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TMP-040 
Interviewee: David Callis 
Interviewer: Jessica Taylor 
Date: July 16, 2014 
 

T: This is Jessica Taylor, in Hudgins, Virginia, interviewing Davey Callis on July 16, 

2014 in his home. Mr. Callis, can you please state your full name? 

C: David Wade Callis. 

T: Okay. And when were you born? 

C: August 24, 1962. 

T: And where were you born? 

C: Norfolk, Virginia. 

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

C: When I was born, my dad was probably like a second-class yeomen in the Coast 

Guard, and his name was Roland Wade Callis. And my mother’s name was 

Marlene Hodges Callis and she wasn’t working at the time. He was stationed in 

Norfolk. 

T: So can you describe the series of events—the different places that he was 

stationed over the course of your childhood? 

C: Yeah. He started out being stationed in the custom house in Norfolk when he first 

went in. He was there was I was born and then he was assigned to the Coast 

Guard cutter Ingham from down in Hampton Roads. I think she was actually out 

of Port Norfolk. And we left there and went to Hawaii, where he was on a buoy 

tender for two years. And then we came back here, stateside. Well, I guess 

Hawaii is in the United States, but we went to Connecticut where he taught 
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yeomen school for two years. And then he went to Yorktown to officer candidate 

school. And while he was going through that, we actually moved to Gwynn’s 

Island to my grandparents’ house. And then he was stationed as an ensign on 

Coast Guard cutter Conifer out of Port Norfolk. And he always did so well that 

they always moved him to higher jobs before they decided to move him to a 

higher pay. [Laughter] But, we were supposed to be there for several years, but 

we were only there for nine months. And then we moved to Seattle where he was 

an executive officer on another buoy tender- the Coast Guard cutter Fir. And we 

were supposed to be there for three years, but he did so well they decided to 

send him as commanding officer of the loran station on Yap Island, which, 

unfortunately, is isolated duty. So, I saw him get on the plane on Halloween day 

and I didn’t see him get off the plane until Halloween day a year later. So, he was 

there for a year and we moved back here during that time. And then he was 

stationed at Yorktown, where he was executive officer of officer candidate school 

for four years. And then we moved to Connecticut for two years, where he was 

captain of his own buoy tender- Coast Guard cutter Redwood out of New 

London, Connecticut. And we lived there two years. And then his last two years 

we actually a built a house on Gwynn’s Island and moved back home and he was 

executive officer of LH Navigation working with an admiral in Washington D.C. I 

moved back here 1977, and he retired in 1978. 

T: Okay. So, let’s start at the beginning. You spent five years in Mathews as a child. 

C: Yes. 

T: What’re your first memories of Mathews? 
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C: Well, when I was extremely small, we first came back from Hawaii. My 

grandparents owned the Gwynn’s Island Hotel, which was actually a big boarding 

house right behind Gwynn’s post office. And these are the smallest of memories, 

but I do remember lightning struck the house and burnt it down. And I was like 

just turned three years old, and I know it sounds kinda wild that I would have any 

memory of that time, but I do remember us walking to a friend’s house where my 

mother and sister, and I spent the night and looking back and seeing the flames 

of the house. So, I guess that would be my first actual memory of Mathews. Not 

necessarily a good one but . . . 

T: No! Do you remember anything about it, what it looked like on the inside or 

outside? 

C: Not really. We’ve got some photographs. To actually say I remember that . . . No. 

T: Okay. What about the post office? Did it burn down with the boarding house? 

C: No. My grandparents used to own . . . Next to Gwynn’s post office is a smaller 

building, a little small building with vinyl siding on it. My grandparents used to 

own that when I was very little and that was actually the post office at the time. 

And what is actually the post office now was a guy, they called Tweety’s Old 

Store, which is now the post office. Tweety’s store had been bigger and had 

burned, but not at the same time the hotel burned down. 

T: The little old store that your grandparents owned, do you remember anything 

about it? Or the post office that your grandparents— 



TMP-040; Callis; Page 4 
 

C: I just remember going in there when I was a little boy. There was a man named 

Tommy Loop that was postmaster. And I just remember going in there to get the 

mail for my grandmother and that was about all I remember about that. 

