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TMP-035 
Interviewee: A.J Hurst 
Interviewer: Jessica Taylor 
Date: July 13, 2014   

JT: This is Jessica Taylor interviewing A.J. Hurst on July 13, 2014 in Mathews, 

Virginia at 4:00 PM. Mr. Hurst, can you please state your full name? 

AH: Arthur James Hurst, Jr. 

JT: Okay, and when were you born? 

AH: 1935, February 28. 

JT: Where were you born? 

AH: New Point. That’s in Mathews, but it’s down— it’s New Point. It’s where I was 

born, through the woods there. 

JT: Through the woods? 

AH: Well, I was born in Mathews, but there was a store through there, where we 

lived. It was New Point Post Office.  

JT: So can you talk a little bit about living in the store? 

AH: No, I didn’t live in a store; I lived in an old house.  

JT: Oh, okay. 

AH: Yeah. 

JT: So can you describe that— 

AH: I lived through there, in New Point. That was New Point, where I lived there.  

JT: Okay. Can you describe the house that you lived in? 
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AH: Yeah, it was an old house, old house. It was a two-story house and it had a 

kitchen, and I think a couple bedrooms. But the house wasn’t all that great; it was 

an old house. 

JT: How old do you think it was? 

AH: You’re going back now. I don’t know. It was old. It was real old. 

JT: Okay. 

AH: And the name of the house where I was born at was Bob Belvins. The name of 

the place was Bob Belvins.  

JT: So it had a name. 

AH: Well, that’s what they called it. We were renting the house at that time.  

JT: Oh, okay. 

AH: We were renting it. 

JT: Who were you renting it from? 

AH: …To tell you the truth, I don’t know. It was—I do know it was somebody Belvin’s 

house. Somebody Belvin owned it.  

JT: Okay. I’m sorry, ma’am, did you want to sit, or--? 

TH: No.  

JT: Okay. 

TH: No. 
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JT: Okay…So the house that you lived in was owned by someone else. So what 

were your parents’ occupations and names? 

AH: Well, back then, when I was living there, my daddy used to work on a—he fished 

pounds. He was working pound, and he used to work on a [inaudible] boat down 

Hampton. Sometimes he’d go away and come home every weekend.  

JT: Okay. Okay. 

AH: Me and my mother—I have two sisters—one named Hallie, and the older one’s 

Margie.  

JT: Okay, and what did they do? 

AH: Well, back then, they wasn’t doing nothing much. They were going to school. We 

was going to school. 

JT: What did they grow up to do? 

AH: Well, Hallie, my sister, she just done housework. That was all. She never did 

work nowhere.  And Margie, she worked down at the nursing home a whole lot, 

helped old people and stuff like. She worked here now and just about 

everywhere. Helped clean up houses and stuff. 

JT: Okay, great. So what are your earliest memories of living in Mathews? Not in this 

house. 

AH: What do I remember of living here? 

JT: Yes. 
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TH: Earliest. 

JT: Earliest. 

AH: Well, I remember when I first started out. I went to school; I didn’t go no farther 

than the sixth grade. And, well, I didn’t go very often neither, because Mama—

she didn’t try and make me go, you know? A lot of times I’d tell her I was sick, but 

I wasn’t sick. I stayed home anyhow. Me and another boy, we got together, used 

to go down there and play in the creek. He used to build little boats and stuff. His 

name was Robert Lee Owen. He wound up building big boats, in his older days. 

TH: He just passed away. 

AH: And we used to play together all the time. 

JT: Wow. So why did you decide you didn’t like school? 

AH: Well, I reckon I was wrong to do that, but I just didn’t like school. I didn’t like 

school. I liked the water, and the little fellow down there named Jim Belvin, and 

he had some old rusty crab pots. And he give me ten. And I sat down, and I was 

too young to go by myself. My mama used to go with me when I fished my crab 

pots. And I used to fish them ‘round there Horn Harbor.  

[INTERRUPTION IN INTERVIEW]  

JT: So, we were talking about your childhood. So which elementary school did you 

go to? 

AH: New Point School, up here where the firehouse is at. 

JT: What did it look like at that time? 
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AH: The school? It was a big school. It was right up here where the firehouse was at. 

A nice school. I thought we had a picture around here but we ain’t got none. But 

it was a big school. They had their first, second, third, fourth, fifth, and sixth, and 

seventh grade. But I didn’t make it to the seventh. Down here, when you leave 

from here, then you went to the high school. Went to the high school. But I never 

did make it. I never did get farther than the sixth grade, but I went long enough. I 

failed a whole lot. I was young, didn’t try to learn.  

JT: Why did you decide sixth grade was the time that you were going to leave? 

AH: Why did I try to do what? 

JT: Why did you leave in sixth grade? 

AH: Oh, oh. Well, I wasn’t learning nothing, and I went to school. I went long enough. 

I put in twelve years, but I didn’t get my diploma. I stayed out so long, till they 

thought I was working around here already. So I just give it up. 

JT: Did you start working then? 

AH: I started work when I was eleven years old. Eleven years old. 

JT: Was that with your mom? 

AH: No. Like I say, I was too small to go by myself, and she used to go with me. I 

used to crab, and I used to sell them. That fellow who used to buy crabs around 

here—Sand Bank down here in Horn Harbor—Chase Morgan, I used to sell him 

my crabs. If I’d catch fifty: seventy-five cents. If I catch seventy-five cents worth 
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of crabs, he’d give me half a dollar. I thought I was rich. Back then, you could buy 

Pepsi-Colas for five cents. A lot of fives in a dollar.  

JT: Mm-hm. So, after you left working with your mom— 

AH: Well, I wasn’t exactly working with her. She was— 

[INTERRUPTION IN INTERVIEW]  

AH: Talking about crabbing? 

JT: Crabbing. 

AH: Yeah. Like I say, she used to go with me. She didn’t do no work. But as I got 

older, I went to myself. That’s how I started crabbing.  

TH: She went with you more or less because she was afraid. She was afraid 

something would happen.  

