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H: I know you must be hard-up to want to know something I know. I’m ninety years 

old. [Laughter] And you won’t get away from that company. 

T: This is Jessica Taylor interviewing Gilbert Hall on July 13, 2014. And where are 

we right now? 

H: At my house. 

T: In Peary? 

H: Oh, Peary? Oh, Peary, yeah. 

T: Virginia. 

H: Yeah.  

T: Mr. Hall, can you state your full name? 

H: Gilbert Sewall Hall.  

T: Okay. And when were you born? 

H: [Laughter] 1924.  

T: 1924.  

H: June 11, 1924.  

T: Okay, and where were you born? 

H: Right in here. 

T: In this house? 
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H: Uh-huh.  

T: Tell me about this house. 

H: It was built in 1911. That’s all I know. Talk to my grandfather. 

T: Why did he choose here to build it? 

H: I reckon he want to get close to the water, ‘cause he works in the water, shad 

fishing and stuff, oystering. I reckon.  I think he’d be sorry about it now, if he had 

lived in it. The tide comin’ up here.  

T: Tell me about living in Mathews when you were a child.  

H: ‘Twas all right. Pretty girls. [Laughter] Some of them didn’t pay no attention to 

you. [Laughter]  

T: What’d you do every day when you were a kid? 

H: Played in the creek, if I could get in there.  

T: Yeah? 

H: Yeah. 

T: What creek was your favorite? 

H: Horn Harbor, right here.  

T: Right here? 

H: Uh-huh. 

T: Okay. What kind of man was your dad? 
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H: Pound fisherman. Little, small man.  

T: What about your mom? 

H: She was huge. [Laughter] Oh, she was gigantic.  

R: This is on record, now. [Laughter]  

H: Oh, really? Well, I know she’d want me to put that on record. [Laughter]  

T: Why was she so huge? 

H: I don’t know. 

R: She was a good cook. [Laughter]  

H: My grandmother—her mother—was a right good size, but nothing like my 

mother. My mother had great big legs under her uniform. Legs, you know. You’ve 

seen people like that, Roscoe. Great big legs.  

R: She was a nice lady, though, Miss Bessie was.  

T: That’s nice. Did you have any brothers or sisters? 

H: Not that I know of. [Laughter]  

R: He was the only one. He’s right, too. [Laughter]  

T: This is how this whole thing is going to go, isn’t it? 

H: Yes. 

T: Tell me about ghost stories that you heard when you were a kid. 

H: The ghost stories? 
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T: Yeah. 

H: [Laughter] I don’t believe in none of that stuff. 

T: That’s okay.  

H: I didn’t get—everybody down here believed in it, but I never did.  

T: What did they believe that you didn’t? 

H: They’re scared of the dark. 

T: Yeah? 

H: You think so? Roscoe boats all of them down here. 

R: All of them. 

H: Virginia West and Aunt Claude and daddy wasn’t. That’s about all I know 

down this way.  

R: Hobbes, Hobbes scared to death of everything.   

H: [Inaudible at 3:03]] 

R: Yep. 

H: I don’t think we were scared, though. Some things worry you. Most of us scared 

to death of dark. Superstitious.  

T: You’re superstitious? 

H: No, no. They don’t want no black cats cross ‘em. I try to kill one if he cross me. 

[Laughter]  
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T: Did you ever go to Old House Woods? 

H: No, I never did go there. 

T: No? 

H: What do you know about that? [Laughter] You go there, Roscoe? Did you? I 

don’t pay attention to that, do you? 

R: No, it’s all fell down now, I think. 

H: It has? It already has? 

R: Yeah. 

H: I don’t know what the thing about it was. [Inaudible at 3:46]  

R: That’s what everybody—Matt Forest lived, you know where Matt used to live? 

H: Yeah.  

R: Right across the road.  

H: Uh-huh. It was, right across the road. 

R: Right across the road, yeah. 

T: Where did you learn to fish from? 

H: From my daddy. 

T: How did he teach you? 

H: How did he treat me? 

T: How did he teach you? Educate you? 
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H: I didn’t go to school much. I had a lot of trouble in science, and I had to quit. I had 

a rock bone, and they had to cut that bone out. My teenage years were the worst 

years I ever had, worse than the service. I had throbbing, beating headaches for, 

Lord, I don’t know how long— 

R: Yes. 