T: Did they live in the boarding house? 

C: Yes. They lived there and my aunt is eight years younger than my mother, so 

they all lived there and that was their home. My parents were married, obviously. 

We just came back from Hawaii because my dad went out on this long, long 

cruise. And when he got back, we were gonna immediately go to a different duty 

station, so my mother and sister, and I came home. So, we were living there as 

well at the boarding house, but they rented rooms to some of the folks as a 

boarding house. 

T: Who were they renting rooms to? 

C: The only family that I remember specifically was a man named Conway Callis 

and his wife, Edith. And they had a daughter named Connie that was actually 

born while they were living there, because I remember Pop took Edith to the 

hospital for Connie to be born in a snowstorm. I don’t know where Conway was 

at, whether he was at work or where he was at. And that was back sometime in 

the early [19]50s, I guess. 

T: So, I’m guessing then they rebuilt the boarding house. 

C: No. Actually, if you go there now, you will see a 2,200 square foot brick ranch 

style house, and I remember that being built. That was built in 1965. And the little 
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bits and pieces I remember of that is like, wasn’t everything finished on the 

house, and my sister and I had a washtub that we would bathe in. [Laughter] 

T: What else do you remember about Gwynn’s Island, largely defined? 

C: Well, the big thing that I always remember was Callis’ Warf. My granddaddy 

would take me down there. Most of the time I’d spend Friday night with Pop and 

he’d take me down to Callis’ Warf. And my grandmother’s brother was a crabber 

and we’d go down there and talk to him. And there was another man named 

Logan Gay. He was a friend of the family’s also and I’d go down there on the 

boat with him and help him cull crabs. And, at the time, it was like thirty-five boats 

in there putting out crabs. Trucks down there and men running around and 

getting the crabs outta the boats and loaded them on the trucks. And everybody 

hollering and laughing and telling stories and everything, just seagulls hollering 

all over the place and turtles everywhere. Old junky bait would get thrown 

overboard and the terrapins and the snapping turtles—there’d be forty or fifty of 

them all around eating that up. That was, I guess, one of my biggest interests 

was that. And I used to love to go down to the beach because there was a beach 

at the end of the road, my grandmother’s. I used to go down there every day and 

just sit there and watch the waves beat on the sand. And, I guess, I don’t know, 

that and my granddaddy always had a great big vegetable garden. And I always 

helped him work in that, learn how to operate the rotor tiller and that sort of thing. 

T: You talked a little bit about your grandparents earlier, that you were close to both 

of your grandfathers. What were their names? 
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C: My granddaddy on Gwynn’s Island, he was a ship pilot. He was Captain James 

David Hodges. He was one of fourteen children of his family. And they had the 

most maritime officers of any family in America at the time when he first got his 

third mate’s license in 1930. My other granddaddy, my daddy’s daddy, his name 

was George Haywood Callis. He had been a pound fisherman and an engineer 

on a tugboat. And Grandma didn’t like him being gone so she told me she 

thought he should be a carpenter, so he agreed and became a carpenter when I 

was a boy. And he was very good at it. But he never decided to have his own 

business. He always worked for someone else. 

T: Do you remember who he worked for? 

C: When I was a little boy, he worked for a man named Sonny Hudgins. He worked 

for him for a pretty good while: twelve, fourteen years. They only built a couple 

houses. They did mostly renovations of some of the more upscale houses, like 

up on North River and all. And he left work in there and he went to work at Sutton 

and Klein, which is now Moughon’s. Back then, they used to install replacement 

windows and siding and roofing on houses and he went there mainly to do that. 

He worked there for a time. He left there and went to work for the craftsman 

shop. They actually started selling homes and building homes. And that there is 

my family, and my cousin got killed in a car accident. They quit building houses. 

But, Granddaddy, by the time he got to partial retirement, he worked for them 

building cornices and all for people’s windows and things like that. And that’s 

what he did ‘til he stopped working. My other granddaddy just retired from ship 

piloting when he was sixty-four. 
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T: What were they like as people? 

