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TMP-030 
Interviewee: Elsa Verbyla  
Interviewer: Jessica Taylor  
Date: July 7, 2014 

T:  This is Jessica Taylor interviewing Ms. Elsa Verbyla on July 7, 2014 at 12:30 PM 

in Gloucester Court House, Virginia. Ms. Verbyla, can you please state your full 

name?  

V: Elsa Cooke Verbyla.  

T: Okay, and when were you born? 

V: November 3, 1952.  

T: Where were you born?  

V: Medical College of Virginia Hospital, Richmond, Virginia.  

T: What were your parents’ names and occupations?  

V: John Warren Cooke, publisher; Anne Rawn Cooke, homemaker.  

T: How did you spell the last name? Is it with an E? 

V: Yes. 

T: Okay. When did you move to Mathews? Or did you parents live here? 

V: They lived in Mathews— 

T: Okay. 

V: I’m a lifelong resident.  

T: When did your family first come to Mathews? 
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V: My mother’s family came in 1941 from Huntington, West Virginia. My father’s 

family came before his birth.  His father was director of all the churches which 

were then three, of Kingston Episcopal Parish. I believe he came in 1904.  

T: Okay.  

V: My father was born in 1915 in Mathews.  

T: Okay.  So, where did your father’s family live before that? 

V: His father grew up in Portsmouth, Virginia and had lived in a number of localities 

where he was rector in Virginia. Mostly, Maryland and Kentucky.  

T: Has your family been Episcopal— 

V: Yes.  

T: For the duration? 

V: Yes. 

T: Okay, so what are your earliest memories of Mathews? 

V: Growing up in the house on Put-in Creek near Mathews Court House. Childhood 

home in a rural community. We grew up on the creek. In a little boat, we played 

on the creek. We played outside. We went to school in Mathews. We’re still 

there.  

T: Which school did you go to? 

V: Lee Jackson Elementary School and Mathews High School. 

T: Is Lee Jackson Elementary School still there?  
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V: Not the one that I attended. That was taken down. It’s where the courthouse is 

located today. 

T: Oh. 

V: It’s been rebuilt in another location.  

T: So, what was the building like that you attended? Lee Jackson Elementary.  

V: It was a two-story brick building put up during the Depression. There wasn’t 

enough money to finish what was hoped to be planned. It was the third school 

called Lee Jackson. Fourth one is now in operation. It replaced the school that 

burned.  

T: What was the one that burned? When was that? Before your time? 

V:  Oh, yes . . . It probably burnt in 1932. It was a long time ago, and this 

Depression-era school went up to replace it. It was a pretty standard school 

design.  

T: Oh, so what did the interior look like? 

V: Entrance hall, long hallway, staircases at either end, another long hallway, 

classrooms on either side of the long hallway, a few additions on either end with 

a cafeteria, and additional classrooms. 

T: You graduated high school in 1970 then? 

V: Correct.  

T: Okay. What was your experience like going to high school in the late [19]60s? 
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V: In those days, the elementary school was grades one through seven; there was 

no kindergarten. We advanced to the high school, which was grades eight 

through twelve. I grew up at the time that school integration was taking place 

throughout the South.  It had been put off, I believe, by localities as long as 

possible, desegregation. But my first year in high school, was I believe the first 

year of what was called Freedom of Choice, which a student could choose which 

school to be attended. We had a scattering of students come from the Thomas 

Hunter School, that first year. By the year I graduated it was complete. Thomas 

Hunter High School was turned into a middle school. All the high school students, 

black and white, went to Mathews High. 

T: How long did Freedom of Choice last? 

V: I would say four years.  

T: Okay. [Laughter] 

V: Something like that. I’m not clear on that. 

T: Do you remember—I mean, you grew up pretty centrally in Mathews. Do you 

remember anything about the black schools? 

V: They were there and that’s all. It was one black school when I grew up and two 

white schools.  

T: Mm-hm. 

V: Oh, no, that’s not true. There was one centralized black school for all the grades. 

