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TMP-036 
Interviewee: Allen Moughon 
Interviewer: Jessica Taylor 
Date: July 14, 2014 
 
T: This is Jessica Taylor interviewing Allen Moughon in Mathews Courthouse, 

Virginia on July 14, 2014 at 2:15 PM. Mr. Moughon, can you please state your 

full name? 

M: Allen Stephens Moughon.  

T: Okay, and where were you born? 

M: In Mathews, Virginia. 

T: When were you born? 

M: I was born in 1931. 

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

M: My father was a carpenter and his name was Fred Moughon and my mother was 

Thelma Moughon.  

T: And where were they from? 

M: Mathews. 

T: Okay. How far can you trace your family back? 

M: Well, we have the family tree and we can go back to the 1800s. 

T: Okay. So what are your earliest memories of Mathews County? 

M: My earliest memories . . . let’s see, after the Depression, when very few people 

had jobs, I guess I was about seven years old and I can recall my grandfather 

taking me up to what is now Mathews High School. And the high school was built 
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by the Public Works—W.P.A., and at that time, very few people had jobs. Of 

course, the saying goes that if it weren’t for the building of the high school, why, a 

lot of people wouldn’t have any jobs whatsoever. So that was a great saver. And 

then we had a couple of canals that were dug in the lower part of the county. 

That also gave people jobs. So, that’s probably my earliest memory. 

T: How else did the W.P.A. shape Mathews here? 

M: How did it shape Mathews? 

T: Were there other projects? 

M: Well, at that time, and in just about every county around here, the W.P.A. built 

schools and all of them- if you were to look at them- they look the same. And it 

was the same plan in many counties around here. So, and then things begin to 

get better economically, so that’s the beginning. 

T: Mm-hm. Do you remember what it was like for adults to work for the W.P.A. 

when you were a child? 

M: Yes. I don’t remember a lot of details, but they hired a local contractor who 

headed this project up and brought a few people in, but most of them were local 

people. And several local contractors worked also.  

T: Okay. So which school was your elementary school? 

M: We had New Point Elementary School in the lower part of the county. We had 

Cobbs Creek, upper part of the county, and we had Gwynns Island. And before 

that we had several other smaller ones: one in Mobjack area.  
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T: Which one did you go to? 

M: I went to Winter Harbor, which is in the lower part of the county, and Lee-

Jackson, which has been torn down, and the new courthouse was built on that 

project.  

T: What do you remember about Winter Harbor? 

M: Well, it was a three-room schoolhouse, grades one, two, three. And then we 

moved up to Lee-Jackson in the fourth. Fourth through seventh, and I went up to 

Mathews High School in the eighth grade, and that was the first year that the 

twelfth grade was added to the requirements of schooling.  

T: Wow. That’s amazing. 

M: And I graduated in 1950. 

T: 1950. Okay. What are your memories of the high school building when you were 

in high school? What did the interior look like?  

M: Well, very much like it does today, except the gym is where the media center is. 

Of course, I came back to Mathews and coached there. So, I have a lot of fond 

memories of the school. We didn’t have the auditorium; we had a combination 

gym and auditorium. So if we had five hundred people to come to a program in 

the evening, I was responsible to set up five hundred chairs for that program. 

Then we’d take them down real quickly afterwards and be ready for the next 

day’s kids coming in. 

T: So what was the house that you grew up in like? 



TMP-036; Moughon; Page 4 
 

M: Let’s see . . . we moved an older building about five hundred yards to become 

the kitchen. Before that, we had a separate kitchen that was separate from the 

house, which in those days, that was typical. Of course, there was no electricity. 

We didn’t have electric refrigerators; we had iceboxes. Two ice cutters—actually, 

three ice cutters in Mathews, and they would deliver ice all over the county. 

That’s how people kept their milk and so forth refrigerated.  

T: So you said that an older building was moved onto your property? 

M: Right, and joined to the main building.   

T: Where did you get that building from? The smaller one? 

M: Well, that was on our property; family lived there earlier, and I don’t remember. 

T: So how old was the bigger house? 

M: Oh, golly. Probably—I’m just guessing—a hundred years old.  

T: Okay. Is it still there now? 

M: No. Torn down. 

T: Okay. You tore it down. 

M: No, I didn’t, but I did move—well, I helped to move the one building and then we 

left and I helped—my father died when I was seven years old of appendicitis, and 

I helped my stepfather—my mother was married six or seven years later—we cut 

timber on the property. We didn’t have chainsaws; we had crosscut saws. And 

took it to the sawmill, sawed the lumber up, and then we built a new home out of 

the lumber.  
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T: What was it like to maintain an old house compared to the new house? 