C: Both of them were a lot of fun. Graddaddy Callis was very invested in his church. 

Peniel Friends Church, which was founded by my great-granddaddy Diggs in 

1920. Graddaddy Callis, they didn’t actually have what you call deacons at that 

church; he was an usher. He was the guy that always got up early, went up there 

and turned the heat up or cut the air condition down before services. The new 

sanctuary that they built back in the [19]70s, he helped build that. He was a . . . 

Funny how you get choked up thinking about people . . . It’s kinda wild he’s been 

dead a long time. 

T: Do you want me to switch? 

C: That’s okay. He was just a happy person that most everybody liked. All the 

children loved him. He used to cut hair on Saturday night at the local store. He 

never made much money. That’s how he got his mad money for hunting and stuff 

like that, was cutting people’s hair. He used to go to all the old people that 

couldn’t get out and he’d cut their hair, all the old men. And he always spent 

enough in gas to go to their house that he never made any money. But he was a 

nice person. 

U: The people that were around him could feel the wonderful feeling of this man, of 

how good he was on the inside. 

C: And then my other granddaddy, the ship pilot, he went to sea when he was 

sixteen, actually before he was legally supposed to go—when he was actually 

fifteen. And he was a little tougher kind of a character, but he loved children and 
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they all loved him and he always talked to children as if they were adults. He 

would look at them and carry on a conversation with a two year-old. He had a 

unique ability that he didn’t treat them like they were different. He treated them 

like people. My other granddaddy had that unique quality as well. Pop worked 

hard all his life and he always made very good money. He loved his ships, he 

loved telling stories about the crews that he met and all the different things that 

happened and everything. He tried commercial fishing some, bought a boat, and 

did some oystering and stuff like that. But he just never made much of a go at 

that. He was always very gifted with the ships and all and handling them and so 

forth. Anyway, he was kind of a character and he liked to kid around and have a 

good time, but he was a little more of a reserved and quiet kinda fella. Just kind 

of a unique person, I guess. 

U: He loved his children. 

C: Grandma. [Laughter]  

T: So, what kind of stories did they tell you? 

C: Oh, well, Granddaddy Callis—I don’t know if this is talking outta turn, but about 

ghost stories. And he was telling me . . . I know you’re have bound to have talked 

to someone that talked about Old House Woods. That’s kinda the famous thing 

around here. Well, Granddaddy Callis was from down there. Not, like, right in Old 

House Woods, but we’re splitting hairs. He lived a quarter of a mile from there as 

the crow flies. And he was talking about every . . . All over Mathews, there were 

these little stores. Every couple of miles there was another store. And this one 
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store—it’s not the old store that people might show you that burnt down right 

there at the T there at Diggs. There was another one down in there somewhere; I 

don’t remember who owned it. But, Granddaddy was telling me there was an old 

man named Harry Forrest, which you may have heard of his name. He was the 

one that told all the stories about Old House Woods. I think if you talked to 

somebody that’s in his family, they might wanna smack me. But, I’m pretty sure I 

remember Granddaddy saying that he liked to drink a lot. Anyway, when 

Granddaddy was a little boy, he said they would all be at the store—go there and 

get a soda pop or something like that—and he’d come in there half-loaded and 

he’d be all hollering. And he was apparently a big storyteller. He’d start with, the 

greatest time you’ll ever see in your life down in Old House Woods last night! 

And he’d talk about seeing a sailing ship and a Jacob’s ladder hanging over the 

side and the skeleton sailors coming down, you know, with the shovels to go find 

Lord Dunmore’s treasure. I don’t know whether maybe he heard that before and 

he just embellished it, added onto it, when Granddaddy was a boy. But, 

Granddaddy was born in 1914. So, we’re talking about in the [19]20s this 

would’ve happened. He was like ten years old. But, I remember Granddaddy 

telling about that, just talking about just odds and ends and different things, about 

hunting and all like that. Granddaddy Callis was always telling stories about other 

people’s lives, about their hunting trips, but he never would go. Even when I got 

grown and offered to take him different places, he wouldn’t go. I made up my 

mind that I wasn’t gonna live somebody else’s life; I’d go do my own hunting trips 

and try to get out there and experience things instead of just somebody else’s 
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stories. Them old guys would sit around . . . There was a man named Morris 

Flippin had a store down between Onemo and Beaverlett. The building’s still 

there. And I remember going there with both my granddaddies. My Granddaddy 

Callis lived down there and there was always a bunch of guys in there talking. 