H: Till they cut that bone out.  

R: He had a serious operation on it. 

T: Wow. 

H: They cut seventeen pieces out, something like that. And I was telling my 

daughter one night, when I could tell just as good when the rain come or 

anything now. That was cut out in [19]41. It still hurts a little bit. You feel like 

your skin crawls, you know? But, I broke a whole lot of ribs now, but I never—

they don’t hurt. They notice a lot of difference. 

T: When did you leave school?  

H: New Point, at New Point one year. Yes.  

T: What was that like? 

H: It was a lot of fun.  

T: Yeah? What did you do? 

H: [Laughter] In a way it was, but I had to quit, like I say, on account of I was sick. 

T: When did you quit? 
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R: Eighth grade. 

T: Eighth grade. Okay. 

H: No, I didn’t go but seven. I failed a grade. I wouldn’t study. The teacher told me 

she was gonna fail me. I didn’t care for none of that. I was a big mistake. 

T: Aw. Well, you turned out fine.  

H: You think so? 

T: Yeah. 

H: Well, my ex-wife didn’t think so. [Laughter] She got a younger man—fourteen 

years younger. She knew what she was doing, didn’t she? 

T: So tell me about working with your dad. 

H: Hard work. 

T: Yeah? 

H: Uh-huh. 

T: What was it like every day? What did you do? 

H: Oh, fishing or whatever we had to do. Fishing or hanging nets or cutting stakes 

or doing something in that order. Worked in a corn field too in the spring. Wasn’t 

no end to work around here. And my grandfather raised a good garden, and I 

done the work and everybody got paid and I got mad, too. I don’t remember 

much about it, but I done a lot of work in the garden in my young teenage years. 

Always had—he raised a big garden; Roscoe, you knew. He raised for Tom, 
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Dick, and Harry, for everybody. But I said—I told him—I said, well, why don’t you 

get them to come in and do some of the work? [Laughter] He always was giving 

something to his neighbors, you know? 

R: That’s right. 

T: When you were a child, what did you think of the old watermen? 

H: Oh, I loved them. Yeah.  

T: Do you remember any of them? 

H: Yeah. I remember all of them around here: Henry Armistead and his brothers, 

and my daddy and his brothers down here. All these around here, I remember all 

of them.  

T: How did they treat you? 

H: They treated me all right. Everybody got along good. Yeah.  

T: So tell me about your time in the service. 

H: I was part of the invasion, and we sunk two submarines. Had seven stars. And I 

was in a typhoon where six ships got lost.  

T: What happened? 

H: We had a typhoon, and it sunk these ships.  

T: What was it like for you? 

H: It was hell on earth, I can tell you that. Expect a kid try to drive in it. A hundred 

and fifty mile an hour winds. But we sunk two subs. 
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T: How did you survive? 

H: Just like the rest, just didn’t get sunk. That’s all I know.  

T: Why did you not get sunk, and everybody else got sunk? 

H: Well, I don’t know. I don’t know. There’s five destroyers in the fleet I was in, and 

all of them got saved, so I understand. I’m not sure, but I think so. We was on the 

ship that was with the carrier when the storm cleared up. What the captain said, 

he’s gonna stay with the carrier as long as he could because that had better 

equipment than he had, you know? It’s a miracle, I can tell you. It’s a miracle. A 

hundred and fifty mile an hour wind?  

R: That’s a lot of wind. 

H: I think so.  

T: Roscoe said you were steering. Was that the same time? 

H: Hell, yeah. No. 

T: Tell me about that.  

H: All I had to do then is hold the wheel of the gunship for the side of the engine. 

There were two engines: one on one side and one—and you stayed with the 

engine. You had a job to stay in there to start with. 

R: Didn’t she lift like forty-some degrees? 

H: Forty-seven degrees. 

R: Yeah, forty-seven degrees. Yeah, that’s almost upside-down.  
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H: Forty-seven degrees and laid right there. I mean, employees would think it 

wasn’t so but she’s built for, say, forty-five. But she levered out at forty-seven.  

R: Ain’t that something? I bet that scared y’all.  

H: Yeah. Most of them hadn’t ever been to sea before.  