M: Well, you didn’t have plumbing to worry about; no indoor plumbing. You didn’t 

have electricity to worry about. So you had to take care of the roof and the 

outside. I can remember the first time we painted the house. We didn’t have 

paint; we used whitewash. [Laughter] Yeah. But it was white and it looked nice. 

In later years when paint came out, why, we scraped the old whitewash off and 

painted the house.  

T: Wow. That’s incredible. So was it your father or your stepfather that was a 

carpenter? 

M: Well actually, my grandfather and my father, and then my stepfather worked at 

Newport News Shipyard for probably fifteen years, and then he helped my 

grandfather—he was a contractor, actually, a builder. And I helped him also in 

two years in high school—actually, more than that in high school and then came 

back from college and I helped him again. So I learned the plumbing trade, the 

electrical trade, and the carpenter trade. My senior year in high school, I went 

into the fishing business with three other guys. So I had a taste of the fishing 

industry which, as you know, is just about gone now. We have very few 

fishermen now. It’s sad, really. But that’s one big change in the county. 

T: Why did you decide to go into that with your friends? 

M: Well, I don’t know. I sort of enjoyed it. One of my friends was like a father to me 

and I helped him to fish crab pots. The fishing industry back then was great. The 

four of us, we made good money wholesaling, which is a process of fishing. Then 
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I remember my senior year, I had a football and baseball scholarship offered to 

me—one from V.M.I., one from Salem College in West Virginia—and I had a 

great decision to make, that was to sell out. We were making a lot of money. And 

at the last minute, I think two days before I was supposed to report for football 

practice, I decided to leave and sell out my share of the business and go to 

college. Best thing I ever did. But anyway. 

T: Who was the man who was like a father to you? 

M: Warren Trusch, T-r-u-s-c-h.  

T: Yeah. I’ve heard that name.  

M: Okay. He was a waterman. I have a nice painting in my office of him done by 

Jane Park, one of our local artists.  

T: How did that relationship develop with him if you weren’t a waterman yourself? 

M: Well, he lived next door and he would take me fishing, and taught me how to play 

baseball until I got into high school. Just—he was in the Merchant Marine then on 

a ship. When he would come home, I would be over there waiting for him. I 

stayed with him until he returned to sea. Just a great guy. 

T: That’s wonderful. So what was it like to play sports in high school? 

M: Well, it was great. Of course, we had an excellent coach in Ken Brown. He 

started football at Mathews High School. I played on the first high school football 

team that we had. Football and baseball and basketball were the three main 

sports back in those days. Yeah, we didn’t have the facilities, naturally, that we 
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have now. But we enjoyed it. Very competitive; we had good teams. That’s what 

it’s all about. 

T: Do any moments from games stick out to you from high school? 

M: Well, winning the first football game there since we were the first team. 

[Laughter] I can remember that. We won six to zero. It was against Chuckatuck 

over in the southern part of the state. So I remember that. And I remember 

going—and we took showers outside with a homemade shower. A two hundred 

and fifty gallon drum of water and the water came out of there in the pipe, and 

[Laughter] we were under it. Of course, the sky was up above and we could see 

it. But anyway, it was wet and felt good. 

T: What was the play that won it? 

M: Well, I take credit for it. I threw the first pass that Mathews High School’s ever—

touchdown pass. A boy by the name of David Smith caught it . . . I remember 

that. 

T: What was the crowd like? 

M: We had real good attendance. I don’t remember too much about the crowd over 

there. It was in the late, late evening. But you have to keep in mind back in those 

days, there was no television. A lot of people didn’t have radios. We played 

baseball in the summer, semi-pro team on Saturday afternoons and Sunday 

afternoons; the place was packed because there’s nothing else to do. When I 

came home from college, we had three Major League Baseball players who were 

stationed at Fort Eustis. A fellow hired them to come over and play with us, so I 
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had that opportunity to learn a lot from them. One of them was Vern Law, who 

pitched for the Pittsburgh Pirates. Another was Rudy Minarcin; he played for 

Cincinnati. They played Gloucester most of the time. But anyway, that was a 

good experience for me. I learned a lot because it helped me not only when I was 

playing in college, but in the coaching field when I came back to Mathews in later 

years.  

T: I forgot that you were part of the first football team! What was it like developing 

the team as far as recruitment and school spirit and even the field itself? 

M: [Laughter] It was great. We got our first uniforms by five or six of us standing on 

the corner up in front of Richardson’s Drugstore down here and collecting money 

to buy the uniforms. You get one uniform, and that one uniform lasted you about 

ten years. [Laughter] So that was great. Getting the boys to come out for football 

was a little difficult because, you know, it was a contact sport, a little different 

from basketball or baseball. We had a large number of kids out and worked out 

great.  

T: So how were you chosen to be part of the first team? 

M: Well, I just wanted to play. 

