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T: So I’m here with Don Bowman. This is Jessica Taylor in Mathews, Virginia on 

July 11, 2014 at 2:00 PM. Mr. Bowman, can you please state your full name? 

B: Donald Hart Bowman.  

T: And when were you born? 

B: October 1, 1924.  

T: Where were you born? 

B: San Antonio, Texas. 

T: Okay, and what were your parents’ names and occupations? 

B: My father’s name was Rawlin Henry Bowman. My mother’s name was Lillian 

Gertrude Washburn. And my father was a small dairyman.  

T: In Texas? 

B: In San Antonio, Texas. 

T: Okay. Do you have any brothers and sisters? 

B: I did have, yes. I had, actually, three brothers and no sisters.  

T: Okay. And when did you come to Mathews? 

B: Well, I came to Mathews working for the government in 1951, I guess it was. But 

I moved to Mathews to practice law in 1956.  
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T: What were you doing with the government in Mathews? 

B: I worked as a field representative for the Social Security Administration. 

T: Okay, and why were you in Mathews for that? 

B: Well, that was my territory. I mean, I was a field representative. I traveled all 

around the Northern Neck in Mathews, Gloucester, helping people with their 

Social Security problems. 

T: Okay. What did you first think of the people here? 

B: Oh, I was very impressed with ‘em. I fit right in. I liked ‘em a whole lot. I liked the 

county: that’s the reason I eventually moved here. 

T: What did you like about it? 

B: Well, I just liked they were down-to-earth people. They were generous and 

friendly. They were nice folks. And there was very little crime in Mathews County, 

too. 

T: What kind of law did you practice? 

B: General practice. I had an office right around—just right next door. General 

practice. When you’re a country lawyer, that’s what you do. I mean, you do a little 

bit of everything.  

T: Okay, so what kind of law did you end up practicing most in Mathews, if there’s 

not a lot of crime? 
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B: Like I say, everything: we did real estate law, we did trials, we did everything. I 

mean, except—I didn’t do any federal practice to speak of, no bankruptcy or 

anything like that. 

T: How did you fit in as a come-here? 

B: I fit in fine, you know. . . I was raised in the country, and I fit in just fine. Never 

had a bit of problem here. People are very friendly here, the local people. 

T: What was the social environment in the [19]50s? 

B: Well, it was, I guess, like it was anywhere else in the country. I mean, you know, 

people were very friendly and visited one another back and forth. I had a pretty 

big family. I had four children and I was married. We fit in very well. I was raised 

as a country boy and this is country living here.  

T: Did you marry someone from here or— 

B: Oh, no, no. She was from Pennsylvania, and I married her when I was in San 

Antonio. Yeah. 

T: Okay. How did she adjust to living in Mathews? 

B: Oh, she did very well. Yeah, no problem. Yeah. 

T: That’s good. So what did you do for fun on the weekends in Mathews? 

 B: See. . . [Laughter] Mostly just visiting with people, I guess, and then we have a 

yacht club here and we joined that. When I first got here, I played softball with the 

church team. But, that’s about it, just mostly visiting friends and that’s the main 

social activity here. Back then, anyway. 
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T: Okay, so you started practicing law here in [19]56.  

B: Right.  

T: What was integration like? 

B: Very good here. Actually, the whites and the blacks have always gotten along 

real well here in Mathews County. Wasn’t no real problem. 

T: Could you compare that to San Antonio? 

B: Well, San Antonio. . . I had very little connection with the blacks or the Mexicans. 

I lived on the North side of the town, and I didn’t have much to do with them. 

Here you do; I mean, you live right among ‘em. Actually, they get along very well 

and always have here. 

T: Okay. So no major changes in race relations. 

B: You mean now? From when? From then? 

T: Mm-hm. 

B: No, it’s still good, I think. I think the relationships are very good. Yeah, I have a 

lot of good friends that are blacks and a lot of former clients, yeah. 

T: Okay. What was the biggest adjustment coming from San Antonio to here? 

B: Well, of course, I didn’t come from San Antonio to here. I went to college up in 

George Washington University, but it wasn’t a big adjustment for me ‘cause I was 

raised as a country boy. My father was a dairyman and I was raised on a small 

dairy farm, so it wasn’t a big adjustment for me at all. 
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T: Okay. So then, as a lawyer, what did you think of the different communities that 

surround Mathews Courthouse? 

