: Were y'all the ones that came up here to the churches and did interviews? 

A: Yeah, yeah, yeah. 

G: Yeah. I had just had my pacemaker put in and I was gonna go. It ended 

up Danette didn't go because she had to do a crown on her tooth. And 

believe me, if you ever had a crown on a tooth, that will wear you out. 

A: Well, I think we should be there next year. So, if we are I'm definitely going 

to get in touch with you and maybe we can do another interview. 

G: Yeah, come by Best Value and look me up. I should be working. I'll be 

working. I got one more week and then I go back to work. But it was nice 

talking with you and good luck to you. 

A: Absolutely. You, too. Thank you very much. Have a great day. 

G: Yes, sir. Take care. 

A: Bye. 

[End of interview] 
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