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TMP-028 
Interviewees: Susan Powell et al 
Interviewer: Jessica Taylor 
Date of Interview: July 7, 2014 
 
T: This is Jessica Taylor interviewing Susan Powell, Beverly [inaudible] and Brenda 

Winder Whiteman on July 5, 2014 at 6:00 PM in Mathews County, Virginia at 

Hallieford. 

P: That’s right. 

T: Okay. I’m going to start with Brenda Winder Whiteman. Ma’am, can you please 

tell me your date of birth? 

W: My date of birth is June 23, 1940.  

T: And where were you born? 

W: I was born in Norfolk, Virginia. 

T: Okay. What were your parents’ names and occupations? 

W: My mother’s maiden name was Rachel Eolen Lewis, and she was born October 

31, 1910. And my daddy was born in March . . . I think it was March 21, 1905, 

and his name was Ernest Eldridge Winder.  

T: Okay, and what did they do for a living? 

W: My daddy was the captain of a tugboat for the C&O Railroad. And my mother did 

not work when we were children, but she worked later as a secretary for many 

years, ‘cause my father died at forty-five of a massive heart attack.  

T: Wow. Did you have any siblings? 

W: Me, myself? Do I have siblings? Yes, I have three children and seven 

grandchildren.  

P: Your sibling.  

W: Oh, my siblings. Oh, my sister, yeah. 
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T: Okay, so you have one sibling.  

W: I have one sister named Nina Leigh Winder. That was her maiden name. 

T: And what is your connection to Mathews, Virginia? 

W: My grandparents, my great-grandparents. Let’s see. Mathews Baptist Church 

was built in 1776. Our great-great-grandparents, our great-grandparents, our 

grandparents, my mother, and my sister and I were all married in the same 

church. So, five generations.  

T: Wow. So what is that connection like for you with—Mathews Baptist Church, you 

said? 

W: Yes. I’ve been going there since—well, whenever we were here, we were always 

going there to church since I was a child.  

T: Okay, and how has it changed over time? 

W: The church? 

T: Yeah. 

W: I personally wouldn’t know, because I’m not over here enough to go there much 

anymore, but the church still looks the same, even on the inside and everything 

else: the beautiful stained glass windows and what have you. My granddaddy, he 

had a beautiful tenor voice. He sang in the choir for many, many years.   

B: I think they built a youth center a number of years ago.  

W: Yeah, they sure did. 

T: What were services like when you were a child? 

W: I’d say about the same as they are now. They really weren’t much different than 

they are now. I mean, I haven’t gone a lot as an adult ‘cause I don’t live over 
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here; I live in Yorktown and I go to my own church. But in growing up, we always 

went to church whenever we were over here all my life. Even back as a small 

child, I can remember. And my mother was married there in 1935 in December, 

and she made her own wedding dress, which was crushed green velvet.  

B: [Laughter] I have a picture.   

W: Yeah, crushed green velvet, and she wore a crushed green velvet hat. My father 

gave her four dozen long-stem American Beauty roses tied with a silver bow. 

[Laughter] When Mother—all you could see was her head and her knees 

because the whole front of her was covered with four dozen roses.  

B: Wow, that’s right. I’ve seen the pictures. [Laughter] 

W: Pictures. You can’t see anything of Mother but here and here.  

S: That’s funny. 

W: And what have you. My mother died in September of 2000, and she lacked like 

twenty-eight days of being ninety when she died. It sounds crazy, but my mother 

made Christmas ornaments for her grandchildren every year of their life for 

twenty years. ‘Cause my daughter, she’s forty-five years old now, and she still 

has the first Christmas ornament that her grandmother made her when she was 

born. But my favorites are: Mother had material left from her wedding dress and 

the bow that was on her flowers, and she made ornaments out of them. So when 

I put the tree up every year, this was my mother’s wedding dress and this was 

the bow from her flowers. Just memories, you know? 

T: Yeah. Absolutely. So did your mother grow up in Mathews? 
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W: She grew up in the house right past this cottage here, but it’s torn down now. The 

original house was torn down. Our cottage and this cottage is sitting where the 

barnyard used to be.  

T: Do you remember the house that was there that your mother grew up in? 

W: Mm-hm. 

T: When was it torn down? 

W: How many years ago? 

B: It was three or four years ago. March 2010. I was recovering from my foot 

surgery, and I remember you called me and said Granddaddy’s house was gone.  

W: Yeah. My husband and I turned that corner— 

B: I cried. [Laughter] 

W: And we didn’t know it was being knocked down, and half of the house was 

demolished and I about fainted ‘cause I didn’t know it was to be torn down. 

B: We have so many memories in that old house.  

W: Yeah, and I was married out of that house, too. That’s where I got ready for my 

wedding and everything was there.  

T: So can you tell me a little bit about— 

W: The house? 

T: Yeah. 

W: Let’s see. Back when I was a child, there was no bathroom. You had to come up 

here to the barnyard to use the bathroom; there was a shed, a outhouse up here 

in the barnyard. If you had to wee, you just squatted in the yard; you didn’t even 

bother about the barnyard because Granddaddy had a horse and a cow and the 
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horse liked to nip you. [Laughter] So you’d stand dancing a jig ‘cause you had to 

go to the bathroom and you would be afraid the horse would get you. So you’d 

wait until you’d think the horse was not near and then run to the outhouse.  

P: That’s true.  

T: Oh, there it is! 

W: That’s the original house. 

T: I’ll take a picture of that before I go, if you don’t mind. 

B: Okay! 

P: Sure. 

T: So how old was it at the time it was demolished? 

W: Oh, over— 

P: When they put it up for sale, it said on the internet 1829. I didn’t think it was that 

old. 

W: It was built when Granddaddy was—I don’t think it was that old. 

B: Yeah, I didn’t think so, either.  

W: Granddaddy always told me that when his daddy was building that house, that he 

would run him the nails back and forth in a bucket. Now, that’s the memory I 

have of what Granddaddy said about it. He was a child when his father built it. So 

that’s all I know. The actual date— 

B: I think there was three sections, maybe. 