[Laughter]  

M: I wanted to try. And I made it, so. [Laughter]  

T: All right. That’s simple enough. So you got two scholarship offers. Which one did 

you take? 
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M: I took the one at Salem College. I went up to V.M.I., and stayed three days and 

was offered the scholarship. But back then, when you went to V.M.I., you ended 

up second lieutenant in the army. That war was coming on, so I decided to go to 

Salem instead, which—I met my wife, who also coached with me in college. Then 

I went from there out to Arizona in the army, and was a high-speed radio 

operator in Morse code. And then I returned from the Army. My first year of 

coaching was at York High School over in Yorktown, and we had some fine 

teams over there. I was head baseball and basketball coach and also coached 

football. So that particular end of that year, my high school coach, Ken Brown, 

decided he was going up as principal. He was offered that job, so he just kept 

after me till I came over to Mathews as coach. So I coached there for seven 

years, I think, and then was hired over in Middlesex County as principal of 

Middlesex High School. Stayed there for seven years as principal. During that 

time, we totally integrated the schools for the first time. That was difficult. A great 

education, because we did a lot of our homework after school, spent many hours 

preparing for it. And it paid off because we had very few problems. It was great 

dealing with the community, parents, and kids, ‘cause you were high school 

principal of both the black and white society and I learned a lot from that also. 

Then I went up as the assistant superintendent for three years. We had Essex 

and Middlesex County then. So then one of my friends who followed me in high 

school had this store—Sutton and Klein. Sutton and Klein owned the store and 

Mr. Klein worried me to death to—he was ready to retire, tried to sell the 

business. I was sort of tired of education then; I really enjoyed coaching, 
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probably—and principalship—more than being in the central office because I was 

constantly working on federal projects and the budget. And I lost contact with the 

teachers and students. And to me, that’s what the greatest thing—the education 

is all about. And I missed that a great deal. So I bought this business in 1972 and 

then my wife taught English at the high school, and she came here as our 

bookkeeper about five or six years later. Then my son finished G.M.U. and he 

worked for Ace in Harrisonburg for a year. And then came home one weekend, 

said, Dad, I’d like to go into business with you. So that was great. Here we are 

ever since; forty-two years this past July in Mathews. I’ve seen a lot of things 

come and go in Mathews, and some things I like, some things I may not like too 

well. But anyway, that’s the way it is.  

T: You just covered about sixty years in less than five minutes, so I’m gonna kind of 

take you back to school teaching.  

M: Okay. 

T: So why did you decide to go back to coaching? 

M: Well, I didn’t go back from coaching from the principalship. 

T: Okay. 

M: You mean after working all those years? 

T: No, when you were at Salem College. You said your wife coached with you? 

M: Oh, she coached with me at Mathews High School. 

T: Okay. 
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M: We met at Salem College. 

T: Oh, okay. So what made you decide to go into coaching? 

M: Well, I just enjoyed sports so much, I guess was the main thing. I just loved to 

work with people, and met some great guys in—a lot of us at Salem in coaching. 

I was glad I did because very rewarding and I enjoyed it a great deal. We had 

some great kids here at Mathews in sports that—you know, they come in every 

day: hi, Coach! How you doin’? And people that just moved into the county, they 

turn around and look, say, were you a coach?  

[Laughter]  

M: So it sort of makes you feel good. 

T: Yeah, absolutely. What was it like to coach at Mathews having played there? 

M: Well, I don’t . . . I guess probably the main thing back in those days, I had 

parents that I knew from being in the county previously, and they were great 

parents. But parents back in those days respected teachers, and they worked 

with me tremendously. It was just unbelievable. If a kid had a problem, I could 

call Mother and Father, and they’d work with me. In the long run, the child would 

come out feeling good about the situation. So that’s what I missed a lot in 

coaching. Probably if I had to live my life over again, I’d do the same thing from A 

to Z. I probably would remain in coaching. But the thing of it is in coaching, to 

move up, to make additional money, you have to move so much. We enjoyed 

Mathews a great deal. My wife and I decided when we were married that we 

wouldn’t live in either hometown, but somehow we ended up—[Laughter] things 
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just worked out that we ended up working in mine. I didn’t force that on her; she 

was glad to come here also and has enjoyed it ever since.  

T: Do any moments from games or moments working with students stick out to you 

from your years coaching? 

M: Oh, yeah. We can reminisce a lot about that. [Laughter] I had one boy that called 

me last week. They’re having their sixtieth reunion, I believe; he wants the film to 

recall some of the games. Well, when they remodeled the high school, for some 

reason, all those films were destroyed. I guess they figured they were too old, so 

I couldn’t locate one for him. I called the coach that’s no longer coaching here, 

but I asked him what happened to them. He said, well, let me go up; I’ll see if I 

can find them. He called me, he said, I found one film and that was of the Verona 

game, which is a school in Richmond much larger than we were. We beat ‘em on 

the last shot of the game. He said, Dale Garrett was the one that took the shot. 