AH: But I remember another time I stayed home, and Hubert, up in Hudgins, I think 

he turned me in for hanging around the store. I must have been worrying him too 

much, ‘cause somebody—his wife’s father married somebody kin to the people 

that work at the schoolboard or something—and they come down here one day, 

and I was in the store. Sitting back in the store, you know, drinking drink. I 

happened to peeped up and I looked who she was. It was snowing, real bad, 

snowing. And he done like that; I figured he turned me in. But anyhow, she come 

on back there and she said, what you doing at home today? And I said, I was 

sick first thing this morning, but I feel better now. She said, well, I got to carry you 

home. Said, well, that’s all right. It’s snowing and everything; it’d be nice. So she 
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wanted to carry me home to talk to my mother. But Mama didn’t say nothing. She 

just told her— 

JT: What’d she tell her? 

AH: She just told her that I was sick, didn’t go to school. Didn’t feel like going.  

JT: So the educational aspect was not really important to your mom. 

AH: Well, Mama—I mean, they were brought up tough, hard, then. It was hard times 

for them to do. Hard times. You talk about, they didn’t have no running water. 

Back then, we didn’t have no running water; had an old pump outdoors. Every 

time it’d freeze, you had to heat water and go out there and thaw it out to get 

water. The way it is now, people got a sense now. You used to hang clothes on 

the line; now, some of ‘em got dryers and washing machines and everything. 

They can put the clothes in a washing machine now and let her go. But they get 

home, they all dried and everything. But these people used to have a washboard. 

I don’t know if you know what I’m talking about or not. 

TH: Yeah. 

AH: And a tub, and a tub. You used to scrub ‘em. They used to make their soap.  

JT: Mm. 

AH: Yeah. 

JT: Wow. So at what age did you decide to go out on your own? 

AH: Well, like I told you, I started when I was eleven, but as I went on, then I used to 

go ‘round—a place around there called Dobbs Creek. There was a fellow ‘round 
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there; I used to work for him. I used to go around there and sit in the garage, and 

make crab pots. A whole lot of times, he wasn’t taking me with him crabbing, but 

he’d leave me there to make crab pots and stuff. But I’d help him do odds and 

ends. Then a little later on, as I got up, then I crabbed some for him. I took a 

boat, crabbed for him. I’ve crabbed for a lot of people.  

JT: Have you had your own boat at any point? 

AH: Oh, I got my own boat, now, yeah. I’ve had it. I got my own boat back in—I’ve 

had my own boat a right good while. I’ve had that since the [19]60s, I reckon. I 

crabbed for myself, but I used to work for other people until I got crabbing. I used 

to crab for R.G. Hudson, and a bunch of them, I used to crab for. They furnished 

the pots and the boat and everything, and give me half. 

JT: How’s it different working for yourself? 

AH: Well, I could do better working for myself. I could do better. I made more money. 

I made more money. It’s all or nothing for yourself. The way I look at it—and I 

had a fellow tell me one time, he was in the pound business. He said, don’t tell 

nobody I told you—I was young then—he said, but try and look for something 

yourself, ‘cause as long as you work for somebody else, you ain’t gonna have 

nothing. He said, but don’t tell my men I told you that. He had people working for 

him then, see? Yeah. 

TH: It’s true. 

JT: Wow. So, how has the technology for crabbing changed over time? 
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AH: What now? How much has it changed? 

JT: Mm-hm. 

AH: Changed right smart. It’s got so now, it’s so many rules on it. They’ve got so 

many rules, and you’ve got to fill papers out once a month, send ‘em off: how 

many crabs you catch, this and that, one thing and another. If I didn’t have her 

[TH], I can’t do it. I can’t do it. I couldn’t do it. Old people—I mean, when they get 

old, you just can’t do stuff like that. I don’t care how much education you got. 

Your mind ain’t right.  

TH: [Inaudible] 

AH: You just ain’t right.  

TH: [Inaudible] 

AH: You think you young now, but you’ll find out when you get old. You’ll remember 

that I’m telling you the truth the older you get. I always said—I always said—I’d 

like to get old enough so I can retire. Get my Social Security and set back. But I 

go harder now than I did then, ‘cause stuff has gone up and everything. Now 

don’t get me wrong, Social Security is good, real good. If it weren’t for Social 

Security, I don’t know how I’d make out. But everything has gone up so high—

gasoline, here it is gone in the air—yep. 

JT: So I’ve heard about regulations from other people, too. Are there specific 

instances in which the regulations got you in trouble, or have been a problem for 

you? 
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AH: What you mean now? What you talking about now? 

JT: The regulations on crabbing and fishing. 

AH: Oh, yeah. Oh, yeah, it’s been a problem, sure, it’s been a problem. Yeah. 

JT: How specifically has it affected you? 

AH: Well actually, at my age, it ain’t hurt me too much. I mean, at my age ‘cause I 

used to have a three hundred-pot license. I used to have three hundred pots or 

more. But now, I’ve cut back half that. I’ve got a boy helping me now. I couldn’t 

do nothing by myself if I didn’t have him. 

JT: How involved is your wife in the business? 

AH: Well, she do my paperwork. She fill out my paperwork and stuff. Yeah. But I can’t 

do it. I couldn’t do it.  

TH: They have to send in a report. Like for June, you have to send in—you’ve got to 

put the date, your commercial I.D. number, how many pots, where you set the 

pots, was anyone with you. You’ve got to put all that on that paper. Then you’ve 

got to specify each day: what you crabbed, what you have, put it on this form. 

They send him the form in February, and you have to put each day you crabbed 

on that form. Send it to the [inaudible.] 

JT: So you know a lot about what your husband does day by day? 

TH: Oh, yeah. 

AH: Oh, yeah. She knows what I do. She helps make my crab pots. We make crab 

pots; she help me. 
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JT: That’s wonderful. And it’s really great that you have the business sense to help 

out. 

AH:  I mean, I’ll tell you something else: she loves crabs, too. [Laughter]  

TH: Anything that I can do, I don’t mind doing.  

AH: I’ll give it to her. She’s a hard worker. I’m seventy-nine and I think she’s eighty-

two.  

TH: I mean, I don’t mind. I cut all the grass. 

AH: She cuts all the grass.  