W: Yeah. 

B: Because I went over there when nobody was there, and grabbed a couple bricks. 

[Laughter] 
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W: Yeah, yeah I know. Yeah. We got some bricks for you to put on your flagpole. 

B: And oldest, original brick and then there was another section and then another 

section.  

T: Hm. Interesting. 

P: Granddaddy was born in 1882. That’s how old I think the house, dates to the 

1880s. 

W: I think so, too. 

P: I don’t think it’s 1829.  

W: I think that’s wrong. 

P: I don’t think it was that old. 

W: I remember him saying he had to run back and forth with a tin can to put nails in, 

to run back and forth to his daddy when his daddy was building the house. That’s 

my memory of what Granddaddy said. That’s all I know. I don’t know whether it’s 

true or not.  

B: I didn’t know that. That’s interesting.  

T: Did your mother or her parents ever talk anything else about expanding the 

house or maintaining it? 

W: Never did. I mean, I was at least ten, twelve years old before we ever even had 

running water. And my grandfather oystered in the winter, farmed in the summer, 

and made oyster boats and sailboats in between. 

T: Did the estate have a name at all? 

W: No. Just W. P. Lewis, Senior. That’s all I can remember. 
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B: It’s funny: on the internet or when they advertised it for sale when the owners 

bought it, they said, Queen Hill Estates or something like that. 

W: Right, and I never heard it.  

T: So they gave it a name. 

W: They gave it a name. Somebody gave it a name—not us. 

B: I think a realtor did. 

T: Why did they decide to demolish it, do you know? 

W: Because he built that gorgeous brick home over there on the other side of our 

cottage. 

B: It was a fire hazard. 

W: Yes. 

B: Sad to say. 

P: Indeed, for a number of years. 

B: The electrical work. It was very bad. 

W: It needed plumbing work. It had a lot of termites, mildew.   

B: In the walls. 

W: It was just very, very old. He bought the property and knocked it down and built 

that gorgeous home over there. 

T: What do you remember about the interior of the house? 

B: Okay. There was the door facing the road . . . and you came in and there was 

a— 

W: A home. 
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B: A staircase. Well yeah, a foyer, a hall that went through to the other side, to the 

porch.  

W: Porch on the front. On the creek side. 

B: On the creek side. To the right of that hall was a staircase that kinda went up and 

then around. Then you had two bedrooms and a bathroom up there.  

W: Three bedrooms. 

B: No, wait. You’re right. 

P: No bathrooms. 

W: No bathrooms. 

B: You’re right. Three bedrooms: they turned Dad’s bedroom into a bathroom.  

P: After the house was sold the first time. 

B: Then you came in that front door, to the right was a bedroom on the floor. To the 

left was . . . glass French doors. 

W: Right, on both sides. It was like a double living room: a back living room and a 

front living room. And the hall was between the two and the staircase went up the 

stairs.  

P: I think the thing I remember most about the house was, when you walked in the 

front door, Grandma had beautiful blue hydrangea bushes on either side. 

W: Yes, she did. 

B: It was gorgeous. 

P: When you opened the front door, the porch was facing the water, so you could 

see the water and then you just felt the air coming through the breeze from the 

creek. But then you had to walk to the left to what was the living room, and they 
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had a stove in there that they used for heat. I don’t know—it was some type of oil 

stove in the living room, and then you walked through the doorway into a really 

large kitchen.  

W: Huge. 

P: And it had a huge eating area, and I remember my grandmother primarily 

cooking on a wood stove. She really didn’t like to cook on the electric stove. She 

eventually got one—I don’t know exactly when— 

W: Yeah, she used it some, but she preferred the wood stove. 

P: She liked cooking on the wood stove, and I just remember her fixing corn cakes 

and— 

B: Big, square biscuits. 

P: Yeah, she was a really good cook. And she had a place where I would sit in the 

kitchen—a little red stool—and she had a . . . what do you call that? A kitchen 

cabinet where the top of it rolls up and you have your flour dispenser. You didn’t 

put jars or anything there. I’ve forgotten what you call that.  

W: Did you know that that’s in Bev’s kitchen now? 

P: Yes, and she had like a little shelf that would pull out, and so she used that to— 

W: To make bread. 

P: To cook on, and I can remember her putting wood in the stove to keep it hot. And 

when they finally did get a bathroom, the bathroom was actually off of the 

kitchen. So you had to walk through the kitchen to get to the bathroom. She 

always, whenever she cooked crabs or whatever, there was a big pot on the 
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wood stove, and you could hear them in there scratching around trying to get out 

[Laughter], until they kicked the bucket.  

B: That’s terrible. What a torturous thing for a crab. 

W: Right. Let’s see, that, and the thing that I always marveled about was she used to 

poach her eggs in boiling water. She’d put a pan on top of that wood stove, bring 

it to a hard boil, and crack her eggs in the water. And that’s how she poached an 

egg. 

B: Really? My mom did that. 

W: Uh-huh. 

T: Do you know why? 

W: I don’t know. That’s just the way they did it back then, I guess. Yeah. Yeah. 

B: I remember seeing my mother do that in Richmond, cook an egg like that.  

W: Yeah, that’s the way Grandmother always poached an egg. Of course, 

Granddaddy played the harmonica. You remember that. 

P: Mm-hm. 

B: I remember his harmonica. 

W: He used to love to play the harmonica. I also remember he had that metal pot 

that he used to pop popcorn in.  

P: Yeah, I don’t remember that.  

W: He loved popcorn. He had a metal pot, she’d put it on that hot stove, and he’d 

stand there and shake it and it would pop in that metal pot. 

B: I remember somebody telling me— 
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W: This was before it was made like it is now, where you—you had got your own 

corn from your field and that’s what you were popping. He grew popcorn. 

B: Yeah, ‘cause his cornfields stretched from the back of the barns over here. 

W: He also had a huge strawberry bed.  

P: I remember that. 