No one expected for him—it was the play we worked out. And Dale was a great 

kid, and he passed away I think four years ago. Now they have a golf tournament 

that’s dedicated to him every year. So, great guy. There are a lot of things like 

that— 

T: Yeah. 

M: And we won a lot of championships. We were runner-up in the state basketball, 

which was the first team to do that. I had two airplane pilots from that team and 

about seven or eight of them went to college, and all of them turned out good. 

They’re good kids. 
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T: Which sport is the largest challenge to coach? 

M: Oh, that’s a difficult question. Probably football, because you have the element of 

injury. You know, your best quarterback can be injured, then you have to prepare 

everything real quickly and turn things around. So probably football more so than 

the others. Basketball can take its toll on you because you’re close quarters with 

the spectators in a hot gym. They weren’t air-conditioned back in those days, and 

from that standpoint—and it was longer, or it seemed like it was longer. But all of 

them I enjoyed a great deal. One year, I had eighty-five boys out for football, and 

I coached the J.V. team and the varsity and played separate schedules. One 

year I can recall having—of course, they always had six subjects, that didn’t 

make any difference, plus coached. I think I made three hundred dollars for 

coaching all those sports. And the Lee-Jackson principal came down, Martin 

Diggs—great guy from the community, great historian, did a lot with the Mathews 

Historical Society—came down to me, said, Allen, I need help. I said, Martin, 

what’s the problem? He said, I have some girls that need some help in 

basketball. He says, my teachers are too old to go out in the wintertime, because 

we didn’t have a gym. He said, could you come down and work with them? So I 

said, well, the only time I have is my lunch period; that’s thirty minutes. I’ll bring 

lunch and eat while I go down to the school. I’ll work the rest of the time with 

them. So, I did.  

T: That’s wonderful. That’s really great. 

[Interruption in interview.] 
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T: This is Jessica Taylor resuming with Allen Moughon. So, I wanted to ask you: 

what was the greatest moment of your career coaching at Mathews? 

M: Well probably, even though we lost by five points, I believe it was, going to the 

state basketball tournament. We were runner-up. Back in those days, we played 

Gloucester, James Blair, those schools that were much larger than we were. 

That year we lost the first game of the season, and won eighteen straight. We 

lost it to James Blair; that was the only school in Williamsburg. Now they have, I 

think, five high schools. We went to state tournament and we beat them later in 

the year. We beat York that year, Poquoson, just about all those schools. Even 

though we lost, as I said, it was a great group of kids. All of Mathews was there; 

we played at V.M.I. and the place was packed. The nice thing about it: I’ll always 

remember when we got back to Mathews that particular night—of course, we 

stayed overnight, played several games before that particular game—the people 

that turned out that evening—I think we got home about nine o’clock. It was 

unbelievable. They had the band waiting for us even though we lost. I’ll always 

remember that. That was great. 

T: That’s wonderful. Do you remember any plays from that particular game? 

M: Yes. We changed defense, I guess. At the half, we were leading by six points, I 

think it was. We changed defense and Stacey Hammond, a fine boy—we were 

working him [inaudible 29:17] and he had three straight fouls called on him for 

charging, which . . . we hadn’t had a charging foul called for many a day. And he 

went out and that was the key point. I look back and probably I had as much to 
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do with losing as any of the kids, but we played a great game. We beat some 

nice teams that night. [Inaudible 29:49]  

T: That’s really wonderful. I did want to ask you about—you knew in the middle 

[19]50s that integration was coming.  

M: Oh, yes. 

T: What were your thoughts when Brown v. Board came out? 

M: Well, of course, Mr. Brown, my high school principal, was superintendent at New 

Kent and he went all the way to the Supreme Court. See, we had Freedom of 

Choice there for a while—I forget how many years—and that was supposed to 

integrate schools. Well, Mathews, before I went to Middlesex, we had one black 

student that came up in the eighth grade. Nice little kid. That worked out fine, and 

I take my hat off to the boy because it was difficult for him. But we made it. So 

when I went over to Middlesex, we had the Freedom of Choice. Wasn’t working 

in Newport News or anywhere around. Just wasn’t working fast enough, so that 

of course, the federal government went ahead with a court order. We had to 

integrate under court order. That was difficult because they sent monitors down 

from Philadelphia to check to see if we were meeting our objectives to 

accomplish integration fast enough. I remember one day going into the cafeteria 

and the kids were fine. I mean, the football team—black, white, whatever—sit 

together, no problem whatsoever. And the monitors- when they left- I had a list of 

things that we were to do. One of them asked, Mr. Moughon, what are you going 

to do about the cafeteria? I said, well, what do you want to do? What am I 



TMP-036; Moughon; Page 16 
 

supposed to do? He said, when we walk in there, we want to see black, white, 

black, white, black, white. I said, you mean that those kids—you’ve seen them 

all—they stayed there a week—you’ve seen them. I says, wasn’t a problem 

there, they had a good time. One day, you may see that. The next day, maybe 

the whole black team is sitting somewhere else. So I said, well, I don’t have any 

other choice I guess except to assign seats to them. Is that right? Well, yes, 

that’s one way of doing it. I says, well, I guess I’ll have to do it. So I assigned 

seats for one day after they left; then we went on and got along fine.  