JT: So, how did you two meet? 

TH: [Laughter]  

AH: Well, how’d we meet? I’ll tell you. Over there in Deltaville. She’s from Deltaville. 

Me and this other boy used to ride over there sometimes. They’d be out. They 

used to have a drugstore over there. They’d be leaving home sometimes, and 

probably they was going to the drugstore or something. We just stopped, talked 

to ‘em, and they got in there with us. They got in the car, we rode around. Then 

the next thing you know, we had got together. [Laughter]  

JT: What was your wedding like? 

AH: My wedding? 

JT: Yeah. 

TH: Simple and plain. 
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AH: My wedding was simple because I got married in South Carolina. After I got 

married, we went down there and we met up with a boy and girl. We signed for 

them; they signed for us. When they left there they was going to Florida, and they 

asked us, do we want to go? I said, no. I don’t want to go. I had thirty-five dollars 

left in my pocket after I got married. Back then, we come on back to Norfolk, and 

I spent the night with my aunt. I remember that night. I absolutely remember 

everything. And then, the next day we left there to come home. And back then 

there was some kind of old coats going around—Newton coats. I don’t know 

whether you heard of them or not. She’s got the coat back there now, that she 

got married in. I bought that. I don’t think I had much left after I bought the coat. 

[Laughter]  

TH: [Laughter]  

JT: How did you envision your life turning out? 

AH: How did my life turn out now? 

JT: How did you envision, as a young man, your life turning out? Did you plan to crab 

your entire life? 

AH: Well, I knew I had to work. I knew I had to work, I mean, ‘cause my family was 

poor, her family was poor. We didn’t have nothing. I didn’t have nobody to give 

me. What I had to get, I had to get my own. Then after we got married, I went on 

my own. I used to cut grass at the nursing home down here at Horn Harbor 

Nursing Home. I used to crab. Days that tide was low so I could go clamming, I 

used to go clamming.  
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JT: Did you ever do any trawling? 

AH: Well, I went scalloping one time on a scallop boat, and she caught afire. That 

wound that up. I didn’t go no more out there. If I could get home—we were 

seventy miles offshore, she caught afire and burned all the wires off the engine.  

JT: Can you help me explain what that means? 

AH: What do you mean? 

JT: You caught afire? 

AH: No, I didn’t! The boat caught afire! 

JT: Oh, okay. 

AH: They rigged the boat up to where—there were a bunch of colored men on it 

before, and they rigged it. They fixed a place over top the engine in the pile 

house of the boat—in the house—for us to sleep. When they done that, they 

didn’t put no stuff—asbestos or something—keep the heat from. The floor got hot 

and caught afire, caught the boat afire.  

JT: Wow. You mentioned that there were black folks on the boat before. 

AH: Yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah. That’s right. 

JT: Does that make a difference? 

AH: Well, I mean, I think they used to sleep down forward, up forward like, and he 

fixed that place up back for us, the fellow down there. I know the man that owned 

the boat, was Danny Lou, old man Danny Lou.  And we went down there before 
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we left—I’m glad you brought that up. We stayed down there a week. Stayed 

down there one week, and that morning the boss of the boat said, you all want to 

go get your breakfast? Take my car and you all can use it. So, we said all right. 

So it was me, Arnold Hayward, Eddy Diggs, and James Belvin. I’m the only 

one left of them now; the rest of them is dead. But anyhow, we went up, got our 

breakfast. On our way back we stopped; got some gas or something. All of us put 

a cigar in our mouth, trying to be big shots.  

TH: [Laughter]  

AH: By that time, Arnold was driving. He run through a stoplight, and a fellow come 

along with a load of concrete, run down the side of him, and destroyed the car. 

Destroyed it. And now, the sheriff, deputies, cops come there and took Arnold. 

They were searching him and everything and they said they were carrying him to 

jail. I told Arnold, I said, we went too far from where the boats was at. I said, I’m a 

walk over there and we’ll come get you. I said, I’ll tell the boss man. So I went 

over there and I told the boss man. So I went over there and I told the boss man. 

I told him, I said, we totaled your car up. He said, anybody hurt? I said, nope. He 

said, that’s all right; there ain’t nobody hurt, don’t worry about the car. Said, I can 

get another car, but—said, I’ll go over there and get him. So he went over there 

and got him. And we come on back, and that Sunday night we went out. We was 

on our way out of Hampton, coming out of Hampton, down at Hampton Roads, 

and had a thunder squall. Lightning hit the boat, and knocked all the current went 

on me and killed all the lights on her. We didn’t have no lights on her. But after a 

while, we got everything fixed up. That’s when we went to sea, went offshore 
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then. Then after we went off there, we stayed fourteen days. We was on our way 

home when she caught afire.  

JT: If I were a superstitious person…I would be superstitious after that. 

AH: Well, I mean, somebody says somebody’s trying to tell us something, you know? 

But we didn’t pay no attention to it. We were young. We were young. But we 

stayed. Before that, before I left on the boat, I was working with Captain Henry 

Owens in pound. I think we was making about sixty dollars a week. I’d have been 

better off if I stayed here and worked with him. I’d have been better off. But I think 

we went—we stayed fourteen days, and as well I can remember, I think we didn’t 

ship around three hundred dollars. We was gone a long time: fourteen days, 

fourteen nights.  

JT: Wow. I mean, what defines a bad year for crabbing for you? 

 AH: Well, I like crabbing. I mean, it’s a living. I mean, I ain’t got rich, but I’ve got that. I 

used to dredge crabs, too. I’ve dredged crabs wintertime. I used to dredge for 

conchs. I don’t know if you know what they is or not, do you? You don’t know. 

Well, they got meat in a shell, a shell that looks something like a horn.  

JT: Okay. So I’ve begun to understand that every waterman has their own little 

territory? 

AH: No, no, no, no. 

JT: No? 
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AH: You can work in different places. You can work in different places, all ‘cept the 

[inaudible] ground. Some people got [inaudible]; you can’t work on their shore, 

but far as crabbing, we set pots side by side. Sometimes get so close, you catch 

one another; then you wheel or something. That’s how close we work. 