B: Well, they were pretty much like Mathews. I mean, Middlesex and Gloucester—

Gloucester’s bigger, but people are about the same all around, and yeah. As a 

representative for the government, I traveled those areas, so I got to meet a lot of 

people. And before I ever moved out here, I knew a lot of lawyers and a lot of 

people. So, the adjustment was not difficult.  

T: No. But coming in as an outside observer, how were those communities different 

from each other? 

B: The communities? Not a lot of difference. I think they’re very much alike, and I’m 

referring to counties that border on Mathews: Gloucester, Middlesex, all these 

counties. These are rural counties; they’re all pretty much the same. Not a lot of 

difference in them. Gloucester is a much bigger county and, of course, it’s closer 

to the big city. Gloucester has changed a lot since then, but back then when I first 

came here, it was still rural. You know? 

T: Mm-hm. So what, then, is special about Mathews County that you don’t get 

anywhere else? 

B: I think the friendly atmosphere and the people. They’re very friendly here; they 

are. That’s one reason I moved to Mathews. I was very impressed with the 

people. It’s a slow way of life, too. It’s not hurried. And I was raised as a country 

boy, and it’s kind of a country living here. 

T: Okay. Can you give me a specific example of that in Mathews? 
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B:  Well, like I say, people, their social activity’s mostly kind of visiting one another. 

You spend a lot of time with your friends. It’s unlike living in the city.  

T: For you, who are some Mathews people that embody that character? 

B: Most all the people that were born and raised here. That lady right next door 

there, on the other side of the door, embodies it. She was born and raised here. I 

can name a whole lot of people like that. I mean, anybody that was born here 

and raised here is. . . yeah.  

T: Okay, so tell me about your opinions about Ms. Day.  

B: Yeah, what about her? 

T: How did you guys meet and become friends? 

B: Well, she was married. It seems to me . . . she and her husband had problems, 

and she came to me as a lawyer. I decided I didn’t want to represent her 

because I was fond of her. I liked her and I thought maybe I’d . . . and we did. We 

established a relationship. I didn’t represent her in the divorce for that reason. 

Yeah. 

[Interruption in interview]  

B: Are you familiar with the fact that the man that owns this newspaper is John 

Warren Cooke? Do you know who he is? 

T: No, I don’t. 
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B: He was the Speaker of the House of Delegates for a number of years. Very 

highly respected. He was the owner of this Gloucester-Mathews Gazette-Journal. 

Yeah. His daughter now is in charge of it. 

T: Is that Miss Elsa? 

B: Elsa, mm-hm. You know her? 

T: Yeah, we interviewed last week. 

B: Yeah, she’s her boss. They’re good friends.  

T: Okay. Did you get active in community life after— 

B: Yeah, when you come out to a place like this—a rural community—you certainly, 

yeah, join the Ruritan Club and . . . yeah, yeah, certainly. As a lawyer, too, you’re 

expected to do that.  

T: Okay. Interesting that you should say that. What’s the expectation for a lawyer? 

B: Well . . . [Laughter] They expect him to take an active part in the community. Yes, 

they do. And help out. Like you join the Red Cross and you do this and that and 

the other. Yeah, that’s the expectation, certainly. And it’s reasonable. No, I just 

never thought about it. 

T: Well, it’s new to me. 

B: You’re expected to join things and be part of the community. Yeah, right. 

T: You have to explain it to me like I just don’t know. 
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B: Okay. Right, well, that’s the way it is. Yeah. You have a certain position when 

you’re a lawyer, you know? People respect you if you’re halfway decent. They 

expect you to do things. Help with the community and do that sort of thing, yeah.  

T: Interesting. Did you feel like you were helping the community? 

B: Yeah, I did. I did. I joined stuff. I was President of the Ruritan Club at one time 

and I’m trying to think of what else I did in the community. I helped with the Red 

Cross and stuff like that. Charitable things.  

T: Hm. So, you mentioned that you were in a yacht club.  

B: Yacht club. 

T: Yeah, so I’ve never been in a yacht club. So can you explain to me what that 

means? 

B: Well, there is a building down here on Stubbs Creek, which is called a yacht club, 

which you can join. I’m not a member now. She’s a member. I still go there 

because she’s a member. But some people keep their sailboats down there. 

People coming down the bay will come in and stay overnight, moor in front of the 

yacht club. It’s a big social place, is what it is.  

T: What kind of people join the yacht club? 