T: [Laughter] Do you remember anything else about the monitors that they sent 

down? 

M: Well other things: seats on buses, main thing. Then, we had to . . . probably the 

most difficult thing was to hire teachers . . . was to hire black teachers. When 

whites left the school system through retirement and so forth, we didn’t have 

enough black teachers so we had to hire them regardless of our thinking of their 

ability to teach and so forth. So, that was difficult for us. But we managed and got 

through it. Looking back over the situation, I think that we can say that the 

communities are better, the kids are getting along fine. I had more problems with 

parents than I did students . . . we would have to sign—if you try to cut out bus 

stops, say, from one section of the county to another, a white parent wouldn’t 

want a black student to wait for the bus. [Laughter] Their situation. So you had 

those situations but we worked them out and we expected that. But we worked 

very hard and did a lot of reading on things that had been done in other areas, 
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and we were prepared. I felt good about that. Really couldn’t have gone any 

better so far as we were concerned. 

T: I was going to ask you how you knew what to expect. What other areas did you 

read about? 

M: Well, we hired a real fine professor from U.V.A. for all of our schools in the area, 

from Fredericksburg to Northern Neck to Gloucester and so forth who had 

excellent experience. He had done a lot of research on it and so forth. There 

were books out that helped and so forth. I think that one of the greatest 

sentences I can remember reading was, remember now: you have to be principal 

to all kids. I took that very seriously, and that’s what I tried. I think it worked out—

I was satisfied. So, that was the main thing. 

T: You mentioned one boy in Mathews who was the one that integrated under 

Freedom of Choice. You said that was hard for him.  

M: It was difficult, yes. In all the classes and gym and so forth, I had to be 

particularly careful because we had a small dressing room. I couldn’t be out on 

the field and in the dressing room both at the same time for his protection. But it 

never got to that point. I don’t think we had an altercation at all, so I guess it 

worked out good. He was a bright little fella and I knew his parents. After the first 

three or four weeks, people accepted him. So probably he did a great deal in 

helping us integrate because of his ability, too. And his parents. So how he was 

chosen, I think I know but I’m not sure. 

T: Okay. What was his name, do you know? 
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M: Robert Blake. 

T: Robert Blake. Does he still live here? 

M: No. He’s done very well; I think he went on to college. His father ran a small 

restaurant up at Wards Corner for a while. He was a very nice kid, did a very 

good job of what he was supposed to do [Laughter] if that’s the way you look at 

it.  

T: Just generally, not just integration, how was handling Middlesex different than 

your experience coaching in Mathews? 

M: Well, it wasn’t that difficult. Of course, there’s a difference in coaching every day 

and being in administration. I guess the greatest thing—particularly as principal—

I would jot down everything I needed to do for the next day on notes on my desk, 

and sometimes I’d have eighteen or twenty items to go over. See Mrs. Jones for 

this or that, and this type of thing for the next day. I’d get to school the next day 

and I’d never get to those eighteen items because there were constantly things 

coming up you had to take care of. First day of school, I remember it was the 

year before integration when they integrated in Richmond, we ended up having 

about fifty kids that we didn’t know we were gonna have in all the classes. I had 

one lady that had thirty-seven in third grade. I had elementary and high school 

the year before we integrated; then we had all high school students when we 

integrated. But she took those thirty-seven students and did a beautiful job. But, 

we hadn’t planned for them and boy, we had to change bus schedules around, 

we had to change teachers around. So those things pop up all the time. So a lot 
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of times you don’t get to the nitty-gritty of working with teachers to help them 

progress, or students either. It’s just day-to-day problems that you have all the 

time, whereas you didn’t have those problems coaching.  

T: Yeah. Absolutely. 

M: I mean, they weren’t difficult. You just had to get it done. You had to get it done 

now; you can’t put it off till tomorrow. This type thing.  

T: What were some big changes in education that you saw, from coaching in 

Mathews until you decided to open this store in [19]71? 