JT: So where do you crab most often? 

AH: Well for now, I’m crabbing in Mobjack, now—Mobjack Bay. But we used to go all 

offshore. I’ve been down far as Tommy, all over here at Kiptopeke, across on the 

other side. You know where Kiptopeke is? By the ferryboat, from Little Creek, 

used to run to Kiptopeke? I’ve crabbed all over there, been all up the bay 

crabbing. All up Windmill, Windjammer. I’ve been around just about every bay. 

JT: Wow. So I was talking to someone yesterday who says that all of the watermen 

have their own bay and then they don’t go outside that bay. That’s not true.  

AH: That ain’t true. No, that ain’t true. No. Now, we can’t go in Maryland, but they can 

come in here. That’s one thing I don’t understand. I don’t understand why they 

can come down here, but we can’t go up there.  

TH: [Inaudible] 

JT: That’s strange. 

AH: That it is strange; that it is strange.  

JT: What’s your relationship like with the watermen in Gloucester, like the 

Guineamen? 
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AH: Best people I ever dealt with. I used to go over there and haul my boat out. You 

would think I was some king or something. They come around me, help me. 

Sometimes I’d take my boat, put it overboard, they get in there, ‘cause they 

know I got old and can’t get around very good. The nicest people I ever met. I got 

some friends in Gloucester, better than I had on earth. Now, I got some friends in 

Mathews, too, but most all my friends is gone. They done died off. They gone. 

They gone. 

JT: How are Mathews watermen different from other watermen elsewhere? 

AH: I can’t say they’re no different. I’ll tell you one thing I think: I think Mathews, as far 

as for people coming here—Tangier—and tying up in here, they’re a whole lot 

better. You can’t beat ‘em. Mathews people is good to people coming here. They 

always try to help them. I had two or three boys come from Tangier, come over 

here dredging. They’re nice people, too: don’t get me wrong. But they didn’t have 

no transportation, I let ‘em take my truck, go up the road. 

JT: That’s wonderful. 

AH: Yeah, I mean, all the watermens kind of work together. And you take the 

wintertime, sometimes somebody would catch some crabs and they wouldn’t call 

the other one or something. You might get mad. You act like—I’d hear people 

say—back then we had C.B.s. Talk on C.B. And I heard ‘em say, well, they 

sound like they gonna fight. But it didn’t amount to nothing. They’d get mad at 

that time, but that was all over with. It didn’t amount to nothing. 

JT: Did you have a C.B. tag? 
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AH: Yeah. Oh, yeah. 

JT: Who were you on your C.B.? 

AH: …I hate to tell you. 

JT: You gotta tell me.  

AH: Slapjaw. 

JT: Slapjaw? [Laughter]  

AH: One time, I had a fellow from around here—H.B. Stewart—that was my good 

friend, too. God knows he was my good friend. He dead. [Crying] But, Milton 

Powers from Tangier—he was a Tangierman, you know. They talk different. 

Have you heard Tangiermens talk? Well, they talk different than we do. 

TH: They do. They’re nice, though.  

AH: I mean, Guineamans talk different than we do. They call everybody darling— 

TH: They have a different accent. 

AH: But anyhow, Milton Powers called H.B. and asked and said, what’s A.J.’s 

handle? H.B. told him and said, Slapjaw. He said, well, he got a pretty handle. 

[Laughter] Yeah, well I tell you now, back then we used to get on the radio—

wasn’t supposed to do it, but we done it—sang. A whole different ball game what 

it is now. 

JT: Wow. 
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AH: All different. People would help one another, go on side one another; they would 

help them. If you get broke down now, it’s tough. 

JT: Did you used to sing over the radio? 

AH: Oh, yeah. Oh, yeah. Many a time. 

JT: What’d you sing? 

AH: [Laughter] I sang just about anything that come pop in my mind. [Laughter]  

JT: What was your favorite? 

AH: Well, I like the hillbilly music. I like that hillbilly music. 

JT: What is your favorite hillbilly song? 

AH: I like old Hank Williams. Yeah, I used to like him.  

JT: And you used to sing that on the radio? 

AH: Yeah. Used to sing some songs, yeah. 

JT: Did you have a C.B. at home, where you could listen? 

TH: Mm-hm, mm-hm.  

AH: I remember one song I used to sing was—how’d that thing go now? Something 

about Santa Claus coming to town. [Laughter] And little roll drums, hit ‘em 

together, go bum-bid-dee-bum. This boy—he dead now, too—Edward Grennell. 

He used to die laughing about that thing, you know? He’d come by. I had a 

nickname, too: he used to call me Doc, Doc.  



TMP-035; Hurst; Page 20 
 

JT: Why? 

AH: I don’t know. [Laughter] Well, it was some old man. So I heard it around here one 

time and everybody called him Doc. And my father told this other man, said, he 

remind me of old Doc. And that was me! That’s where it comes from. 

JT: So, I understand that Mathews has a lot of different little places on the water that 

are special to certain people. Do you have places on the water that are special to 

you? 

AH: No, I have my own place on the water now. Back then I didn’t have no place. I 

used to tie up over Morris Noll’s all the time, across the creek from where I’m at 

now, right around here in Davis’s Creek. Then I used to tie up at Weldon Diggs’s. 

Everybody was good to me, I got to say that, but it ain’t like your own dock, you 

know? When I come here now, if I want to do something, I ain’t got to ask 

nobody. But they was really good to me. They was really good to me.  

JT: Okay.  

AH: Yeah, yeah. As far as that. I didn’t have no trouble that way. Everybody was just 

the same as kin to one another.  

JT: What does it mean to you that the youngest waterman in Mathews is forty? 

AH: Well, we got some young ones. I mean, they’re crabbing, they get around, and I 

tell you the truth, sometimes almost make me sick to see what they can do what I 

can’t do.  

JT: What do you mean? 
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AH: I mean, I say, oh, I wished I could do that one more time. Them young boys—but 

I tell them—get that phone, Thelma—but I tell them, if you get my age it’s gonna 

come to you, too. I had a boy tell me the other day, said, you too old; you ought 

to retire. I said, yeah, I agree with you there, but I like to do it. And I’m a tell you 

something else: when you get my age, you’ll find out too. It’s a hard job to quit 

something you’ve been doing all your life. And I’ve made a many crab pot, too. I 

like to make crab pots. I go over there sometimes, nights, eleven, twelve o’clock, 

make crab pots.   