R: I know it. 

H: But they were scared to death. Roscoe, after that, they didn’t want to do it 

anymore, you know? That was a close chance. 

R: Yeah, it was. 

H: That was a chance. 

R: That is a miracle you survived that. 

H: Yes, sir. 

T: Were you nervous? 

H: I didn’t have time to get nervous. I had to-- [Laughter] I reckon I was. 

R: You were working too hard to be nervous. 

H: Yeah, indeed. We could get sunk any minute, you know?  

T: I heard that you met the Emperor of China? 

H: Yeah. Well, we carried him two places.  

[INTERRUPTION IN INTERVIEW]  

H: That’s all I know. We carried him one port to the other.  
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T: Did you see him? 

H: Oh, yeah! He was on that ship. 

T: What’d he look like? 

H: A nice-looking man, him and his son. Chiang Kai-shek. 

T: Wow. 

H: Chiang Kai-shek and his son. I don’t know what his son was named. I know we 

carried him to Tintin. That’s the only one I know where we carried him, but we 

carried him a couple places. I don’t know what it’s for. You’d think he’s trying to 

stop that Korean War, but I don’t know. They drove him away from China, you 

know. Where’d we carry him to, Roscoe? Oh…never mind. I don’t know where 

they at. I can’t think of where now.  

T: Where were you when you found out the war was over? 

H: I don’t know for sure. I don’t know for sure.  

T: Okay. 

H: Somewhere over there in the tropics.  

T: What was it like coming back home to Mathews? 

H: It was right good. [Laughter] Mathews looked like New York down here. 

[Laughter] Looked like Honolulu. You ever been in Honolulu? [Laughter] Better 

get on another subject except Honolulu. 

T: Okay.  
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R: Okay. 

H: [Laughter] You gonna leave her over here? 

R: I think she’s safe.  

H: I think so. 

T: Have a good dinner! 

H: I think so, too, Roscoe. 

T: I got my heels on. 

H: [Laughter] I think so, too, Roscoe. 

R: [Laughter] Call my father-in-law, or you can call me and I’ll get you in touch with 

him or whatever. 

T: Okay, thank you. 

H: [Laughter] He’s the nicest kinda fellow. You know him? 

T: I just talked to him today. Just met him today.  

H: Today? Where you meet him at? 

T: At his house. 

H: Oh. You interviewed him? 

T: Yeah, I did. 

H: You did? [Laughter]  

T: Yeah. 
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H: He’s a big potato.  

T: Yeah, he’s big. 

H: He’s a big potato. [Laughter] That’s what one of my cousins called people that 

have plenty of money, you know? Big potato.  

T: So when you came back, how did your family receive you? 

H: All right. 

T: Yeah? 

H: Yeah.  

T: Did they miss you while you were gone? 

H: I know they did. I think my mother wrote to me every day.  

T: What did she say when she wrote to you? 

H: She missed me and all that stuff, you know. You know, I never was homesick. I 

wanted to come home, but I’ve seen some people get in bad shape, you know? 

But I never did get homesick. And I never stayed away from home now neither, 

but I had a cousin that worked from home and, oh, he got in bad shape. Rough 

shape.  

T: Why do you think you weren’t homesick? 

H: I don’t know. I don’t know. I was wanting to get home, come home, good as 

anybody, you know? But I really seen him really get real sick, you know? 

T: So when you came back, how was your life different after the war? 
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H: Oh, it takes a while. Take me a while. I was thin, nervous. It take me a while to 

build up…you know. It’s like getting older to a certain extent. It comes and 

goes.  

T: Yeah. 

H: My ex-wife comes and goes, too. [Laughter] 

T: So your son’s a waterman too, right? 

H: Yes. Crabber. He fished with me ‘till I went out of business. Had some bad years 

in business. I had to go ice shadowing, didn’t catch no fish. [inaudible 13:54] 

T: So can you tell me how you taught him how to fish? 

H: My son? 

T: Mm-hm. 

H: He was a lot—liked it. He picked it right up. 

T: He did? 

H: Yeah. Oh, he didn’t want to get out of fishing, but we had to do it, you know? It’s 

all over with now. Nobody ain’t ‘round here now. Gill netting, but nothing pound 

fishing, you know?  