And they’re talking about people growing different crops and who had the biggest 

hog and stuff like that. Granddaddy had a brother named William. They called 

him Pug Callis. And him and Morris Flippin were next-door neighbors and they 

would always get two pigs out the same litter. And they would always see who 

could grow the biggest hog between them and they’d kill them the same day. 

They’d go get the hogs together and they’d help each other kill hogs. And they’d 

always see who could get the biggest hog. And, so, Granddaddy would always 

want to have a little fun. He said, come on, let’s go have some fun. We’d go see 

Uncle Pug and he’d have a hog as long as that sofa that weighed about seven 

hundred pounds. I don’t know what anybody would want one that big for, but he’d 

grow this great big huge hog and Granddaddy said, Pug, don’t you feed that poor 

thing? He said, I was just Morris Flippin’s house and he got a hog out the same 

litter, his is twice as big as yours. And Uncle Pug, I don’t know if he was 

aggravated or just like he wanted to act like he was aggravated: yeah, I know 

that’s so. And Granddaddy would wink at me, but he would never back off from 

Uncle Pug about how, poor little thing, you know, it’s about to starve to death. 

Help bring some food over to help feed it and all. If you couldn’t afford to feed it, 

what’d you get the poor thing for? And then we’d leave there and go to Morris 

Flippin’s house and he would tell Morris the exact same thing he told Uncle Pug. 
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And both of the hogs were huge. They were fat as they could be and big as they 

could be, but Morris was a different person. He’d just laugh. He was a veteran of 

World War II that was wounded. When we went in and liberated, I guess, parts of 

Germany, a German woman shot him in his wrist, I think. And he had a hand that 

was almost useless. Anyway, he came home and went in the store business, but 

he was a nice old fella. 

T: That’s an amazing story. I heard from A.J. that pranks were pretty common with 

older generations. Is that the case? 

C: I’ve heard some different pranks, but most of them aren’t really fit to share with 

anybody because they got pretty base. [Laughter] 

T: Okay. If you don’t want to share that’s okay. 

C: No. Like I said, they’re a little bit base. Not the type of thing for a family show. 

T:  Okay. [Laughter] 

C: It’s just dumb things that children did and stuff like that. They used have some 

good-natured pranks. I remember A.J. may have shared with you because he 

shared with me that Butch Haywood, who lived down the road from him, took an 

M-80 . . . If you have spoken with anybody that worked on these menhaden 

boats—these big menhaden steamers—like Roscoe’s father-in-law Robert 

Roland, he’s got a very good memory about things that happened in Mathews. 

They used to use these—they’re a fourth of a stick of dynamite—and they would 

light them and throw them overboard to, like, try to turn these big schools of fish, 

so they could circle them with the purse net. So, they used to be that everybody’s 
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brother used to work on the menhaden boats here in Mathews years ago. And 

people had these things and they shouldn’t have had them because it’s a fourth 

of a stick of dynamite. I mean, you could blow your fingers and your hands off 

with them. But, supposedly, A.J. said that Butch Haywood, when he was a kid, lit 

one and put it on top A.J.’s air conditioning on his house and said him and 

Thelma thought somebody was gonna blow the whole end out the house. And 

A.J. being A.J., he shot Butch in the butt with a shotgun. Did he tell you about 

that story? Okay, well, you may want to erase that. That’s up to you [Laughter] 

because Butch was cussing him so A.J. shot him again. Bird shot, you know, all 

in good fun. 