JT: Wow. What could you do before that you can’t do now? 

AH: Whole lot of things. 

JT: Like what? You have to talk to me like I’ve been living under a rock. 

AH: Well, far as crabbing, you take crab pots and—I just can’t get around. I have a 

job now putting my oilskins on; putting my boots on at my age. Most time, I used 

oilskin boots neither; I used to go barefoot a whole lot. When I was coming on 

young, just a child, I don’t think I owned a pair of shoes. I had it tough, I can tell 

you that.  

JT: You said you had a bad life. 

AH: No, no. 

JT: No? 

AH: Far as working, now, I’ve worked hard. And I mean…but, I’ve had a good life. 

The Lord been good to me. When you growing up, and ain’t got no education, 
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and working on the water the way I’ve been doing, I’ve been lucky. I’ve been 

lucky a whole lot. I fell overboard one time; I’ve come near drownded three or 

four times. I fell overboard one time—I used to fish all the time, too, on a fish 

boat. I fell overboard one time, into enough fish to load two steamers. I went 

down to the bottom of the net, and when I got back, the men was—they never 

even stopped the pump from pumping the fish. I was lucky; I could’ve got caught 

in that pump. I’ve seen that pump—pssh—them old sharks and stuff pull the 

head right off of ‘em. I was lucky. I was just so lucky. 

JT: Wow. When you were drowning the other times, did people intervene? 

AH: Well, another time I was fishing down here, I got hung up in the net, and had a 

colored fellow motor across the river down there in Reedville, and he got me, 

held the net, keep me from going overboard. Yep. I’ve had a lot of close calls. 

Another time I was fishing with a fellow in Delaware, Willy Brown. They don’t use 

them no more now in them boats because they fixed the net so it’s full and it will 

hold the fish: it used to be a little boat about twelve feet long you had to row, and 

you tied that on top of that net to keep the fish from tearing the net down. 

Anyhow, Captain, he told me, well, drive hard. Get on them fish. I used to row to 

get on the fish. And before the airplanes called them—they got planes up there 

that spot the fish—they had found a place better. So he told them, said—so he 

runs offshore. When he did, he come ahead on the steamer. It happened I held 

on to the line, the boat bumped into the other one; overboard I went. That was 

another time.  

JT: Oh, wow.  
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AH: Yep. 

JT: I mean, you keep mentioning that there are black people on the water, but I don’t 

see any black watermen now. 

AH: Oh, yeah. Oh, yeah. A whole lot of black watermens. Yeah. That it is. A whole lot 

of black watermen. Good black watermens, too. I fished with twenty-two one 

time; I was the only white one aboard the boat. Yeah, they was good to me. They 

was good to me. Yes, sir, I must say that. Darn if I ain’t got some up here now 

that I’d rather for them find and pack a boat than a whole lot of white ones. No, 

sir. 

JT: What’s that relationship like? 

AH: Good, good.  

JT: Okay. Has it changed over time at all? 

AH: No, nah-uh. These boys old here, that they’re still living. I tell you, Charles Lee 

Forrest, Big Will Thomas, do you know them? 

JT: I’ve heard of Charles Lee Forrest. 

AH: Yeah, he used to fish in Louisiana. Fine man, fine man.  

JT: Wow. 

AH: Yeah, I went mate with Harry Armistead, went mate with Arnold Ripley, I went 

mate with Cal Ripley—that was Arnold’s daddy. That was the first one I went 

mate with, the first boat. I went with Paul Everett and Mark Dammer—he’s from 

over in Reedville. I’ve been with right many. I mean, they was good fishermens, 



TMP-035; Hurst; Page 24 
 

too, actually good. Actually good. I fished out of Crab Island, fished out of North 

Carolina, Delaware.  

JT: Who would you say your closest friends are? 

AH: Now? 

JT: Yeah. 

AH: Well, that boy, I got a good friend up here: Grey Hudgins—worked with him 

every now and then—Robert Roland Hudgins. You know Robert Roland 

Hudgins? 

JT: I’ve been trying to get a hold of him. 

AH: Yeah, yeah. He can tell you something, too. He can tell you about… 

JT: Okay. Let me ask you about—this might seem kind of strange, but do you know 

any ghost stories or folktales? Or things like that about Mathews? 

AH: No, I don’t. 

JT: No ghosts? 

AH: No. I don’t think there’s such a thing as a ghost. I don’t. I hear people say they 

see stuff, but I ain’t—I’ll tell you what happened to me one time, though. I was on 

this boat with my daddy—me and Grover Lee, that boy I was telling you about a 

while ago—and we used to wash the oysters. And he had this—used to be a 

Navy boat or something—and we was down below, and me and him was in the 

bunk. I happened to looked over on the wall, and I did see something. I seen 

myself, was in the mirror. I thought it was somebody else on there. That’s about 
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the only thing I can come to a ghost. I do remember that. Yeah. But we was 

young back then. We was about twelve, thirteen, something like that.  

JT: What did your parents tell you about Mathews’ history? 

AH: They never did tell me too much. My mother and father, they never knew. They 

had it tight, too, coming up hard. They never did tell me too much. 

JT: Okay. Did you ever find out anything from other people about Mathews? Maybe 

how things got their names— 

AH: No, Mathews County—I’m a tell you the truth. People can go anywhere they 

want. They can go to Las Vegas, go anywhere they want. But I wouldn’t give 

Mathews County for everything in the world ‘cause I think it’s the nicest people 

that ever was known. But we got a whole lot of people moved in here. And we 

got some good people, and we got some bad people, just like is here now. I think 

they everywhere, as far as that goes. I got some people down here—Craig and 

Joanne—they own this marina down here, and they’re from Richmond, and I ain’t 

met no nicer friends than them. They good something to me.  

JT: So you have a good relationship with come-heres? 