T: What were your favorite places to crab and fish? 

H: When I’m fishing? Well, we worked right off here, Sand Bank, here in Horn 

Harbor.  

T: What are the names of the different inlets and creeks and things around here? 
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H: Just, we always called it old Horn Harbor, you know? Where the boats sailed 

out, I worked here in Horn Harbor. I used to go to Cape Charles to catch some 

drum fish. We called them black drums. That’s all around here. 

T: Mm-hm. How did Horn Harbor get its name? 

H: I don’t know! Got no idea. No. 

T: Do you know any old stories about Mathews? 

H: No. 

T: Like Civil War? 

H: [Laughter] No. No. A lot of people do, though, don’t they? Yeah. That was an 

awful thing, wasn’t it? Awful.  

T: How long have the Halls been here? 

H: I don’t know. I think the Halls were born in Middlesex. I think. I’ve heard. 

T: Interesting. 

H: Yeah.  

T: What do you want for Mathews in the future? What do you want it to look like? 

H: I don’t know, ‘cause people come here and try and change it. It’s the best place 

they’ve been in their life, they say, but they still want to change it. [Laughter] So it 

looks like you. You live in Mathews? You don’t? Where you live? 

T: Florida. 
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H: Florida. How you get way down here? 

T: I went to William and Mary. 

H: Uh-huh. 

T: Yeah. 

H: Are you finished there? Are you still going through the course? 

T: A little bit.  

H: Uh-huh. 

T: Yeah. So how has Mathews changed over time? 

H: Well, the fishing’s all played out. That’s all they’ve done, Mathews years back: 

oysters and fishing. Fishing’s all over with. Pound fishing, that was the backbone 

of Mathews at one time. Now, with the people in shipyards and stuff and pound 

fishing’s played out right after the war. Done good ‘round here during the war, I 

think, but after that, a couple years, it was played right out. 

T: When you look out the window, how does the bay look different, or the harbor 

look different? 

H: I don’t know—all across here from me was trees years ago. But they’re all gone.   

T: Do you remember any old houses that weren’t there anymore? 

H: No, I think this is about the oldest one down here, as far as I know. 

T: When you were a kid, were there older ones than this one? 
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H: Between here and the old port was an older house, but that’s gone now.  

T: Do you remember the stores? 

H: The stores? Oh, yes, my Lord. 

T: What did that look like? 

H: The new store’s there now. Little country place. They sold net and stuff out there. 

Copper paint and net, for watermens, you know? Crab pots, wire, and lines and 

stuff. But they sold it. They were all around here in the Tidewater to Norfolk 

across the bay to Cape Charles. They were good people to be with. Very good.  

T: Tell me about hanging nets. 

H: I worked out of Ocean Product for ten years hanging nets, after I got hurt on a 

boat and I couldn’t get no heavy work and I went down there. Wasn’t much 

money in it, but I was glad I could do it, you know? For eight years, I couldn’t do 

nothing. That’s the hardest work. The worst thing’s staying in the house and 

doing nothing. I cut a little bit of grass. I’d rather spend time cutting grass than sit 

in the house. [Laughter] I try cutting with a push mower to get some exercise, you 

know? I might work fifteen minutes, come in the house. I worked this morning 

about two hours off and on, then after it got hot I like to come in the house.  

T: Tell me about what hanging nets means. How do you do it? 

H: You take it, you hang it where it’s half-hitched after so much, run a line through 

somewhere until you catch a half-hitch, and keeping going. You got to have the 

lines just right. One’s tighter, one’s longer than the other. It’s hard to explain.  
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T: That’s okay. How did you get hurt? Can I ask you that? 

H: Yeah! I slipped off a pile driver and fell about six or eight feet across the six-by-

six and about that far off the bottom of the boat. I broke three ribs on that side, 

cracked my chest bone, pulled a muscle apart right loose. And I don’t have any 

pains at all. I’m lucky that way. But I can’t lift ‘em up. But I’m lucky: no pains. I’m 

the luckiest the person in the world, have no pains. 

T: Mm-hm. Do you have any stories that you want to tell me? 

H: I don’t think so. 

T: Okay. I’ll go ahead and stop it. 

H: All right, yeah. 

[End of interview] 
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