W: That was good. They were good strawberries, too.  

P: And figs. 

W: Fig trees that went all the way down both sides of the lane.  

P: Black walnut tree in the front yard. 

T: The strawberries and figs—were they for sale or were they for the family? 

W: No. For the family. 

P: My dad said that when he was a boy, he would take the crops that they grew and 

put them on his bike and go sell ‘em through the neighborhood. So I remember 

he told me that he did that. And he remembers the ice truck comin’ when he was 

a boy, bringing a big cake of ice to keep things cold.  

T: Did he ever tell you about the people that he sold stuff to or the guy that brought 

ice? 

P: No, I just remember him telling me about the ice truck coming, and I’m not sure I 

remember where they—they had an icebox where they put the ice in the icebox 

to keep things cold before you had an electric refrigerator.  

W: That was before electricity.  

B: I also heard the story where Granddaddy—his dessert was butter dipped in 

sugar.  
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W: That was the last thing he ever put in his mouth at every meal.  

[Laughter]  

B: That was his dessert. 

W: That was his dessert, always. 

B: And they liked to cook. Nutritionists would probably have a fit now. He liked to 

have fried fish, fried spot with bacon grease on ‘em, right? 

W: Yeah, poured on ‘em. 

B: And he lived to be eighty-six years old. 

[Laughter]  

P: Another funny story is when the first pizza place came around or something, he 

said, yeah, they got something called Pie-za out there now.  

W: Pie-za. He didn’t know it was pizza.  

[Laughter]  

P: So he was not familiar with anything like that. He was all about crabs and 

oysters. 

W: And the one word Granddaddy never said right in his entire life was, you’d look 

out there and you’d say, the creek is calm. Never said the word calm in his entire 

life. It was cam.  

B: Really? 

W: Always cam. The creek is cam. Never heard him say another word. I’ve never 

heard him ever say the word calm in his entire life. 

P: He had an oyster boat, ‘cause he oystered and fished for a living, and one of his 

boats was this one right here: the Lethe and the Carpathia. And he called it Lethe 
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because his wife’s name, my grandmother, that was Ethel, spelled backwards. 

[Laughter]  

W: This is before he married her. 

P: It is? Okay. So that’s why he called it the Lethe.  

B: And the Carpathia is what rescued some of the people from the Titanic.  

T: Right! I was just thinking that! 

P: That’s why he named that Carpathia.  

T: Wow. So who did he buy the boats from, do you know? 

P: He built ‘em. 

T: He built them himself? 

P: He built these himself. 

W: Yeah. I don’t know that he did when he was very young, but he built many an 

oyster boat. Many of ‘em. I mean, he built a lot of ‘em and sold ‘em. He sold 

sailboats; he sold skiffs that he built. 

B: I remember my mother talking about my grandfather’s hands, and said that he 

had really big, knotty hands because he worked with his hands so much.  

T: That’s incredible. 

W: That was the sailboat he built for their daddy.  

B: Yeah, that’s our dad. That was probably in the early [19]40s.  

P: He was probably sixteen, seventeen.  

T: That’s incredible. I want to ask questions about homeownership before we get to 

sort of, like, the craftsmanship aspect. I did want to ask if you have noticed other 
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houses falling by the wayside, falling into disrepair, or being demolished in your 

lifetimes? 

W: I’ve seen a lot of them.  

B: I’ve seen a lot of abandoned-looking houses.  

W: In Mathews. 

B: I mean, it’s sad. 

W: It really is.  

B: I’d love to think that you can preserve these old farmhouses, but that’s sad when 

they’re torn down.  

W: But sometimes you can’t. It’s not practical.  

B: I cried when their house was torn down.  

P: I think a lot of them that have been on the waterfront, I think some people have 

been able—if they’re waterfront property, there have been people from other 

areas who have come in to live here, to retire, or whatever and have remodeled 

and fixed them up. But if you even go just around the Hallieford area—just this 

little small community back here—you can see a number of home that aren’t on 

the water, but are just modest homes, and they are overgrown with weeds and 

things. And they’re just sitting here.  They’re sitting there.  

B: It takes a lot of money to keep up with an old home. 

W: You better believe it.  

T: Are there any specific ones that maybe you visited as far as even, like, churches, 

other buildings, stores go that have kind of fallen by the wayside? 

B: Mm-mm.  
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T: Okay. 

P: The W.E. Broaddus, the store where the post office is, that used to be a store. I 

think there were more stores in this area. I mean, that wasn’t the only one. That’s 

the one that I remember, but I think that there was a Brooks Store, even farther 

down Hallieford Road, that—I guess it evolved over time. That’s the only one that 

I remember, the [19]50s and [19]60s. I don’t know if you remember any others 

when you were younger— 

W: I remember, yeah. I remember the one right down the road, yeah. That’s Earl and 

Carlisle Lewis, that was their grandparents. Guy Lewis married Virginia, who was 

my daddy’s sister, and that was her mother- and father-in-law’s store. And they 

lived above the store their entire lives. 

T: Do you remember anything specific about the interior or the exterior of the store? 

W: The building is still there; I don’t think it’s knocked down, but I don’t know whether 

anybody lives in it or whether it’s abandoned. I can’t tell you. I think it’s still there, 

what have you. The whole bottom floor, he had a wood counter that went all the 

way around the outside in, and they had the shelving built on the wall behind it 

where they kept all the goods that they sold and what have you. That was before 

they had grocery stores over here. 

B: Mm-hm. The Broaddus Store up there— 

W: Right. Same thing. 

B: It was similar, where you walked in the door and there was a long wooden 

counter, and there were things behind there, and a candy place—because we 

would get a quarter and you could get a lot of candy for a quarter! [Laughter]  
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P: We always ran up there to get our brown bags full of candy. 

B: You’d go up there to do that. 

W: I did the same thing. 

P: There was a lot of fun memories about that.  

B: And the post office was also there, too, but it was a store as well as a post office.  

T: Were the stores or post offices used socially? 