AH: Oh, yeah. Oh, yeah. Well, some of them, some of them I do. Some of them I 

don’t. That’s ordinary. I’ve got some been here all their life; I ain’t got too good 

with them. You know what I mean? I don’t like to be bad on nobody, but I just tell 

them like it is. If they don’t treat me right, I got to tell them.  

JT: Absolutely. What defines a good come-here? 
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AH: Well, I think the come-heres, they should keep things like it is here now. Most of 

them come here and want to change something. I don’t think it should be 

changed. I think if they like it so good here, leave it like it is. They claim where 

they come from, it’s all messed up and everything.  

JT: I mean, I’m sure you’ve been to Richmond, but— 

AH: Oh, yeah. 

JT: But what other places have you been to in America? 

AH: Well, far as I’ve been, I’ve been in Delaware, I’ve been in Boston, I’ve been in 

Atlantic City. I went down there to see my friend Robert Roland in Louisiana. I 

went down there a week; spent a week down there with him. Yeah. Nice fella. 

One of the finest. 

JT: So how do places like Boston and Richmond compare to Mathews? 

AH: Well, far as Richmond, I’m lost when I get there. I can’t drive anymore to start 

with. I mean, I’m lost. I’m lost. But I must say, it’s some nice people come from 

Richmond. I got to say that. I had a fellow down here, had a yacht tied up down 

here. He’s from Richmond; I think he got a place up there. He makes stuff like—I 

needed two horizons for my boat, and darned if he didn’t take anything and he 

made them and brought them back and never charged me nothing. I mean, I call 

that a good friend. 

JT: Yeah, absolutely. How has Mathews changed over time since you were growing 

up? 
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AH: Well, mostly, how I think it’s changed—all my friends, all the older ones, they 

gone, and the new bunch done moved in here. I mean, I don’t know them, you 

know what I mean? But I try to make friends. I’m one that, if they come here, I’m 

gonna try to find out who it is. [Laughter] I like new friends. I like to talk to people. 

But I mean, I’m gonna treat them good, but I want them to be good to me, too.  

JT: Absolutely. How about economically? How has Mathews changed over time? 

AH: Well, I tell you one thing: a whole lot up here at the Courthouse, that’s changed a 

whole lot. They’ve done away with this place right up here at the old courthouse. 

They built a new courthouse up there. And now, they got a marketplace up there, 

where they sell market. And I tell you the truth, you go up there on a Saturday, 

the old people can’t even get in the drugstore. You can’t get in the drugstore if 

the car is parked; you got so far to walk. That’s one thing I’ve seen change.  

JT: Wow. How about the area around here, around Bah-von? That’s how you say it, 

right? 

AH: Yeah, it’s BAY-von. But, I wasn’t born through here. I was born through New 

Point. It ain’t very far, ‘bout a mile right through the woods here.  

JT: Right. 

AH: And a whole lot of times, we was young, we used to get a-fighting with these 

boys through here. We used to say, y’all from over in Bavon; we from New Point. 

You know what I mean. It ain’t over—that’s hollering distance, you know what I 

mean? And used to be a time around here that people used to raise hogs, used 

to have gardens. People would—some of them whack up with you now, you 
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know what I mean? That ain’t no more. Ain’t none of that around here no more. It 

used to be everywhere you looked, you’d see a horse or a mule or something in 

the field, or cow. They ain’t around here no more. People don’t do that no more. 

All them old people is gone. All them is gone.  

JT: What would you want to say to future generations of Mathews folks? 

AH: Well, I’ll tell you what I tell them all the time: far as the young boys and 

everything, I tell them. Don’t fool with no water business. Water business is gone. 

Water business is shot. Now, it ain’t gonna come back no more for me. But by 

the time a man now get out here and buy a boat and crab pots and everything—

when we used to buy crab pot wire, I bought it for seven dollars a roll, but now it’s 

eighty-four dollars a roll. That’s for nine crab pots. I tell ‘em all the time: you 

better get you a job on a tugboat somewhere, something you can depend on. Far 

as making it around here, you can’t do it. Now the fish ‘round here, they ain’t 

catching no fish. They got smaller and everything. And some of these people off 

this island here, they got nice boats and everything. You ain’t got nothing to do 

with them, you know what I mean? That makes it [inaudible.] 

JT: Why do you think that is? Why do you think there’s no fish? 

AH: Well, I tell you, I don’t know. A whole lot of times, VIMS and all of this and all of 

that, but I don’t think nobody got nothing to say about that but the Lord. The 

Lord’s the only one that knows about all that kind of stuff. They can make any 

kind of rules they want. For another thing, they cut out dredging. I don’t they 

should’ve done that. Work that bottom, just like always. People working the 
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bottom I think will help ‘cause fish and crabs will have something to eat. And I 

think that’s where they made a mistake. But at my age—then I’ll tell you another 

thing. You take a peeler pot. I mean, I don’t do it. I ain’t gonna say nothing 

against it because people make a living at it. But I think people catch all the little 

crabs, where are the bigger ones coming from? You can’t go to no nursing home 

and get no children. All the old people in the nursing home. If you gonna kill all 

the little children, where’s the old people come from? That’s the way I look at it. 

But I mean, I ain’t gonna say nothing ‘cause at my age, people make a living at it 

and they do it themself.  

JT: Yeah. 

AH: But I’m just saying what I think. I’m just telling them what I think about it. But they 

don’t want to listen at you. They don’t want to listen at you. Now, they talking 

about putting another limit on crabs. That’s about the foolish-ist thing that I’ve 

ever heard of. They ain’t getting nowhere near the limit now; why do they want to 

put a limit on the crabs? You can’t catch what you’re supposed to catch now. 

What good is a limit gonna do? What good is that gonna do? 

JT: I have no idea. I really don’t know. [Laughter]  

AH: No, I know. It don’t make sense. It don’t make sense. I ain’t got much education, 

but I know right from wrong.  

JT: Wow. How do you think Mathews will change after all the watermen are gone? 