And in my elementary years, there were Cobbs Creek, Gwynn’s Island, and New 
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Point Schools still for elementary white students. Those gradually closed down 

into the late [19]60s. I believe by the time I graduated, there was just one white 

school. I beg your pardon. One elementary school, one middle school, and one 

high school. 

T: For whites? 

V: For everyone. The year I graduated.  

T: Okay, the year you graduated. Do you remember— 

V: So, we had consolidation of school by race and by locality all at the same time. 

T: Wow. What were the side effects of that? Or were there any? 

V: If there were any negative side effects, it was quiet. The positive side effects to 

me were that there were so many nice people my age that I had never known in 

the community. We became friends. I think it took them a good deal of nerve to 

come before they had to from the black schools. They were brave young people. 

I now think that a great many of us have remained friends all these years. Of 

course, you fall out of touch with them because it is no different today than it was 

then. Most of the young people leave town if they go in the army and do well or 

go into industry and do well, or go to college and do well. There are no jobs 

locally. But through Facebook, we’ve reconnected. It’s a good thing.  

T: [Laughter] Yeah, that is really nice. 

V: It really is. It’s great.  

T: Do you remember anything about the integration of public accommodations?  
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V: No. I don’t . . . I’m not sure what public accommodations we had other than 

restaurants. Other businesses everyone went to. Restaurants were probably 

segregated. But it just made no impact on me.  

T: Okay. So, how did growing up during the Cold War affect your childhood? Did 

that affect school at all? 

V: I only had to drill on getting under the desk in case of nuclear attack. We had fire 

drills which were more realistic where we had to run outdoors. The Cold War 

scared people ‘cause we are so close to Washington, the naval weapons station, 

and the Newport News Shipyard, all of which were using nuclear materials and 

would be targets. I think that some people were more excited than my family.  

T: [Laughter] Fair enough.  

V:  There were some families that built fallout shelters.  

T: Really?   

V: Yes. 

T: Like underground? 

V: Uh-huh.  

[Laughter] 

T: Okay. 

V: I wanted one, but I was told we couldn’t have one.  

T: Why did you want one? 
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V: It looked like fun to have a house with all that food in it, underground.  

[Laughter] 

V: I wanted a swimming pool, couldn’t have that.  

[Laughter] 

V: You know, you want a lot of things when you’re young. 

T: Walk me through your typical day in high school. 

V: I can’t remember.  

T: Nothing? 

V: Very little. The gymnasium was a combination auditorium and a place where the 

students gathered before school. It was ridiculous, but we would walk about four 

abreast in a circle. Round and around that gym until the homeroom bell rang. 

We’d go to our homeroom and have the announcements for the day. Then it was 

classes all day long. I didn’t participate in any sports. I was in some clubs. I 

would go to the games. I don’t remember. It was just school. School anywhere in 

America. 

T: Okay, okay. 

V: I imagine it’s the same today. 

T: I’m sorry? 

V: I’m sure it’s the same today. High school, just get through it.  

T: Yeah. 
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V: Get out. [Laughter]  

T: Where did you go to college?  

V: I went to undergraduate school at the College of William and Mary, class of 1974. 

I went to graduate school at the University of Virginia, finishing in 1980, although 

I had come back here to work at the newspaper by then. 

T: What was your advanced degree in? 

V: Sociology. 

T: Sociology.  

V: Both were in sociology.  

T: Was that a doctorate in sociology? 

V: No, it’s a master’s. 

T: Okay. What made you decide to do that? 

V: Do what?  

T: Get a master’s in sociology?  

V: Oh, I enjoyed the study so much at William and Mary. But before I went to grad 

school, I worked at Gazette-Journal here and I enjoyed that, too. By the time I got 

to graduate school, I sorted my head out and decided to have a newspaper 

career instead. Joined the family business. 

T: Oh, it’s the family business? 
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V: Yes, it is. My father was owner and president of the company.  

T: Okay. Do you remember much about him working here when you were a child?  