T: Don’t feel the need to censor yourself. Yeah. [Laughter] 

C: Okay. But my daddy told me, like, when they were kids, all these old people had 

these weather-boarded houses and they weren’t tight with insulation and all like 

the houses now. I mean, I woke up one time at my grandmother’s house with 

snow on my bed. It was my daddy’s bed. I was sleeping in his room when I was a 

little kid, because the wind would blow through them. I can’t remember whether it 

was a reed of grass or what it was that they used to take, but they would find a 

weatherboard that had the biggest gap in it on the windward side of the house 

and put like a reed across that crack. And when the wind would blow it had an 

eerie sound, like almost like rope creaking on a ship. It was like the house was 

gonna come down. And they used to throw a line over a branch and pull 

somebody’s wheelbarrow up a tree or something. That’s what they used to do at 
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Halloween. It was all pretty friendly stuff. Not some of the stuff you hear 

nowadays where people injure people and stuff like that. 

T: No. Well, tell me about holidays. 

C: Holidays. Well, when I was little, Thanksgiving—it was hectic. We always had to 

go to family on both sides, both my grandparents. My Granddaddy Hodges, it 

was fourteen children in the family. Three of them didn’t make it to adulthood. 

But, nonetheless, we always had a great big get-together at one of my aunt’s 

houses. They were real big cooks, really good cooks. All this homemade bread 

and all this stuff. And clam pie, which is like a pot pie but it’s all homemade with 

clams, like thickened clam chowder made in this crust and all this stuff. I guess 

seventy-five people there and all these homemade pies and we’d have to turn to 

go to my other grandmother’s house and eat supper. And, of course, she’d been 

cooking all day long, you know. So ya had a whole table full of all this good stuff 

and everything. Christmas, we didn’t go to my grandparents Hodges. My 

granddaddy’s family, we’d go to his house. We always go to one of his sisters’ for 

New Year’s. And that was another eat-‘til-you-pop thing. One thing that was 

always a lot fun, the Hodges get-togethers, there was so many cousins that we’d 

have these big football games and there’d be twenty-five of us out there playing 

football. And then we’d have family reunion once a year and it’d be twenty five or 

thirty of us out there playing baseball. I guess that was the biggest of the 

holidays. And Easter, you know, we’d always go to one grandma’s for lunch and 

one for supper. [Laughter] I don’t know. I guess that was the main gist of the 

holidays pretty much. 
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T: You mentioned food. That’s not a dish I’m familiar with. Is there food that was 

made in earlier generations that maybe isn’t around so much anymore? 

C: Well, clam pie is one of them. Like I say, my aunt, she just died recently. She 

would make a homemade crust and put it like in a casserole and make like clam 

chowder. We would be able to have the minced-up clams, and the broth, and 

some bacon or something fried up and crumpled up and thrown in there, some 

minced carrots and onion. And then she would use . . . I can’t remember if she 

would use flour or corn starch to thicken it. That would be the basic, like, a 

chowder, but she would make it extra thick and pour it on top of this crust. And 

then she’d make another homemade crust to lay on top of it. Of course, the 

chowder was already cooked so that was basically done and she just basically 

browned the crust in the oven. And that was . . . You don’t see that anymore. I 

don’t know. All the old ladies around here used to make these great big yeast 

rolls that were real sweet and good. Something you don’t see any more either: 

my Grandmother Callis fried cornbread every day for my Granddaddy Callis. He 

didn’t care for regular bread or yeast rolls, no matter how good they were. And 

when I talk about cornbread, I’m not talking about that, it looks like cake. It was 

nothing at all but yellow cornmeal with a pinch of salt and mixed with water to the 

consistency of, like, pancake batter and poured on a skillet. And then when it 

start to bubble, you know that it was about done on the one side and you flip it 

over. Both my grandmothers made that. We always ate it with fish. One of the 

sayings was that if you got a fishbone stuck in your throat, that you could eat the 

cornbread and that would help take it down and take it through your system, the 
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corncakes. At the end of the meal, we’d wound up putting butter on that and 

putting a little homemade preserve like fig or damson preserves or something like 

that and have that for dessert. Can’t really think of any other dishes too much 

that you don’t see anymore. I’ve heard of some, but I don’t really remember any 

of them. 