M: That’s difficult. Didn’t notice a whole lot of changes because it took a period of 

time for integration to settle down and work out and so forth. Really, I didn’t 

notice a great deal in the community and so forth. Of course, in Middlesex we 

had about fifty-fifty in racial. In Mathews I think it was about twenty-five blacks to 

seventy-five whites. So the ratio there was different, but that wasn’t that much 

different really. And of course, finance has always been a problem, but I didn’t 

see too much difference in integration- cause it.  

T: Okay. So what was the point where you decided that you were done with 

education? 

M: What was the point? Well, I’ve helped out in different things from—once you’re in 

education, you’re always in education. I’ve tried to help out, and I have, with 

schools and so forth from time to time. Here, I’ve talked to a lot of parents, 

children who, I guess, had a little confidence in me, and get them to go to school, 

this type thing. So it really, really wasn’t that much. I mentioned the first day of 
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school. By the way, the first day of school for a principal is the most difficult thing 

there is, because you think you have everything all ready to go and you get to 

school. About three buses will break down, and the first grade kids miss the bus, 

and you have calls coming in left and right. So you’re never ready for it. 

[Laughter] But somehow you manage to get over it and it’s fine. So, no problem.   

T: I guess let me rephrase that. Why did you decide to leave and buy this store? 

M: Oh, well, I think that—I believe I told you earlier—working with kids probably is 

my first choice, and I enjoyed that. When I moved up to central office, I was 

working federal projects and finances for the county and I said, well, if I’m going 

to do finances for the county, I might as well do them for myself. This was a good 

business and the economy was pretty good and I took a chance. Financially I’m 

better off. Of course, finance is not everything all the time, because like I said if I 

had my life to live over again, I’d still want to go through education. Even though 

coaching—you didn’t make a whole lot of money by a long shot, but they do 

much better now, I must admit. And they have about five coaches for football 

now, and, well, I had one. And I had more students out, so you can figure it out. 

They offered me—back then, we had Essex and Middlesex, and the state came 

out with a law that you had to have separate superintendents in each county. 

Well, my boss, Walter Harrow, who was a great superintendent and a great guy, 

he hired me from Mathews as principal to follow him. He decided to go to Essex, 

and the school board chairman offered the job to me. He said, I’ll recommend 

you as superintendent. I just decided that, well, as I go up the ladder, I lose 

contact with teachers and kids tremendously, though I’m going to make more 
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money if the school board sees fit for me to be. Of course, before this came out, 

Mr. Klein had already talked to me a great deal about buying the business. So, 

that’s where I went. I was a little leery, I’ll be frank with you, because I knew a lot 

about hardware—of course, we have Southern States as well as Ace Hardware 

franchises—and a lot I didn’t know about farming. But plumbing, electrical, all 

that, I had a good background. Plus, in college I was an industrial arts minor so 

that was right down my alley also. So that was the biggest thing. So I guess I got 

a little tired of administration. 

T: So when you bought this, immediately what were the initial challenges and 

community responses to you coming in and replacing Klein? 

M: [Laughter] Well, I guess a lot of people wanted to know why I did it and so forth. I 

told them the same thing. Of course, Mr. Klein, he was a great track man. He 

went to the track, he went all over the world running. He wanted to do that; that 

was his one ambition. He won, I think it was the 440 Race as Master’s in his age, 

which back then I believe was seventy-five. I may be wrong about the age, but 

anyway. So, his ambition was to do that; Mr. Sutton had another year before he 

retired to go, and he wasn’t ready to sell out. So the two of them, they wrestled 

for a while about it and finally Mr. Sutton decided that if I would give him a year’s 

employment until he retired that he would go along. And he did and I gave it to 

him. I gave him in writing that I would employ him, and he stayed eighteen 

years—not fulltime, in his later years. One or two days a week, that type thing. 

Real nice, great guy, really, to work with. I really enjoyed it. I knew that we had a 

good staff here of people. We did outside work; we did work putting siding on 
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almost all churches in the county. We built additions and this type thing. I enjoyed 

that part of it. That was right down my line also. Enjoyed that. 

T: So how have you seen the Mathews business community change since 1971? 

M: Well, it’s changing. It’s changed a lot. Let’s see. When I came here, we ran one 

and two trucks out every day with feed, fertilizer, to homes in the community. Just 

about everyone had probably five acres. They had a garden, they had chickens, 

they had hogs, they had everything to eat, so forth. We would fill the warehouse 

with fertilizer in the spring during the winter months, and now we will sell about—

back then we’d have, oh, two or three hundred tons of fertilizer. Now we’ll have 

about two or three tons. So that’s a big difference there. Now, as people quit 

gardening and so forth, I think about one or two farmers is about all we have. 