V: . . . I remember more about his political career in Richmond. He was in the 

House of Delegates and became Speaker, and was going to Richmond all the 

time. He worked here at the newspaper. Of course, he was gone a great deal for 

General Assembly work or trips across the state for one thing or another. 

T: Did he ever talk about it with you? 

V: No, it was just a part of your daily life.  

T: Do you want to talk about his career a little bit? I don’t know anything about it.  

V: He was born in 1915, went to V.M.I. for about a year. He came home and went to 

work in the county clerk’s office as a deputy clerk. Went into politics in 1941, was 

elected to the House of Delegates, representing Mathews and Gloucester; the 

district got a great deal larger over the years. He started buying shares in 

Tidewater Newspapers, Incorporated in the mid-1940s. In 1954 came to 

controlling share after the death of the company president at the time. He was 

still working in the clerk’s office; he gave that up around the late [19]50s. He was 

still in the General Assembly. [Laughter] I guess when he was in the General 

Assembly, the clerk’s office, and the newspaper, he had three jobs. He got down 

to two, which he kept until 1980 when he was out of the General Assembly. He 

concentrated on the newspaper, working here until the year he died. 

T: Wow. 
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V:  In 2009, at the age of ninety-four.  

T: Wow, that’s incredible.  

V: And brief.  

[Laughter] 

T: And brief. Okay, what were some of the political changes that he lived through?  

V: He was at the General Assembly when Virginia tried Massive Resistance to 

desegregation. 

T: Was he part of that? 

V: He was initially, but I can’t remember the exact year in the late [19]50s when the 

General Assembly had to vote whether to keep the public schools open or to shut 

them. He voted to keep the schools open, which was essentially a vote to 

desegregate. He said he just could not close public schools. His attitudes 

adjusted through the years. I think everybody’s did.  

T: Did he ever talk to you about how difficult that decision was?  

V: No. 

T: He just did it? 

V: He didn’t talk much about that life.  

T: Why not? 

V: I don’t know. It was there and he was conscientious and diligent. 
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T: Interesting. Wow. That’s a remarkable decision. That’s, like, in the American 

history books.  

V: Yes, it was a bad time.  

T: Yeah. 

V: Now, Forrest Morgan—I’m sure he’s told you he finished his high school career 

in Mathews because the Norfolk schools were shut. Some of the localities did 

shut their schools.  

T: Wow. 

V: Mathews County never did.  

T: Wow. That’s incredible. 

V: It’s hard to imagine, isn’t it? 

T: Yeah, it is. 

V: Fifty or sixty years later. 

T: Yeah. I mean, how do you feel about it looking back? 

V: Well, looking back, I think I understand why segregated facilities arose. You 

know, we are still fighting the civil war a hundred and fifty years later. Honestly, 

it’s my opinion. What a mistake that was . . . I don’t want to get all constitutional 

but I believe its 1896 or 1898, there was a Supreme Court decision called Plessy 

v. Ferguson saying that so long as facilities were equal they could be separated 

by race. That’s what the state relied on until the Brown v. Board of Education in 
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1954 and after that we had to make some plans. Gloucester County, which is the 

neighbor of Mathews County—I’ll say that for your record—had some pioneering 

civil rights efforts. Like in the 1940s, some students from the black school tried to 

enroll in the white school. They were turned away and nothing happened. But 

there’s a basis of a lawsuit, I think, for equal facilities. I don’t recall anything of 

that sort happening in Mathews County. I haven’t seen it by reading the old 

newspapers either.  

T: Mr. Morgan mentioned that there wasn’t any kind of resistance in Mathews.   

V: I don’t believe there was. But when you’re young, how attendant are you to that?  

T:  That’s true. I was going to ask you why that was but may just be that— 

V: I don’t know. How old was I? [19]52, I was just like early teens.  

T: Yeah. So overall from the [19]50s onward, how do you sense that race relations 

in Mathews changed over time?  

V: . . . I think you could get an honest answer from black people. As a white person, 

I don’t know. I think they are pretty good as a rule, but I’m saying that from my 

perspective.  

T: That is really nice to hear.  