B: Well, I would say most people that are well-fixed financially. I mean, you have to 

pay dues. If you have a boat, of course, that’s an expense. I never did have a 

sailboat. At one time, my family and I joined because they had a swimming pool. 

But I mean, all kinds of people joined. I don’t know. 
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T: Okay. What was the relationship between people that boat for fun, and then 

watermen that do it for economic purposes? 

B: Well, I don’t know that there was any conflict between those people, or whether 

there was any resentment. I mean, I don’t think so. We have a lot of watermen in 

Mathews County. I guess you know that. I mean, at one time, that industry was 

thriving real good. But it’s fallen back now on hard times. We still have some 

watermen, but not like we used to have. We used to have people that pound fish; 

it’s a very elaborate net that they set out there in the bay. They don’t do that 

anymore. That’s pretty well gone. But at one time, that was the main industry, is 

the fishing industry: pound fishing and crabbing, clamming, seafood industry.  

T: So what has been your personal relationship with watermen as a lawyer and as a 

citizen? 

B: Yeah, mainly as a lawyer, I had to represent them often. Quite often. They would 

get in difficulty with—maybe they caught some stuff they weren’t supposed to 

catch, or whatever. I mean, yeah, or catch too many of something or other, too 

many crabs or whatever. Catch crabs too small or something. So I represented 

watermen a lot, yeah. Yeah.  

T: Okay, interesting. So you also sent your children to school in Mathews, right? 

B: Mm-hm. Yeah. They all went to school. I had four children, and they all went to 

school here and graduated from Mathews High School. 

T: What was that like for them? 
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B: They fit in very well. They did fine. Yeah.  

T: What did you think of the school system as a parent? 

B: I was always very pleased with it. Yeah, yeah. 

T: Did you have any relationships with the teachers that were positive for your 

children? 

B: Well, not personal, necessarily, but I got to know them. For the most part, I was 

very impressed with them. I thought they were very capable. Yeah, and my 

children did pretty well after that. Three of them went to college, I know. My son 

finished, but anyway. Yeah, they went on to further education, too. Yeah. 

T: Okay. So how has Mathews changed over time economically? 

B: Well, the seafood industry is no longer as vibrant as it was. I mean, actually 

Mathews—we have a lot of people work down at the Newport News Shipyard. 

The seafood industry, it still exists but it’s not nearly as important as it once was. 

Also, we have other federal facilities down there close by. We have a lot of 

people in Mathews that work down there, you know? They take a bus in the 

Shipyard, Fort Eustis, all those federal places. So the seafood industry is no 

longer that important to Mathews County, to tell you the truth.  

T: Okay. How do you feel about that dependence on the Shipyard and government 

work? 
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B: I thank God for it. I mean, I don’t know what these people would do. They 

wouldn’t be able to live in Mathews if it wasn’t for those places. They’re very 

important to this economy here in Mathews.  

T: You see it as sustaining the community rather than— 

B: Yeah, I certainly think so. Yeah, all those places? Absolutely. I don’t know what 

we’d do without them. We still have people out there on the water working, but 

it’s no longer like it used to be. And agriculture—Mathews is a real small county. 

It’s one of the smallest counties in the state—I don’t know whether you realize 

that or not—in size. If it’s not the smallest, it’s next to the smallest. So 

agriculture’s not a big thing; we don’t have a lot of agriculture here. We have 

some, but not a lot. And the seafood industry, like I say, is pretty well dried up. 

We have a lot of people that still crab, put out crab pots, but the fishing industry—

pound fishing is gone. I don’t think there’s a single pound fisherman in Mathews 

now. 

T: Do you see that as a cultural loss or an economic loss that— 

B: Sure, well, it’s cultural and economic. Those pound fishermen made a lot of 

money. They did. It was a very rewarding activity . . . But that’s gone. Pound 

fishing, I don’t think there’s a single one in the county now.  

T: It’s a skill, too, that people have to learn.  

B: Oh, well, yeah. I mean, right. If you want to learn about pound fishing, they have 

a museum down at Yorktown, that they’ve got a net set up there. You can see 

how it works. It’s a very elaborate net, and it takes quite a bit of money and work 
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to set these things up. But they’re no longer—they don’t do that anymore in 

Mathews County. I don’t think there’s a single one. I’m pretty sure they’re gone. 

But at one time, that was a very thriving business. Fishing, you know. 

T: So we talked about how things changed economically. How have things changed 

socially in Mathews in the last fifty years? 