B: . . . Well, maybe as far as a congregating place for your neighbors, where you’d, I 

guess, meet up with people. But you probably ran into your neighbors all the time 

there, sit there and chew the fat for five minutes. [Laughter]  

W: But if you’re asking if they were rented out or whatever, no. 

T: Oh, no, not like that. As in, a congregating space.  

B: Just sit there and chat for a while. I’m sure people probably did.  

W: ‘Cause I know the one—I remember Elmo’s when they didn’t even have 

electricity. They had a potbelly stove in the floor. Used to be. 

T: Last question about this house—unless y’all want to keep talking about it, which 

I’m glad to do: is there anything peculiar about either the furniture or the 

construction of the house that’s unique to that house, or unique to the 

construction of it? Different from other houses you’ve seen? 

W: Not the construction of the house, but most of the furniture in that house was built 

by our grandfather. 

T: Oh, really? 

W: He built his own furniture. 

B: He built that right there. 
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W: He built that; he built that rocker over there. 

B: Yeah, that rocking chair is—that’s a real antique over there. He built this 

probably, too.  

W: Yeah, he built that.  

B: And then this was an old sewing machine stand. 

P: That was my grandmother’s sewing machine stand, and it was one where the 

Singer flipped down— 

B: He built this dining room table—or the kitchen table right here. 

W: This was the kitchen table in their house. 

T: So what does it mean to be a landowner or a homeowner in Mathews? Is there 

something special that that entails? 

P: To us I think it’s very special, just because we have so many family roots here 

that go back a long ways. It’s very, very dear and close to my heart here. It’s 

home away from home, and I almost can’t even put it into words. This land going 

from the point right over there—if you look out the window behind you, the point 

all the way out there, all the way to here, to the creek on over there, belonged to 

our grandfather and his sister— 

B: His sister, because his sister had a house over there. 

P: And they inherited the land from their father, and in the genealogical research 

that I’ve done, I’ve tried to trace—the only way I’ve been able to do it has been 

through land records. But I’ve been able to follow by looking at, estate of, until 

we’ve kinda created a paper trail with the land tax records. All of them show that 
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the property was owned by a Lewis in Cow Neck. Right now that I’ve been able 

to tell, going back to probably right around 1800.  

T: So what does that mean to you? Why did you choose to pursue that as a 

vocation? 

P: I’m fascinated with the lifestyle of people who were here and how they lived and 

raised their families. 

W: They worked hard. 

P: Just, I wanted more so rather than just a paper trail, but I’ve been trying to find 

personal stories. I want to know what they did and things about how they lived. 

I’ve been able to trace that they were members of the old—they called it the Old 

Baptist Church instead of Mathews Baptist Church. Then, even some of the 

extended family, about being in the war: W.P. Lewis, Jr., our father, graduated 

from Mathews High School in 1943, and he turned sixteen on August 30, 1943 

and left to go to sea in the Merchant Marines. I have a little New Testament Bible 

that his mother gave him when he went to sea. I mean, the war at that time was 

in its height, preparing for D-Day, and in it she wrote, God bless and protect my 

boy. He can remember seeing German subs. His ships went up and down the 

coast from Virginia, North Carolina up to Maine. His uncle was the first person 

from Mathews County killed. He was a captain of a merchant ship and his ship 

was torpedoed off the Outer Banks of North Carolina. He and all of his shipmates 

were lost at sea. Just all the different family connections that I’ve found and how 

people have served through wars, how they’ve served in their communities. I 

found that my great-grandfather, George Lewis, had a brother whose name was 
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Thomas Lewis. They were orphaned in the mid-1850s, and I think probably for 

economic reasons, Thomas Lewis—this was such an area that was connected 

by steamships to the Bay to ports like Baltimore and places like that. That’s how 

people traveled, was up and down the Bay. We think probably for economic 

reasons, maybe, Thomas Lewis wound up serving for the Union. But he came 

home and he’s buried right off of Hallieford Road, and he served as an alias for a 

soldier in the 140th New York Infantry. And all of that is documented in his 

pension papers; it actually ties his name to the man from the North. And I’m just 

thinking, he was maybe twenty, eighteen years old, he was orphaned, he didn’t 

have anywhere else to go. I’m thinking maybe he wound up being in Baltimore or 

whatever. And we found out from a Civil War historian that that was not 

uncommon for soldiers in the Union to pay someone to do their service for them. 

Maybe you know about that. But anyway, that was just one of the things that I 

found out that I thought was really interesting. I think, here we are today, and 

yesterday I was watching my cousins—her little grandchildren—jumping off the 

pier, and I’m thinking, how many kids have jumped in the water of this creek and 

swam in the waters around here? And all extensions of the Lewis family are still 

doing that today, which I think is pretty cool. [Laughter] 

T: Yeah. 

B: We have a lot of rich memories here as children, and then my sister and I—I 

don’t have any children, but she has two daughters and a son. They’re in their 

twenties now, and we have both said, the best thing we can do is provide fun, 

special memories as family and good times down here. And they love it.  
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P: I think that the generation of their parents—like Brenda’s mother and my father—

they learned the appreciation for land and for what it took to just keep everything 

going every day. I feel like, because of their values, we learned that. So, they 

instilled in all of us an appreciation for what our ancestors have done for a couple 

hundred years.  

B: We are very blessed because this has been coming down through the 

generations to us.  

T: Yeah, it’s special. 

B: It is. 

T: This is totally different: you mentioned that your dad or your grandfather played 

harmonica? 

W: Their grandfather. 

T: Did he play popular things, or did he play something specific that he enjoyed? 

W: He liked just snappy little tunes. I can’t— 

P: I have no idea. I just remember him watching Porter Wagoner [Laughter] in the 

[19]60s on TV. 

W: Right. Yeah, I was already married. 

P: I don’t know. I guess he just played little catchy, little harmonica tunes. I suppose. 

I don’t remember that.  

W: It was just basically little jigs: “Tugboat Annie,” that type things. Little country jigs, 

and he’d always do it for the grandchildren, and the grandchildren would jump 

around the kitchen dancing to his harmonica music.  