[Laughter] 

V: It’s the truth. Now there have been a few small incidents and one large one over 

the years. The small ones I don’t remember. The large one I was reporting on at 

the time it happened in 1980. It’s all on the record. I’m not sure I really want to 
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rehash it here, but a young black man was stopped on suspicion of drunk driving. 

Got into an altercation with the deputy sheriff. I think he had the deputy on the 

ground—I think; I’m not certain. I really hate to say this, but he was shot and 

killed. It was on a Saturday afternoon in August. There was quite a lot of 

bitterness immediately thereafter. People in the streets, milling about, not doing 

anything except talking. However, the authorities were alarmed and state police 

came in to help keep order. It never got out of order; I want you to understand 

that. It never did. But people wanted to express their anger. The state head of the 

N.A.A.C.P. came and consulted with our local N.A.A.C.P. head, Mrs. Beatrice 

Bobo. They organized a march for the Sunday. It was a huge march; it was well 

attended and I believe that dissipated a great deal of anger. Then the case went 

as far as the grand jury. The deputy sheriff was charged with something. He was 

not indicted. But it seems to have been handled fairly well through the system 

without any violence. It’s the only direct incident I’ve been involved in by covering 

it.  

T: You mentioned two smaller incidences.  

V: I don’t remember what they were. But you would hear things growing up. I can’t 

tell you.  

T: So, it would have been before this.  

V: Probably. 

T: Okay, maybe I’ll look into that. 

V: I hope—you should look into that it was interesting.  
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T: Yeah. 

V: August of 1980.  

T: Okay, well thank you for telling me that. Most people wouldn’t, you know.  

V: It was significant. 

T: Yeah, wow. So, I guess moving past race relations a little bit.  

V: Yeah, there’s more things to talk about.    

T: Right. You came back after you went to UVA? 

V: I was lucky. I had a job. [Laughter]  

T: Yeah, has your family been in this particular building working here? I saw 

pictures but I didn’t know if it was this building or not.  

V: Yes, the newspaper has been in this building since the late [19]40s. We have 

been here, too.  

T: You have an office in Mathews? 

V:  That’s correct. We also had one at Gloucester Point that was closed two years 

ago.  

T: Oh, okay. So, the one in Mathews: how long has that one been there?  

V: That’s the original oldest establishment we have. The Mathews Journal was 

established in 1904. Not in that office; that building wasn’t there then. But the 

Journal has had presence in the county since then up to the present. The 
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Gloucester Gazette was established in 1919, the two papers merged into the 

Gazette-Journal in 1937. That was a Depression-era shotgun marriage.  

[Laughter] 

V: They’ve gotten along pretty well for seventy-seven years now. That’s truly our 

oldest newspaper presence, that office there.  

T: In Mathews. So, you said that building wasn’t there— 

V: No. 

T: Earlier. Where was the office beforehand?  

V: Don’t know. It was in various buildings up and down the street, most of which 

have burned over the years. There have been three huge fires in the Court 

House.  

T: Right, I was going to ask you— 

V: Sibley’s Store, that’s the survivor. Where the visitor center is.  

T: I’m surprised it survived. It’s wood.  

V: Right, I think the fire was mostly on the other side of the street.  

T: Interesting. 

V: But those blocks have come and gone.  

T: Okay. I was going to ask you how downtown Mathews has changed over time.  
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V: Has changed from becoming a retail center that provided almost everything a 

person needed to becoming a town that frankly seems more focused now on the 

tourist trade. We still have a few essentials. We have drug stores, grocery stores, 

post office, a few mechanics, and a few retail shops and various things. But if you 

look up and down, you see a lot of thrift stores, resale stories, and art galleries 

which is certainly a new character for the county. 

T: How do you feel about that? 

V: Trying to shop locally as much as I can. I like to support the local merchants. I 

buy whatever I can there, especially the grocery stores. 

T: The only one I can think of is Food Lion.  

V: No, there’s the Best Value Supermarket and that’s locally owned. 

T: Locally owned, okay. Interesting. So, what specifically stores used to be there 

that aren’t there anymore? 