AH: Well, I’m a put it this way: after the young boys is gone, you won’t hear talk of 

them. It’ll be gone. Mathews will be here, but, hey. For one reason you couldn’t 
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get up and down this bay for one time for pound nets. There’s not a pound net 

around here nowhere. They got one, too, up in Reedville. They might set one, 

too, over to the East. There might be one, too, down the bay; I don’t know that. 

But I remember you had a job getting up and down this bay for pound nets. For 

one thing, the young bunch ain’t learning no more. There’s a very few know how 

to make a crab pot. Very few know anything about setting pounds, how to mend 

[inaudible]. You know what I’m talking about? That’s the net you catch the fish 

with. It’s a very few. Most of them, they don’t want to learn. They don’t want to 

learn. But I tell them all the time, I say—there’s a bunch of boys from Delaware. 

Robert Roland, that boy you say you’re trying to get up with, he put dredge bags 

in for some boy up there in Delaware. I’ve been there one or two times to help 

him, but his eyesight’s getting bad. He can draw a net, but he can’t drive. But 

he can see some, but his eyesight is getting bad. And now if he’s gone, who they 

gonna get then? I even told the boys from Delaware, I said, y’all come here and 

we’ll show you how to make them. They promised they was coming, but ain’t 

never seen them.  

JT: How did you learn? 

AH: E.G. Hudson learned me. Boy, he dead now, too. That was another one of my 

friends. Good friend. I worked with him on a dredge boat when I first started 

dredging. I mean, I was young, but I made good money. Back then, he was 

paying me fifty dollars a week. That doesn’t sound like a whole lot of money, but 

that was big money back then. But I remember sometimes around here, when 

some people—they wasn’t making but fifty cents a day. Fifty cents a day. E.G., 
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he was paying me fifty dollars a week, and my daddy, he was working for 

somebody else. He wasn’t getting but thirty-five.  

JT: Did you learn anything in particular from your father? 

AH: No. My father, he always worked for somebody else. He never did work for 

hisself. He never did work for hisself. No. 

JT: Why is that? 

AH: Well, I tell you. Mama—my mother all the time, every time he tried to do 

something, she would tell him, you don’t know nothing about it. You don’t know 

nothing about it. Poor fella, he was easygoing. He never did do it. But he used to 

help me. He worked with me, he worked with me. My daddy used to paint. Yeah. 

Oh, he was a good man. He was a good man. I got to say that for him. He was a 

good man.  

JT: That’s wonderful. 

AH: Yeah. 

JT: That’s all the questions that I have, but I wanted to see if you had any stories that 

you like to tell…Tell me something I don’t know. 

AH: Well, I can tell you a whole lot, but I…let me try to think of something.  

JT: What about storms? 

AH: Oh, yeah. I’ve been in some bad storms. Been in some bad, yep. Yep. I know 

one time, we was down the bay. We was crabbing, and I started up here and I 

got down—it drove so hard I had to turn around and go back. A boy called me—I 
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went in a little creek; I had thirty barrels of crabs on my boat—and he called me 

up and say, come on in here, take my truck, and go home tonight. Put the crabs 

on my truck and you can go home. Well, I had to leave from down there in 

Lynnhaven. That’s where it was going, in Lynnhaven. Have you ever been in 

there? Well, it’s before you get to Virginia Beach. I went in there, put the crabs—

put the thirty barrels on it. I never got home till about nine, ten o’clock at night, 

maybe later than that. He lent me that old truck, and she was tall. But I was 

young then; I couldn’t get into her now. She wouldn’t be no good to me now, 

‘cause I couldn’t get into her. Anyway, I stopped at the filling station to get some 

gas. Well, I didn’t know she was that high up, and when I stepped out, down I 

went on the ground, fell out her. [Laughter] So I got home about, I don’t know, ten 

o’clock I reckon, and Archie, he was down there. He was buying my crabs back 

then, and I put them on him. He carried them away next day. Next morning, I 

went on back. And from that day till this, I never did see the boy that I borrowed 

the truck from. He lent me his truck, and I never did see him. But I knew him, 

talked to him, but I never did see him. 

JT: Wow.  

AH: We used to conch all the time, and go over to Cape Charles. Tied up in Cape 

Charles. You ever been to Cape Charles? We’d conch all night and we would 

sleep the best part of the day, best part of the day. We’d go up to eat every 

morning at the restaurant there in Cheriton called Paul’s. That’s where we used 

to go and eat breakfast there, sit in there and talk, carry on. Then after we’d 

leave out of there, that other Tangierman—his name was Laurie Pritt—he used 
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to drive his car all the time. He had a big Lincoln, and sometimes we’d get into it 

and he’d tell me, he’d say, damn, she ain’t got a big engine box on her. I don’t 

know if you know what I’m talking about, engine boxes. She had an engine in 

her. That’d be his car. We went up the street one night, me and him and another 

boy. Well, dark was coming on, and he runned out of gas. So he said, A.J., gotta 

get out and shove her. I said, I ain’t shoving. Them other two boys got out; they 

were shoving. I was sitting there laughing. I looked at them, I said, darned if the 

engine don’t run better than any one I ever heard. She was out of gas. [Laughter] 

Oh, we had many a times, many a good times. Many a good times. I enjoyed 

that, I mean, back then. Many a good times.  

JT: I heard from the last lady I talked to that sometimes you all play pranks on each 

other. Is that true? 

AH: Oh, yeah. Yeah. We would do that, yeah. Yeah, that boy E.G., all the time. He 

was something else for that. Back when we first started working, you could fish 

on a Saturday, and we’d fish all day long. I’d be tired, you know? So the evening 

runs on up the bay, he would take them old sinkers and stuff, and put them in 

my bed, and put them underneath the pillowcase and everything. So I told him 

that night, I said, I’m tired. I’m gonna get in the bunk. When I did, I run into them 

sinkers. But he was something. He done so much to me. Another time, I was 

dredging crabs with him. After we finished crabbing during the day, I told him I 

would—he had a big boat, nice boat. I said, I’m a get in the bunk and lay down. 

So I laid down, and he went and got a pair of pliers, crawled over to my toe, and 

he was squeezing it. Let that thing go! Get him off my toe! No, no, I’m a kill you if 



TMP-035; Hurst; Page 34 
 

I get up. And he heard me, and he said, now, you promise you ain’t gonna do 

that and I’ll let you go. [Laughter] After a while, I promised I wasn’t bothered so 

he let me go. Do stuff like that, you know? So he was something.  