B: I always wondered what happened to his harmonica.  
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W: I have no—he kept it in a wooden box; that’s all I can tell you. He kept it in the 

kitchen above that— 

B: I have his old razors in a box up there. 

W: Oh, yeah. I can tell you a story about that. I was married in 1960, and my 

husband and I, we came over here. It was before I had children, and we came 

over here for the weekend. My husband left his razor at home. So we get up the 

next morning and he had stubble; my husband had a heavy beard. He wanted to 

shave. He said, well, Brenda, I don’t have a razor. Granddaddy said, oh, you can 

use mine, Bob! Takes him in the bathroom and takes a straight razor and a razor 

strap and sharpens it up and hands it to him. And my husband just stood there 

and stared at him. He said, he couldn’t no more knew how to use it. He said he 

could cut his throat with it.  

[Laughter]  

W: It was that sharp. You just scraped them off. Straight razor.  

P: It wasn’t a Bic or a Schick or anything. 

W: Ain’t nothing like that. And he never forgot that. He says, Lord have mercy. Said, 

I’d have cut my throat. He says, no way on Earth I could’ve used that razor. He 

didn’t know how to use it. 

P: That’s funny. That’s funny. It really is. 

B: I remember Grandma and Granddaddy having a chamber pot under their bed. 

[Laughter]  

W: Absolutely. Sure, sure.  

B: I think I remember that. 
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T: Wow. Did they empty at night? That kind of thing? 

W: Always carried it up with you at night and you got up and you carried it down in 

the morning and emptied it. Yes.  

B: I remember that, though. I remember it being under the bed.  

W: Oh, yes. Yeah.  

[Laughter]  

B: I remember Dad saying something about a heated block or a heated brick to 

keep his feet warm.  

P: At night. You would put it under the covers. 

W: Right, and they used to do the same thing with a heated brick in the cars back 

then. Automobiles back then did not have heaters in them. And they would heat 

bricks before you went on a trip and you’d pack ‘em up to keep ‘em as hot as you 

could, and then when you’d get in your car to leave, you’d put them under your 

feet and everything to keep your feet from freezing inside of the car.  

[Laughter]  

W: Can you imagine? No. That was back in Model A days.  

T: Before I go back in time, it seems like you have specific memories of your 

wedding day, and I wanted to ask— 

W: Oh, my wedding day? 

T: If you could walk me through it. 

W: My wedding day. Okay, yeah. Let’s see. I got dressed in my mother’s bedroom 

where she was born and raised, and what have you. And I left the house—my 

father had died at forty-five of a massive heart attack, so my granddaddy gave 
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me away. Their daddy, who was my mother’s brother, drove me to the church. 

My wedding dress had a ten-tier hoop on it. I had ten tiers, starting from my waist 

going down. I weighed ninety-six pounds, and to get in the car, they had to take 

my hoop. It was all up in the back window; it was coming out of the windows on 

both sides of the car. And Granddaddy and W.P. was driving, and they talked 

about the newest tractor— 

B: Tractor! [Laughter] You told me that story. 

W: John Deere tractor that had just come on the market, all the way to the church. 

That’s my memory of my wedding day. And then I get out. I had four attendants: 

my sister and a girlfriend and my cousin were my attendants, and what have you. 

They wore royal blue, a real deep royal blue. We get out at the church, and my 

sister’s trying to help me get out of the car. And what does she do? She dropped 

my husband’s wedding band in the grass in front of the church. So everybody’s 

scrambling in front of the church trying to find the wedding band, and when it 

came time to go into the wedding, we had to go through with it. So we were just 

gonna leave it and find it after the wedding, and at the last minute, one of the 

bridesmaids saw his wedding band in the grass. So we got it just before we 

walked in the church. [Laughter] That’s my memory of my wedding day. 

[Laughter]  

T: Okay. Did you go on vacation for your honeymoon or did you stay here? 

W: We went to the Pocono Mountains in Pennsylvania for a week. We stayed in a 

place called Split Rock Lodge. We were married in September, and it was cold, 

and we had a cabin in the woods with a fireplace, and they had a big main lodge 
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and what have you. In the day, it was warm enough to go swimming in a bathing 

suit; at night, it was cold enough to sleep under blankets ‘cause it was in the 

mountains. We were there in September, but in December and January they 

used to take the people who came to stay there on sleigh rides in the snow with 

horses. Not that it was that ancient ago, ‘cause I mean, [19]60s: horses were 

pretty obsolete then. But still. [Laughter] That was something that they did.  

T: I did want to ask about that. Were you married in the same church? 

B: No, I was not married. I live in Roanoke now. So, I just used to come here as a 

child with my father and mother. Once my father got out of the Merchant 

Marines—he went in in September of 1943; he had just turned seventeen years 

old and went on a ship. And he was in for four years, and then after he got out of 

the Merchant Marines he went to Richmond and went to business school, met 

my mother at Westhampton College of University of Richmond, and they settled 

there after they were married in 1950. But he continued to come here the rest of 

his life, and our whole family’s buried across the creek in the Smithers Cemetery.  

T: Wow. 

B: Yeah. Granddaddy purchased a huge family plot way back in the day. 

W: Yes, he did. Twenty-four, wasn’t it? Twenty-four plots?  

B: I’m not sure how many. I’m not sure.  

W: That’s their mother and father sitting over there. That’s their mother, and the 

picture back there’s their father when he was young.  

T: Oh, wow.  

B: And then my dad and my mother.  
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T: Look at those cheeks! 

B: I know it. He was wonderful, wonderful people.  

T: She looks like Emma Stone.  

B: Ha ha! 

T: I’m thinking of the right person, right? Emma Stone?  

W: She was beautiful.  

B: That’s my mom, yeah. And this was her mother, Rachel, who was my dad’s 

sister. She was fourteen, and that was her mother, which was our grandmother 

at the old home place over there. 