B: I can’t say that it’s changed a lot. I mean, I think it’s pretty much the same. 

People visit with one another. They’re very social, you know. But I can’t say that 

it’s changed a whole lot. I don’t see any big change. The advent of television 

certainly made a profound difference, I guess. People stay home and watch 

television a lot more than they used to stay home and listen to the radio, I’m sure. 

But, I can’t see any big change. 

T: Was the television not a big thing in the [19]50s? 

B: Early [19]50s is when it really started.  

T: What did your kids do for fun when they were in school? 

B: What did they do for fun? Worry me to death. Let me see . . . [Laughter] I’m trying 

to think of what they did for fun. I don’t know what they did for fun. I mean, they 

socialized with other friends. I’m trying to think. I had three girls and a boy . . . 

just socialized with their friends. That’s all I can tell you. I mean, I don’t know if 

they did anything—I don’t think they participated in sports very much. I know they 

had their friends and they’d visit back and forth and that sort of thing. I don’t 

remember. 
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T: So you had three girls, right? 

B: Three girls and a boy, yeah. 

T: Were you an overprotective father with your girls? 

B: Yeah, I’m protective. Sure, like any other father, yeah. 

T: So what was dating like for them? 

B: You know, it’s been so long. I can’t remember any problems, that I can recall. No, 

I think they were all good girls. I didn’t have any problems with them. I don’t 

remember any problems with their dating. I’m trying to think of when they—they 

all left home pretty early. Two of them went on to college, and the third, my son, 

did, too. My other daughter went up to New York. She’s still there. I can’t 

remember too much about their dating, to tell you the truth. Incidentally, I think 

you should know that my wife and I separated. We got divorced. So in the latter 

part of when my two youngest children—I was living apart from them. I was living 

somewhere else.  

T: Oh, okay. You were still living in Mathews? 

B: Yeah, yeah. But I was living somewhere else, yeah.  

T: Okay. Well, maybe we can broaden it, then. So, what are some of your memories 

of raising children in Mathews? 

B: I think it’s a wonderful place to raise children. It really is. I mean, we feel it’s a 

very safe place for children. People look out for one another. It’s a close-knit 
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community, Mathews is. It’s a small community and it’s close-knit. I never had too 

much to worry about with what they were doing, to tell you the truth.  

T: Do you have any anecdotes to that effect? 

B: I can’t think of one. I didn’t come prepared with an anecdote. I don’t know. I can’t 

think of any. Are you talking about problems or what? 

T: No, not at all. It can be a fond memory. 

B: Oh. I know when my kids would bring their friends home and—just like any other 

kids, they were active and had a lot of friends. That’s all I can remember. Like I 

tell you I did, I moved away and I didn’t live at home during their last part of their 

growing up here. But they visited me and I’d see ‘em often.  

T: So, at work, can you talk about any amazing cases you took on? 

B: [Laughter] I don’t think I want to. I don’t think that’s a good idea for me to talk 

about some of those. You got to be awful careful. I had some interesting cases, 

but I’m not sure I want to put those on record here. Yeah, there were some 

interesting ones, yeah, but . . . I’m a little reluctant to go into detail on those.  

T: Okay. That’s fine.  

B: I mean, as a lawyer, I’ve got to watch myself. 

T: I understand.  

B: Yeah. 
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T: Okay, so how have the buildings in Mathews changed over time, as far as 

development goes? 

B: I can’t see any change in the buildings. I think what the big change is that most 

people live here weren’t born here. I mean, they moved in from somewhere else. 

It’s a lovely place to live and people like to—it’s a retirement community, really. 

Lots of retired people live here. But as far as the buildings, I can’t see much 

change. This Courthouse hasn’t changed a whole lot. My office was right next 

door. That’s where my office was. It’s closed up now. A guy that bought it from 

us, a lawyer, he’s retired, too.  

T: This may seem like a weird question, but can you tell me about your office? 

B: Well, I’m just telling you. It’s right next door. At that time, when I practiced, the 

courthouse was right across the street. It made sense to move the courthouse; 

the new courthouse is over there where the school used to be. I used to have to 

walk out my door and into the courthouse. That’s how close it was.  

T: That’s great. 

B: Yeah. 

T: So what did the interior of your office look like? 

B: Just like any other office. I wish I could open it up and show you, but I can’t. Just 

a typical office. That’s all. That’s all I can tell you. Nothing exceptional about it, 

just several rooms. 