Fishing is gone. Our vegetable seed, I almost cut it in half every year. So that’s 

just about gone. It picked up a little bit this year because of the economy; prices 

of food are higher. You know, the economy is not what it has been by a long 

shot. And we’ve had influx of people moving into the county to retire. They’re 

from all walks of life, and great people; I enjoy them a great deal. I learn a lot 

from them and so forth. Of course, they don’t buy gardening, lawn products, but 

they come here and they support us great. They’ll come here before they’ll go to 

the box stores. They tell me because we work hard on helping them here, and 

they can’t find help in box stores. So that itself has had a great deal. When I was 

in the army—I think I told you I was a high-speed radio operator in Morse code—I 

would sit on the Mexican border at night and copy the A.P. in Morse code to keep 

my speed up. One evening, I was copying A.P. and it came over: in Mathews, 
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Virginia, the retirement community of Chesapeake Bay, seventy percent of the 

population is over sixty-five years old. And I started thinking about that. I said, 

well, golly, I’m going back and teaching. What’s this going to mean to me? Are 

we going to have more kids? Looks like we’re going to have less kids. What’s 

going to happen to the community and the business? A great deal has happened 

because there’s stores closing, and of course, there are many reasons for that I 

don’t guess I need to get into. We have been lucky because we have items here 

that people need, whereas a lot of the new stores going into business—the 

restaurants, the craft stores and so forth—when times get tough, they can cut 

eating, they can cut out some of the crafts and so forth. I’m just using those as an 

example. So, I’m concerned about it. I really am. We’ve tried to do a lot of things 

to look in. We’ve had questionnaires from the chamber: what can we do to better 

our community and so forth? We’ve come up with a lot of suggestions and so 

forth, but when one of the large boxes came in over in Gloucester, that hurt a lot 

of us. It hurt us. We’ve managed to open the doors every day and close them 

every day so far. How long it’s going to be, I don’t know. I’m still looking forward. 

Of course, at my age, I can’t look too far ahead anymore. A great deal has 

changed. Farming’s gone, as I said, the fishing is gone. People have to leave the 

community. Young kids are graduating, going to college, and leaving the 

community. But they’re coming back when they retire. That’s a good thing, which 

tells me that Mathews is a great place to live. It’s just wonderful to talk to the 

people who moved into the county as to why they moved here. I ask them. They 

look at me sometimes when I ask them that question like, well, what business is 
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it of yours? But after you get talking to them a while, you can get them to answer 

you. One thing they like, we don’t have a stoplight. They like the slow pace of 

Mathews. They like the people, their neighbors. Where they came from, they 

didn’t even know their neighbors. And the water. That’s one of our big assets that 

should, I think, be developing more. But it’s had difficulty because—someone to 

work on your boats. Men move for fishing; the ladies move because the men 

want to go, I guess. [Laughter] Sometimes I have people come in and say, Allen, 

I love fishing and everything but my wife isn’t happy here. What can I do? So 

we’ll sit down and talk a long time. We’ll talk about—you get to see the yacht 

club, it’s one great one, working in community clubs is another one, and 

churches: great asset. So I says, you have to get your wife involved in some of 

those things. She just can’t sit home by herself and expect to be happy. Well, for 

example, you can go to the yacht club on Friday night and you can meet people 

from every state in the Union; you can meet them from all walks of life. You can 

find someone that can play any sport from bridge right to pickleball. It’s 

unbelievable the people that we have in the community and the clubs, that’s one 

great asset of the community, is the club work in the community and giving back. 

People enjoy giving back to the community. 

T: Is your son going to take over once you retire? 

M: Well, he’s just about taken over now. My wife and I try to take off on Wednesday 

and Friday. We’ve just enjoyed working. I’ve retired twice and I’ve retired for, I 

think, three or four months one time. I always come back because of personnel. 

Personnel, now, is a problem everywhere, and getting good people and keeping 
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them and so forth is a big problem. Work habits have changed a great deal, 

probably more so or as much as anything else over the years. Just ask anyone 

about that. In education, parents, their attitudes towards schools isn’t as great as 

it used to be. I think I know why, but anyway. We won’t get into that. 

T: Okay. So what do you see for the future of Mathews? What’s your ideal? 

M: I wish I had an answer. I’ve thought about it a lot. We’ve discussed it in some of 

our groups and so forth a great deal. Business, it’s looking tough. Really, the 

greatest asset we have, as I see it, is the water. But it isn’t working out. You 

know, we have yacht clubs—over at Windmill Point, that’s closed down. Great 

yacht club. They have the Islander over here in Mathews at one time; that was 

great. Had a great restaurant. That’s no longer in use. It just seems like the 

things that we try—actually, the last three or four years, the sport fishing has 

been terrible. So that’s slowing down a lot. We had fishing supplies here and 

people come down and there’s just no fish to catch. That has happened before. 

And a few years ago, bluefish, you couldn’t find a bluefish. Then they came back. 