W: And their mother, now, when they were married in 1950—her mother and daddy 

were—their mother had that long hair, and you know how she curled it? Socks. 

She had every color sock in the rainbow on her head. She would tie it at the end 

of her hair and roll it all the way up and then tie it in a knot. And when she’d come 

out of the house, her head was this big with socks all over her head. And that’s 

what kept all that pretty curl.  

T: Wow. So what did your parents and grandparents tell you about growing up in 

Mathews? 

P: Oh, my goodness. Where do you want to start? 

W: Oh, Lordy. Let’s see. Momma always talked about—just like y’all said—back 

then, Queen’s Creek used to freeze over in the wintertime— 

B: This is my grandparents. That’s my father as a boy.  

W: Anyway, they used to come down here, and they’d to take the old Model A cars 

and they’d drive them down in the barnyard and they’d put the lights on the creek 
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so they could see to ice skate. Just like you said, if you were a beginner, you 

would use a kitchen chair, slide on the ice and learn how and what have you. I 

mean, I don’t know anything about it, but I’ve always been told that my mother 

was an excellent ice skater and she had a partner and they used to perform. And 

the other thing that I never knew about my mother, they say Momma was a 

wonderful tennis player. I can’t imagine that either.  

P: My dad, to reconfirm what Brenda said, they would drive their cars—everybody 

around the creek knew everybody. Even though they didn’t live next to you, you 

knew who lived on the other side of the creek. They would shine the headlights 

on the creek, and whenever—he said her remembered they did oyster roasts in 

the fall and ice skated. But everybody knew everybody. Dad always said 

Mathews Courthouse was the place to go on a Saturday night. 

W: Absolutely. That’s where all the young teenagers went.  

P: I wrote down a few notes about that. He would talk about on Saturday nights, 

everybody would go to the Courthouse. He said he could go to the Courthouse 

sometimes on Saturday afternoons—he was a boy in the [19]30s—and he could 

go to the movies, I think, for maybe a nickel or a dime. His cousin worked at the 

drugstore, and he said he remembers going and buying an ice cream cone from 

him at the Hudgins Drugstore. It’s still in business, but it had a soda fountain.  

W: Back then. 

P: You could eat there. His cousin had sold ice cream there. He said he used an ice 

cream scoop not like you see now—a round one with little scoops—but he said it 

was almost like a . . . I don’t know what to call it. It was long and so he said he 
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scooped the ice cream out like that and he’d hold the cone. He said he’d rake it 

down one side of the cone, and then he said he’d turn around and he’d get the 

next shovel full and then rake it down the other. And he said you’d have a cone 

about like that. But the ice cream was at least two or three times higher than the 

cone. [Laughter] He said it was really nice having your cousin be the one to 

scoop the ice cream because he always got a really good portion. [Laughter] But 

he said the Courthouse during the [19]30s, was when he was a boy, that he said 

it was wall-to-wall people. That that’s where everybody went to socialize and 

meet everybody— 

W: That’s right. That’s what my Momma said. 

P: And hang out. That’s just what they did: to church and also in going to—they call 

even the, not the actual courthouse where legal proceedings took place, but 

that’s just what the called town. They called it the Courthouse.  

T: Did they tell you anything about school? 

P: Yes. My father said when he first started school, he had to walk from his home 

up Hallieford Road—I’m not really sure how far—but when you past where the 

post office is now, I believe it was a one-room school up on the left. It’s no longer 

there. But I think he said that he went to first and second grade there. It was just 

called Hallieford School. And I’m not sure how many grades they had there, if 

they had every grade first through sixth. There was no kindergarten. But he said 

the room was cold in the wintertime and he had to walk. Yeah, we always got 

the, I had to walk to school.   
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B: He always said, I walked five miles to school in a blizzard with the wind blowing 

in your face. [Laughter]  

P: But he talked about packing his lunch and my grandmother would give him a 

biscuit with cheese on it or something, and he said they had a wood stove. And 

he would take his lunch in a bucket, and a piece of leftover chicken or whatever 

happened to be left over from supper the night before. He said he liked to take 

his biscuit and put it on the wood stove, because then it would make the cheese 

melt and it would be real warm and toasty. Yeah, I just remember him talking 

about going to the Hallieford School.  

W: I don’t remember that.  

P: But I don’t know when it was torn down. I think after that, he went to school at 

Cobbs Creek, which I think at that point I think he would’ve ridden a bus because 

it was too far. Then, I guess he stayed at Cobbs Creek, and then when he went 

to Mathews High School, I don’t think there was anything between elementary 

school and high school. I would think that probably about seventh grade, I’m 

guessing, he probably went to Mathews High School, which at that time was one 

building. Now there are several buildings. 

T: What about your grandparents? Did they ever talk about school? 

P: No. I don’t remember them ever talking about school. 

T: Okay. That’s fair. Did your parents or grandparents ever teach anything like 

ghost stories or stories about Mathews? Specifically, does Old House Woods 

ring a bell at all? 

P: No. 
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W: Mm-mm. 

T: Okay. That house was never haunted. 

W: No. 

B: No. 

P: Not that I know of.  

T: Okay. [Laughter] Absolutely not. 

P: No, I don’t think so. 

T: All right. Just gotta ask. 

B: There’s only one thing I thought was funny, a story that my dad told me about 

when Nina and Brenda were younger. And just to go to show what people in the 

country will do, it was Christmastime, and I think your uncle—I don’t know if it 

was Leslie or who it was—they took a cow and put bells on the cow. 

W: We were just talking about this this week! 

B: This was before I was born and they were small, but my dad remembers they 

were young and the cow had jingle bells and they were real quiet, and walked the 

cow across the front yard. And Nina and Brenda looked out and saw the brown 

and white spots and heard the jingles bells, and it made them think that Santa 

was coming. They did that to make them go to bed so that Santa could come. I 

always thought that was the funniest story. It made me think of something that 

you would see on Andy Griffith or Andy of Mayberry or something like that. You 

know, I can see Barney walking a cow across the front yard or something. 