T: I did want to ask you just in case it jogs your memory if there are stories that you 

heard your grandparents or parents tell that aren’t around anymore. 

C: Well, I’ll tell ya one story that’s kind of a big, pivotal deal was in 1920. There were 

black people that lived on Gwynn’s Island and I believe it was 1920 that . . . I 

don’t understand all that I know about what caused the problem, but the white 

people ran the black people off Gwynn’s Island. My grandmother told me about it 

when she was like six years old. She just remembers that it happened, that she 

remembered seeing black folks at the store, and there was children running 

around, you know. Obviously, this is long after slavery. They lived there and 

worked there, just like folks live and work places now. But, something happened. 

I don’t really know. But everybody got all upset about it. They basically told them 

they’d better leave. And so they left. And one thing that I was looking on the 

internet recently, and I actually typed in my name and I didn’t realize that there 

were black folks with the last name Callis. But, down in, I believe it’s Suffolk, 

there’s lots of black folks named Callis. That’s the first I had known of it. And I 

knew one piece of land that had belonged to a black family. They used to come 

every year, just basically look at their place and they’d speak to the neighbors. I 

don’t know. They lived away, and then they would leave. My friend wound up 
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buying the land. That was kind of an interesting and different type of story. I don’t 

remember how many folks it was that left; I just know that it happened. Course, 

you know, you hear stories like about the August storm. My Grandmother Callis 

had a brother named Morgan Diggs, who was out, like, trotlining crabs in that 

storm. Back then, they didn’t have the forecasting that they have now. And it 

actually come on, and he was out there in Gordon Creek or somewhere and he, I 

don’t know, drifted over to a tree and tied the skiff to a tree and crawled up 

underneath the bow of the deck. And that’s where he spent the [19]33 storm, 

which was the worst storm anybody had heard of around here in a long time. 

T: I did want to ask you, speaking of storms, that there was one right after World 

War II. You weren’t born yet. 

C: Oh, no. 

T: But it was like 1947, or something, that destroyed a lot of boats? 

C: I don’t know. I know there was Hurricane Hazel was real bad, but I thought 

Daddy told me that was like 1954. I believe it were. I think they did have a storm 

in the [19]40s, but I don’t remember the name of it. I know that there’s been 

different storms different times that boats have broken from their moorings. I 

work with the guy from Tangier; his dad had a great big one of these sixty-five 

foot boats that went way up in the land. And he actually hired a guy that actually 

build the railway and slid it overboard for like a mile. [Laughter] 

T: Wow. 
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C: There was a lot of stories like that. If they landed up in the marshes where 

everything was soft and they fell up against some trees, there wasn’t any sea 

action, they wouldn’t get hurt. But, then when the water left, [Laughter] Lord 

knows how far you had to take them to get them back to the water. 

T: Did you ever hear anything about attempts to unionize, particularly menhaden 

workers in the [19]60s or [19]70s? 

C: Nope. I never heard tell of that. 

T: Okay. Okay.  

C: Never did. 

T: Interesting, okay. So, when you were a kid, what was the difference between 

Gwynn’s Island and the rest of Mathews? 

C: It seemed like every little community in Mathews, it’s like a competition-type 

thing, you know. You got folks up Cobbs Creek, they think their area’s best. And 

Gwynn’s Island people think their area is best. People down Onemo were more 

humble people. The land’s low down there. Everybody had bib overalls and 

chickens in the backyard. They seemed more of the opinion that the other folks 

thought too much of themselves. And people down in New Point, they had their 

thoughts on different things. There was arguments just in the way people set 

pound nets. When I started up my pound nets, Gwynn’s Island men always tried 

to funnel the pound net off with four lines to pull the funnel out tight. Two went 

over the top and two went through these grommets down in the sides to pull the 

funnel out. And down New Point, they always put a piece of oak across the top, 
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across the bottom of the mouth, and they used two lines. Gwynn’s Island, I’d set 