Some people said they missed the Bay in the spring and that’s probably true. 

This year they’re claiming that they’re not catching any crabs, they’re not 

catching fish. They claim because of the cold winter last year—God, I can 

remember back when I went to school. When you’re talking about cold winters, 

we had cold winters much more than what we have now. So I don’t think that that 

was the case because right after that, the greatest fishing days were right after 

the cold spell. Anyway, I can remember seeing the Chesapeake Bay frozen all 

over. It was a cold winter. 
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T: What’s the solution to the sort of problems that you see? 

M: Well, I wish I could come up with that solution if I could. It’s changing a lot of 

places. The developers are developing communities all the time, and business 

will go in there, then they’ll close down, and then they’ll develop another 

community. People just constantly move around, and rightfully so. Everyone 

wants new places to go to and that type thing. I don’t know. We’ve studied a lot, 

and a lot of the colleges are looking into it. They’ve done all kinds of surveys. The 

economy right now has everything on a hold, and most businesses, their sales 

are down. People just hold onto the money . . . Taxpayers are griping about 

taxes too high and this and that. It’s a little tough, but America has come through 

before and I’m confident we’ll come through again. We look around at other 

countries, a lot of them are in bad shape, worse shape than we are. I just hope 

that we have foresight enough—both the national government and states—to 

really look ahead and work on some things rather than changing the name of the 

Washington Redskins in Congress and so forth—and state also ‘cause we have 

too many problems to solve without wrestling with something like that. Of course, 

that’s just my opinion. 

[Laughter]  

T: This is about your opinions. So, do you live on the land that you were brought up 

on? 

M: No, I was brought up the lower part of the county. When I moved back here from 

York County, I found one place to rent. That was owned by a naval captain, so 
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my wife and I went there and we built onto it three times. That’s in the Redart 

area. We’ve enjoyed it; it’s on the water, and have great neighbors. That’s the 

best thing. Can’t beat that. I had several opportunities to go; had two 

opportunities when I was coaching to go back to my hometown, Salem College. 

Had several in the western part of the state, one in North Carolina to become an 

assistant coach. We didn’t want to move. So that’s the reason we stayed. 

T: So beyond the hardware store, what other places in Mathews are important to 

you or special? 

M: That are important? Oh, golly. Oh, well, church. Central Methodist— 

T: Which one’s your church? 

M: The one behind the courthouse, behind the fire department. We try to support—I 

work with Ruritan Club a great deal; I’ve been chairman of Ruritan Bowl. Our club 

takes, as one of our projects, one football game and we sell ads to the program 

and we make about two thousand dollars a year on it. I’ve been chairman of that 

for—I think this is the forty-fourth year. We have the Ruritan Bowl, then take the 

money, turn it back into scholarships for kids and other community—fire 

department, rescue squads, and things of this type. To be frank with you, the 

store keeps me busy. It keeps us busy. Today, I took fifteen minutes for lunch, I 

took fifteen minutes Saturday for lunch, and I was interrupted three or four times 

then. We go pretty hard in the summertime. People coming down really will help 

our business and the community of Mathews. Retail probably doubles in the 

summertime. So that’s a great thing. It’d be hard to say. Over at the school, I 
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tried to support it as much as possible. All of them. We constantly present prizes 

to them and so forth, fundraising and so forth, all this type thing.  

T: I think that’s all my questions. Did you want to add anything? 

M: Well, I don’t know. We’ve covered a lot. I hope this will be of benefit to someone. 

I know the historical society has worked a great deal over the years. I think 

they’ve published three or four books. I have them and I enjoy them all, and 

anything of that nature to preserve our history of the community is great. Fort 

Nonsense now, they’ve developed that. That’s great. And it’s nice to have so 

many people in the community who have interests like this, and this is one great, 

great asset of our community, of the people particularly who’ve moved in here. 

They want things to do and they can get out and work on these projects. 

Community working together makes a good community. Going back to 

education, I read a book once by [inaudible 1:03:38] on the high school of 

today. I forget when it was written; I think [19]57. His comment was—well, he 

wanted high schools that would be around eight hundred. Then you could group 

kids for teaching and that worked fine until integration came along. Then we had 

to delete that from our system. But he said, you show me a good athletic 

department, I’ll show you a good high school. You show me a good high school 

academically, I’ll show you a good sports program. You show me a good school, 

I’ll show you a good community. That’s pretty much the size of it. So you have to 

have a good school. We have a good school and let’s hope we keep it that way. 

Our kids who’ve gone on have done tremendously. Some of them come back 

and talk here. Oh God, one time we had six or seven who returned back to 
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Mathews and were teachers and taught in the school system. So I guess that’s 

about it. 

T: Okay. 

[End of interview] 
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