[Laughter] I just thought that was hilarious.  
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W: And all the children would be crying in their mothers’ lap, send it away! Send it 

away! We’re all scared. But that was their way of getting us to go to bed.  

B: You had to go to bed so Santa could come. 

W: Absolutely.  

T: Do you remember anything else about holidays, like Halloween, Fourth of July?  

W: Let’s see. I only remember Grandmother always used a cedar tree for— 

B: Mm-hm. That’s right. 

W: And she always mixed her own snow that you put on it. She used to take—I don’t 

know—some kind of a soap powder and whip it up in a dishpan, and that’s how 

you put snow on your tree. 

B: Oh, my goodness. I didn’t know that. 

W: Out of your dishpan. 

P: I remember my—and you probably have a good memory of this—is all the people 

in the neighborhood and family members had dinings. Everybody, I guess maybe 

the week before Christmas, he said you had to set when your dining was gonna 

be, because this person would have one and this person would have one and 

this person would have one. And you just went to all these people’s houses for 

their Christmas dining. A lot of people came to eat, and I don’t know if the 

hostess always provided all the food or if people brought things.  

W: I don’t know. I know that in the Winder side, the host always provided all the 

food. That’s all I can tell you. 

P: It wasn’t just a meat, two vegetables, and bread. I mean, there could have been 

a meat, a seafood, several vegetables— 
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W: Venison. 

P: Pies, cakes. 

W: Cakes. It was a feast. The women would start cooking at least a week to ten 

days before their dining.  

P: But that’s what they called it: their Christmas dining. And everybody came. 

Everybody came to their house. So it was very social. 

T: Right. You both experienced that? 

W: Yeah. I did.  

P: I didn’t, she did. But I remember hearing my dad talk about that, ‘cause he 

probably was—‘cause he became an uncle when he was eleven with Brenda and 

her sister.  

T: Wow. Do you remember anything about when you went to Christmas dinings 

about how you were treated when you went into someone’s house— 

W: I was always— 

T: What the house was decorated like? 

W: Basically not much different than today, but a lot more was homemade, like your 

garlands on the mantelpiece and everything. The owner of the house had made 

that type of thing; it wasn’t bought like it is now. Usually, always a lot of the 

ornaments on the trees were homemade, what have you. The food was 

extravagant: it was nothing to have six or eight different cakes or ten or twelve 

different pies and venison and fish and beef and ham, all at the same meal. 

Homemade hot rolls. Everything was made from scratch. All homemade food and 
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what have you. At the Winder home place, all I can tell you is we averaged 

about—what?—forty or fifty of us at least for a dining. 

P: Right, there were a lot of people. 

W: A lot of people. 

B: I remember him telling me that. And my dad said for Christmas, he got things like 

an orange and nuts and very simple things that were not common everyday 

things, but things that were considered a treat.  

W: ‘Cause you didn’t get them every day back then. You couldn’t go to the grocery 

store and buy any of that.   

B: Right, right, right. It’s funny, I still have a few of his toys, Lincoln Logs. I have his 

Lincoln Logs from, I guess he had them—he was born in 1926, so I’m guessing 

sometimes in the [19]30s, he had Lincoln Logs. My son has his baseball mitt and 

his baseball. But he played basketball at the high school; he played baseball.  

W: My dad did, too. 

P: But they had a lot of chores that they were responsible for. I think the funny thing 

that I remember, my dad’s first cousin still lives up on the Piankitank. His name is 

Travers Thompson; he’s ninety years old now, and he lived in Baltimore. But he 

talked about coming down to visit in the summertime. He said they had to dig 

potatoes. He said it was hot and dirty digging potatoes, and that when my 

grandfather would tell them that they were finished—and I can only get the 

picture of two blonde, grubby little boys running across the barnyard and down 

the dock. He said overboard they went jumping in the creek ‘cause it felt so good 

after having to do it all. 
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W: To cool off.  

P: After having to dig potatoes. [Laughter]  

T: Wow. Wow. That’s incredible.  

B: Tinker Toys, not Lincoln Logs. Tinker Toys. That’s what they were.  

P: Still have ‘em.  

T: Oh, my gosh. 

B: And they’re old as the hills. [Laughter]  

P: Yes, they are.  

T: Why did you decide to keep all that stuff? 

B: It’s a novelty.  

P: Novelty. It’s the memories. 

B: Show it to our children. He probably kept it for sentimental reasons.  

P: Sentimental reasons. 

W: My mother was married in 1935, and I still have her wedding dress in my cedar 

chest.  

B: Do you really? Oh, I’d love to see that.  

W: I’ve still got it. Yeah.  

P: Wow.  

T: Is that the crushed velvet one? 

W: Mm-hm. Crushed green velvet. 

P: Wow. 

B: Oh, my goodness. I’d love to see that.  

W: Mama was twenty-four and Daddy was twenty-nine when they were married. 
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B: Some of that crushed green velvet is on Christmas ornaments.  

W: Uh-huh, ornaments, yeah. And the silver from the bow is on the other ornaments. 

B: Yeah, she was creative.  

P: Oh, I know! You wanted me to tell you about how to spell Piankitank.  

T: Yeah, do that. 

P: I think that this was passed down to my dad from my grandfather. I don’t know 

where it originated, but when I was young and I said, well, are we on the York or 

the Rappahannock? I was trying to understand where Piankitank was, and now I 

know it’s between the York and Rappahannock Rivers. And he would say, 

Piankitank, P-i Pie! A-n-k ank! I! T-a-n-k! Where the bullfrogs jump from bank to 

bank! That’s how he taught me how to remember how to spell and learn 

Piankitank. And he got that from his father, and who knows where it originated 

from. [Laughter] I’ve always wanted to know that. 

T: Yeah. Did your parents—either set—teach you anything like that, like rhymes or 

music or things like that? 

P: No. 

W: Mm-mm. 