V: Oh, my gracious. Well, we will start with the Halcyon Building is which is the 

Doodlebug’s Consignment Store at the bottom and a theater upstairs. That was a 

two-story department dry goods store called Foster’s. It was very old. Foster’s 

had an adjunct across the street called the Economy Store. That was on Church 

Street. There was the Golden Brooks Ladies ready-to-wear store, that’s gone. 

Richardson’s Drugstore is gone. That’s now a restaurant there in the same 

location, but that was a drugstore . . . There was a bank in the center of town—

the Farmers’ Bank of Mathews when I grew up—that moved to the outskirts of 

town. That’s where Mathews Memorial Library is located, in that building. The 
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Bay School Arts Center is called the L.M. Callis Company, which was chiefly 

farming equipment when I grew up. I think earlier in life it had been an all-

purpose store. Twigg Motor Company was located at the south end of town; that 

sold Chevrolets and Oldsmobiles. Where Mary’s Beauty Shop is located now 

was the Mathews Motors which sold Ford. And even going further back in time 

there were more car dealers right in town. There is none now. That’s a sample.  

T: Yeah, wow.  

V: There was a furniture store that’s gone. A general supply store that’s gone. More 

doctors than we have now. Although, I think we are not as badly off as a lot of 

small towns, for doctors. It’s spread out, too.  

T: Was there a particular one that closed where the effect was particularly 

devastating or sort of changed the fabric of things? 

V: I would say when Farmers’ Bank moved to the outskirts of town to have a larger 

facility. And that’s now the Bank of America. You’ve seen that coming in? 

T: I think so.  

V: So, that was a full-service fully locally-owned bank with a lot of employees right in 

town. And that went. Just ten years ago, the courthouse moved out and took a lot 

of employees with it.  Where Liberty Square is now located, that was the site of 

the Lee Jackson School that I attended growing up. A lot of employees went with 

that. Those were the two big move-outs that we’ve had.  
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T: Has that affected—I mean just not those two but sort of the larger changes, has 

that affected employment in Mathews? 

V: I’m sure it has. I also think the tremendous retail growth in Gloucester has 

affected it. We can say Walmart, Lowe’s and Home Depot all you want, they 

employee a lot of people. But a lot has put pressure on a number of the local 

stores, from the big chains.  

T: So you have employees coming from Mathews to Gloucester? 

V: Oh yeah. 

T: Okay. 

V: I live in Mathews, I work in Gloucester. Always have.  

[Laughter] 

T: Fair enough. So, I was going to ask you—I mean, this is a pretty central question: 

how is development in Mathews different that development in Gloucester? 

V: Gloucester went through an explosive residential growth in the [19]70s and 

[19]80s for working age people. Mathews’ development is a great deal more 

geared toward the older age, which is retirees. I think if you check the median 

ages of the county, they’re probably ten years apart.  

T: How did Mathews avoid that? 

V: Too far away from anything.  

T:  So, it was— 
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V: People move towards the jobs rather than drive if they can. You tell me where 

there’s a good job center in Mathews. Its solid, but not what it was. The 

commercial seafood has not collapsed but it’s not nearly as large as it once was. 

That employed lots of people.  

T: How has that affected the social fabric?  

V: You’d have to do an analysis of your median ages, and when people moved in 

and moved out to find out. I think it’s been a slow, slow drain of people probably 

since 1920. I’ve heard that when WWI came—what was that? A hundred years 

ago? That’s when the Newport News Shipbuilding got really, really, really, really 

busy. [Laughter] People went there to the jobs. My own uncle moved to Newport 

News to work in the shipyard.  

T: Wow. So that wasn’t an anomaly at that time? 

V: No. As our military establishment and its supports has grown and grown, people 

have gone to the jobs. Some commute, some move. Some move back when they 

retire.  

T: Yeah. How do you feel about come-heres? 

V: . . . I don’t like this long, pregnant pause. I don’t have any feeling negative or 

positive toward come-here people. My mother’s a come-here person. She moved 

in, I think, 1941.  Her family retired from Huntington, West Virginia to Mathews.  