TH: How long have you been over here interviewing? 

JT: About two weeks. 

TH: Oh, you have? Oh, okay. So you have— 

AH: Do what? 

[INTERRUPTION IN INTERVIEW]  

AH: Friend from North Carolina [was] fishing with me. Damn, I can’t remember his 

name now. Isn’t that something? Marlin. We called him Marlin; first name was 

Marlin. And this is the truth. We was up that day fishing. We had cut out that 

year, and so we’re coming down the bay. All the men had gone home; wasn’t 

nobody on there but me and him and two engineers.  That was all. He was the 

pilot, and we was with Paul Everett at that time. We got caught in that wind back 

out by the beach. I mean, she blew. I thought we were gone that time. And back 

then, I went outside, and I told him, I said, I don’t know if I pulled them plugs out 

the first boat or not. They got two life boats you take up on each side of the 

steamers. I said, all this water flying, I’m going back in to check it. That was a 

foolish trick for me to do, but I done it. I went back. Boy, when I come by the 

engine room door, that wind that went by me come just near knocking me 

overboard as anything in the world. And then we got in the bay; wind was to the 

North. We went up that bay; we got on this side of the bay. We thought it would 
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be better. But I’m a tell you the truth: it beat the well loose in the boat, started 

leaking and everything. But he was a nice man. He was from Carolina, from 

Carolina.  

JT: That’s very nice. Did you have anything else you wanted to add? 

AH: No, not right now. [Laughter]  

JT: All right. I’ll go ahead and stop it. 

[INTERRUPTION IN INTERVIEW] 

AH: I had a goat hooked up to a cart. That was all I had. I never had a new bicycle. I 

had an old bicycle. And that goat, I used to ride him from down at where we live 

out to the store. The only way I could get him to go along, I’d take that what they 

call a cartboard or a stick and I’d goose him and he’d go along, that goat would. 

I’m talking about a goat. A whole lot of people had ponies and stuff, but I never 

had no pony. I did keep one one time for a fella, but as far as having myself, I 

always wanted one. But… 

[INTERRUPTION IN INTERVIEW] 

AH: [On superstition:] Most of the people don’t want to buy the whistle on the boat. 

You talk about blue, but they don’t want your whistle. And another thing, they 

don’t want no black suitcase. ‘Cause I was fishing with a fellow one time up 

Delaware, and everything we done that day went wrong: tore the net up, never 

caught no fish. So, every night, he used to take him one or two drinks. He come 

down the full pit, and he said, there’s something wrong about this boat. He says, 
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there’s something wrong. And everybody, what’s the matter? Said, we ain’t catch 

no fish today, and I know there’s a black suitcase on here. So, I said, I don’t 

know where any one is at. So he went looking. And he found a black suitcase. 

Somebody had drawn a white skeleton on it. He said, oh, hell! He bought the 

suitcase from the man for thirty-five dollars. Willy West right out here—Morgan 

West’s brother—is the one that had the suitcase. He brought the suitcase, took 

his clothes out it, throw the suitcase overboard. That he did. That is true. That is 

true. 

TH: They always say no chicken. You wasn’t supposed to eat chicken. 

AH: I’ll tell you another thing. New Year’s, people don’t want nobody to hang no 

clothes out on the line. Always want a man to come to the house first—don’t want 

no woman.  

TH: It’s true. 

AH: Me and Hubert—I.P. Hudgins run a store through here. Oh, he was good to me, 

too. I used to go through there and carry, haul feed around. Back then, people 

would have hogs and chickens and everything. He carried feed. Anyhow, I went 

there one day and he told me, New Year’s Day. He said, you want to do a little 

something? Get a little laugh? I said, what you want to do, Hubert? He said, go 

home, get your big mama’s bonnet, and call Aunt Georgia—that was his aunt 

living in back of his house—put that hat on. So me and my sister, I done it. I got 

going across that field, had that bonnet on and she hollering, my God, get back 

Rose! Don’t come here, don’t come here! [Laughter] And it was me in her bonnet.  
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TH: They didn’t want a woman to come see them. 

AH: They didn’t want a woman to come.  

TH: For New Year’s. 

JT: Ma’am, you were trying to say something about chicken? 

TH: Yeah, they always said taking chicken on a boat was bad luck. 

JT: Taking a live chicken? 

TH: Fried chicken, fried chicken. 

AH: Most of the people used to say, every time they can’t fry a chicken, blow a gale. 

Blow. It would blow. Yeah. And I knew a man down here one time, he was 

dredging crabs, he’d never go to the left and leave the dock. Always go to the 

right. ‘Tis bad luck go left. But I don’t believe in that. I don’t believe in that.  

TH: I’m surprised he could go right. 

AH: He’s going right; you needn’t worry. He’s going right, if you turn. He’s going right. 

There’s so many ones I could tell you but I just can’t think of all of them now. 

Another time, back when we were young, used to go ‘round here to this woman’s 

house, make sugar stew. Anyhow, she made it some night, she made sugar 

stew, and she put it outdoors to cool off. She had a little dog named Blacky, and 

he went out there and got in the sugar stew, eat the sugar stew, couldn’t get his 

mouth open. Had to take cold water to open his mouth. [Laughter] But old people 

back then, I mean, everybody enjoyed theyself. Cal—used to be an old man 

‘round there, Albert Ware. Poor fellow, he ain’t had nothing. But when he died, 
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he was more happy than some of the rich ones. He didn’t worry about nothing; 

he just laid back on the couch, smoke his pipe. He’d tell you a story. He said he 

worked on a farm one time. The road was so long, when you got to the end you 

had to shoot flares at night. [Laughter] To let everybody know you got there all 

right. He said one night he went somewhere, and the fog got so thick on him, he 

said he figured out whereabout he was at. He said he cut off, he went and 

walked up far and he looked down. A snake right there, put the line on him. 

[Laughter] But do you like Mathews? 

 

[End of interview] 
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