P: No, my dad took piano lessons, I think, for maybe a couple years as a boy, and I 

took piano lessons. But that’s all. He did teach me how to eat a raw oyster right 

out of the creek. [Laughter] I guess when he thought that I was old enough to 

learn how to do that, he said, come here! And he stood on the end of the pier 

down there one day and said, open up! And he took a—it was when you could 

take an oyster out of the creek and you didn’t worry about catching a disease. 



TMP-028; Powell; Page 35 
 

[Laughter] And he plopped it open and I had this thing in my mouth, and I 

thought, well, I guess I better just swallow! [Laughter]  

B: He did it with me once, too. 

P: I guess I was about eight or nine years old. [Laughter]  

B: I ran straight to the bathroom and hugged the toilet. That was the grossest thing 

in the world. Aunt Rachel taught me how to crab— 

W: Well, see, I don’t ever remember when I didn’t eat them because Grandmother 

used to feed them to us in the high chair. 

P: Right, right.  

B: We still have our grandfather’s oyster tongs.  

W: Back then, Grandmother—in the wintertime, you always had a raw oyster cocktail 

before dinner, because Granny’d just go down to the creek and pull them up and 

shuck enough to have raw oyster cocktail. So, I was a baby. I mean, I was no 

more than like fourteen, fifteen months old when they were feeding me oysters. 

So I don’t ever remember when I didn’t eat them. 

P: Yeah. But my sister and I, we grew up in Richmond, but we would come down 

here and my dad made sure that we learned their traditions like eating oysters, 

loving soft shell crabs. Beverly, when she was really small, had a little john boat, 

just a little small boat, and she was the queen of Queens Creek. 

B: There it is! It’s floating in the water right now. 

P: She could go all the way up around up into Kenney Creek— 

B: And come back with dozens! 
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P: Which is a residential area now and catch a dozen soft crabs for dinner like that. 

You can’t do that anymore. They’re not there. 

B: It wasn’t Kenney Creek; it was my cove. It was mine. And I would sit on the edge 

of my—I would push along the shore and I would just watch the hard shell come 

off and the crabs come out of their shell. It was just so fascinating. I loved it. It 

was nature— 

P: I think he really taught us how a soft shell crab becomes a hard shell blue crab 

and how you eat them and how you cook them. 

B: That that’s how they grow. They become a paper shell before they become a 

hard crab again. But anyway, I learned to eat corn cakes and black molasses 

when I was a little kid and to this day still love ‘em. But I can’t catch the crabs 

around here like I used to in the [19]60s and [19]70s. It was just great. There 

would be—what do you call them?—jimmies or something. 

P: Jimmies. The male crabs are jimmies. 

B: And the female crabs—they were huge, just hanging on the pilings. We’d catch 

hard crabs all the time and— 

P: Yeah, he taught us how to crab so that we had the little stick with the rope 

around it, and all you had was a weight on it. And you would just tie a chicken 

neck on the end and you could go— 

B: I still remember that! 

P: On the end of the dock and put your line over, and you could just pull up crabs 

left and right. It’s not like that anymore. You just can’t catch enough crabs to do 

anything with anymore, which is really sad.  
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T: So your father was in the waterman industry? He was in the Merchant Marines? 

P: He was in the Merchant Marines, yes. But his father, William P. Lewis, Sr., he 

was a waterman, yes.  

T: Okay. So your grandfather taught you some of that stuff, too, maybe? 

P: Probably. He was a lot older when I came along, but I do remember going out on 

the boat with him. I have pictures of when I’m little with his crab pots. I watched 

the bait their crab pots and throw ‘em overboard. I knew what his oyster tongs 

were for. A funny story that my dad told me about him, to tell you what a 

navigator he was, he had his glasses in his pockets one time and he was 

oystering— 

W: And they fell out of his pocket. 

P: And they fell out of his pocket.  

W: In the river. 

P: In the river. And I forgot what he used to mark the spot.  

W: And he took land markings, too, in the spot, came all the way back home, got his 

oyster tongs, went all the way back, and the first time he put them down he 

pulled up his glasses case with his glasses in it and a fish in it.  

P: That’s a good story. 

T: [Laughter] Oh, my goodness. Did you want to talk about boatbuilding at all and 

that industry? I know that—was it your father?  

W: Grandfather. 

T: The common grandfather, right? 

W: Mm-hm. Right. 
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T: That did that. Do you know anything about how he did that, how he learned it? 

W: From his father is all I know. From his father, that’s all I know. Yeah, he learned 

the trade. 

P: Yeah, that would be what I—‘cause in his genealogy records when I look him up 

in the census it said he was a waterman, which most of ‘em—it’ll say, waterman, 

farmer, or something like that. 

B: How he did what now? 

W: How he learned the craft of building boats from his family, from his father.  

B: Oh, yeah, no, I don’t know that.  

T: It’s okay.  

B: He and my dad built his sailboat when he was a young man, so he had to have 

gotten that knowledge from somewhere.  

T: Mm-hm. Was it knowledge that your father had? 

B: Yes, he had his own boat. He had a sailboat when he was a young man that he 

and his father built together. And then, when he became an adult, he had a 

sixteen-foot wooden boat with a little, small cabin on it that he and his father built 

together.  

T: Wow. Wow. It seems like y’all are getting ready to eat, so I’ll open the floor to—if 

you want to share anymore stories, we’re at an hour. 

W: Okay. 

B: This is a fun story: Granddaddy with his big ol’ oyster tongs pulled up an old rifle 

off the bottom of the—I guess it was off the Piankitank  

P: Oh, yeah, yeah, that’s right. Out of the Piankitank.  
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B: We still have that. So it’s kind of a conversation piece.  

P: I was looking at my list and I think I’ve hit on everything . . . Everything I wanted 

to talk about, I talked about.  

B: A fun memory with my father when I was seventeen was when the creek froze, 

and he and I went walking out on the creek. I’d never done that before in the 

wintertime. Never. I have a picture of Dad standing there. [inaudible 1:00:56]  

[Laughter]  

T: Okay! This concludes the interview.  

[End of interview] 
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