T: Do you consider those people that came here in the [19]40s the same kind of 

people that are coming now?  
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V: Probably, probably mostly retired life.  

T: Interesting. Okay. 

V: But not completely. 

T: Not completely. Why not?  

V: If you went to high school when I went to high school, I would say at least fifty 

percent, maybe more, of them were student names were traditional county 

names. It’s not that way now. It’s not the same names. Their parents must have 

moved here and brought them up. But, I’m totally out of touch with the high 

school generation. I don’t know. I’m just speculating.  

T: [Laughter] Fair enough. So, I was going to ask you how – you mentioned how 

downtown has moved around. How have residential areas moved around? Have 

you seen major buildings, historic buildings being demolished, or moved? Sort of 

pop-ups in new residential areas.  

V: There’s been a shift toward the more elevated end of the county, which is 

towards Cobbs Creek, especially after Hurricane Isabel flooded so much of the 

county in 2003. A lot of places for sale in the low-lying coast.  

T: Okay. Have there been historic buildings or homes outside of the main downtown 

area that have disappeared?  

V:  I’m sure there have. I can’t come up with it right now.  

T: But if there is anything significant to you that would be— 

V: You have a changing landscape all the time.  
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T: It’s true. Do you feel like it’s different in Mathews than it is in other places? 

V: No. You really have it happen when families can totally move away and the old 

house falls in.  

T: Yeah, a lot of old houses here. Does being from Mathews change how you see 

places outside of Mathews? 

V: I don’t know.  

T: Ha ha ha! 

V: How would I know? 

[Laughter] 

T: Well, you want to be postmodern with me.  

V: I can’t answer that question, I don’t know. 

T: Okay, all right. I’ll take it. That’s fine. Any other landscape changes over time that 

are significant? 

V: Yes! 

T: Well, then tell me about them.  

V: So significant is the terrible and heartbreaking erosion of our shorelines, 

especially our beaches and the loss of land from the Chesapeake Bay frontage. 

It’s terrible. 

T: Do you see a solution to that?  
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V: No.  

T: I know there is a lot of politics wrapped up in that, too.  

V: I’m sure. But, you think what it would cost to preserve and rebuild a shoreline—I 

don’t think there is a solution.  

T: Wow. 

V: That’s terrible.  They say the eastern edge of the county is losing ten or fifteen 

feet a year. I believe it.  

T: Wow. 

V: It’s heartbreaking.  

T: What do you attribute that to? 

V: Maybe it’s the rising sea level.  

T: What do you see as the ultimate fate of the county? In terms of that.  

V: I think we’re going to lose a lot of land in the next hundred years.  

T: How will that affect society in Mathews? 

V: Can’t be good for the economy, can’t it? 

T: No, I suppose not.  

V: Well, we are already having some issues with the economy now, I’d say. 

T: How does that affect environmental policy? 

V: Until we can address it as a nation, there’s no way we can address it locally.  
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T: So, you don’t think that politics kind of starts local in that sense? 

V: No.  

T: Why not? 

V: Too many people yelling and screaming nationally, taking all the attention and all 

the wind in the room and all the hot air. It confuses the issues so much, I’m not 

sure that people can begin to think of a local solution. I’m not sure there is one.  

T:   That is dark. I know we’re about at thirty minutes. So, I wanted to see if you had 

anything anecdotally that you wanted to talk about. Maybe you specifically about 

waterman, folktales, history, things like that.  

V: No. The economy has changed, the locally-based economy has changed. The 

landscape is changing and we’re making the best of it.  

T: You are making the best of it? 

V: We have a good school system. I think.  

T: Definitely.  

V: Students do well when they move on. That’s a good point. We have honest 

government employees and elected officials. We are very fortunate with that. A 

very conservative population. Can’t take fault with that; people are what they are. 

I’m pretty much an environmentalist. I don’t get a great deal of sympathy with 

that. But I believe in it. That’s all.  

T: Okay. 
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[End of Interview]  
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