T: Okay. What were your impressions of the old courthouse? 
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B: Well, I liked it. When I first came here, that’s where we practiced for years and 

years. Yeah, kinda like home. Yeah, I loved it. I’m not at all familiar with the new 

one; I quit practicing before that came into being. 

T: Okay. 

B: Yeah. 

T: Does the inside of the courthouse look any different than it used to? 

B: I don’t think so. I think it’s the same. I think they still use it for meetings of the 

Board of Supervisors once in a while, and maybe they use it as a courthouse 

once just for sentimental reasons. I don’t know. But it’s not a courthouse 

anymore, really, like it used to be.  

T: By that you mean it lost its purpose? 

B: Well, they’ve got the new courthouse up there. I don’t know whether you know 

where it is; you came in from Gloucester, you pass by it on the right-hand side. 

It’s a much more elaborate place than this one, old courthouse. 

T: Do you like the less elaborate style? 

B: I like the way it was, of course. That’s typical, don’t you think? You like the things 

the way they were when you were young and practiced. Yeah, I liked the way it 

was. Yeah, I was very comfortable. I only had to walk across the street to go into 

the courthouse. Sometimes, they would call me and say, your case has come on. 

Come and get your—they don’t do that anymore. It was real convenient. I loved 

it. Yeah, I loved practicing law. 
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T: Did you eat lunch in the Courthouse when you— 

B: Yeah, usually, when the judge was over here, we’d go to lunch with the judge 

over here next door. Yeah, we’d usually eat lunch. 

T: Was that a good time to socialize and catch up? 

B: Oh, yeah. Sure, right. Yeah. 

T: Okay. Talk about cases? 

B: Sure, talk about everything, yeah. Sure. 

T: Okay, so I guess the last question I really have for you is, have you ever looked 

at Mathews as a historic place? 

B: Yeah, it is a historic place, I think. Yeah.  

T: What do you think about its history? 

B: Well . . . I’m part of the history, I guess you’d say. Yeah, like I’m saying: John 

Warren Cooke was—incidentally, his father was one of General Lee’s officers. 

John Warren Cooke’s father, not his grandfather, his father was. This man hadn’t 

been dead too long, John Warren hadn’t. He died real old. We all knew him real 

well. He was the Speaker of the House of Delegates. But think about it: his father 

was one of General Lee’s main officers. His father, not his grandfather. Elsa—

you know Elsa—is his daughter.  

T: So you feel like the history is tangible. 
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B: Yeah, sure. And my partner, when I first came here, was a state senator: Marvin 

Minter. He had to go down to the legislature every couple of years. As I learned, 

back during the Civil War—I think that was maybe even the Revolutionary War—

yeah, there was a lot of stuff happening there on Gwynn’s Island during the 

Revolutionary War. A lot of history in Mathews, sure. I don’t know a whole lot 

about it, but I do know there was some activity. The English attacked Gwynn’s 

Island; I do know something about that.  

T: Right. What did you mean when you said, you’re part of the history? 

B: Well, I am now because I spent all this time here. Since [19]56 I’ve lived here. 

So, I’m part of its history, sure. 

T: What do you feel like your impact has been on the community here? 

B: I think it’s been positive. I like to think so. I think it’s been positive. I mean, I’ve 

made a lot of friends here and I think that on the whole—I’ve got some enemies, 

of course. You make enemies when you practice law. But I think on the whole, I 

have the respect of the people that county. 

T: As a professional, though, how do you feel you developed as an attorney? 

B: Well, I think in the normal course of practicing, I think I did, yeah. I don’t know 

how to answer that. I really don’t know.  

T: How are you different from other lawyers? 

B: I’m not a lot different from other lawyers, I don’t think. From country lawyers. 

Now, I think country lawyers are different from city lawyers, I have to say that. I 
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mean, I think country lawyers get along better than city lawyers do. They respect 

one another more than I think city lawyers do. Generally speaking, I’ve made a 

lot of friends among lawyers and judges, too. One of my best friends was a 

judge. He died here not long ago . . . But I had a lot of respect for most of the 

lawyers. Every once in a while you’d pick one that didn’t do so good, that you 

didn’t like too well. For the most part, I had made friends with most of ‘em. 

T: Is there anything you’d like to add? 

B: No, I’m not sure exactly what you’re doing. It’s something about the history of 

the—I’m sorry. I don’t think I’ve contributed too much here.  

[End of interview]  
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