a net like that: you just don’t fish like that, boy. You talk about the New Pointers 

who used to load sixty-five foot boats every day with theirs. There’s little 

differences like that. They had different words that they used. My Granddaddy 

Callis down Onemo, there was a saying that the old man had, called it was, died 

sees it. And it goes back to old English, which was God sees it. Like Abraham 

said that God is the God that sees. And over the time, I guess, somebody’s 

tongue got stuck across their teeth and it became, died sees it. And if you ever 

hear an old man say that, you know what part of Mathews he’s from. I’ve actually 

decided I’m gonna have to start saying it because all those guys that died. And 

it’s gonna be over with if somebody doesn’t revive it. But, you hear different 

sayings from different areas of the county. I can’t think of particularly others. 

T: If you do think of sayings that are no longer around—I’ve heard some rhymes 

and things like that, particularly about weather, things like that. I’m definitely all 

ears. 

C: You know, the one thing I remember my daddy told me, like when a 

thunderstorm’s coming and you’re in the boat and you’re concerned about 

whether it’s gonna blow. A storm is either pulled by the wind or pushed by the 

wind, so the saying was, rain before the wind, pull your topsails in. And that was 

back in the day when the old big sailing schooners had topsails up the top of the 

mast. And if you had a lot of wind, they’d break the top of the mast off. So, if you 

had bad weather, you had to go get them in immediately. So, the saying was, 

rain before the wind, pull your topsails in. So, if you see the rain coming and it 
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ain’t blowing now, you better go get the sails down because it’s gonna blow after 

the storm’s over with. And, then, the other saying was, wind before the rain, let 

your topsails remain. And, basically, what that said was, whatever wind you had 

gotten, if you have been able to make it, you’re gonna be okay because the 

wind’s gonna drop out behind the rain. I don’t know if you’ve heard that before, 

but that’s one particular. Another saying was, wind is from the West, the fishing is 

best. Wind is from the East, the fishing is least, here on this side the bay. And it’s 

true: if you go hook-and-line fishing, or even net fishing, and it’s an east wind, 

you will catch something possibly, probably, but nothing like you would if the wind 

was from the other direction. The same thing with crabs, too: they move offshore 

so they don’t get beat up around these shallows and all. They seemed to go into 

like a dormant holding pattern. Particularly if it blows in the amount. Pound nets, 

if the wind changes to the east, it drives the fish offshore. And if they happen to 

be laying next to your hedging, they’ll go off in your pound hedge. So, right after 

an easterly event, a lot of times you have a good number of fish, but not the next 

day. You just have it be a one-shot deal; they run off and go in your net. 

T: Wow. That’s incredible. Along those kind of lines, what kind of music did your 

parents and grandparents listen to? Did they listen to anything unique to this 

area? 

C: No. I think my grandparents Hodges, we used to have get-togethers. A bunch of 

people would come over, they’d get singing the songs like from the [19]40s that 

were just basically popular dance songs. They had, like, a Magnus organ. 

Somebody would play that and they’d sing those songs. Grandmama, 
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Granddaddy Callis, it seemed like everything that they were interested in was all 

Christian music, hymns and stuff. Granddaddy Callis could double whistle. 

Something he could do with his lip, but he could make two whistling sounds at 

the same time. He liked the old Hank Williams-type country music. He even had 

a radio in his truck so you could sing going down the road. My parents, they were 

just like everybody else their age. They grew up in the [19]50s and they like 

whatever all was popular in the [19]50s and [19]60s, you know. Nothing in 

particular. 

T: That’s okay. 

[Interruption in interview.]  

T: So, did your family ever talk about old Callis history or what it means to be a 

Callis? 

C: Not so much. I mean, I remember one very nice story that my daddy told me just 

a few years ago. It happened a couple years ago. My Grandmother Callis is in 

the nursing home here at Mathews. She was out on the porch, Daddy was out 

there talking to her, and there was this very old, probably hundred year-old black 

man that looked at my Daddy and called him after his granddaddy’s name. His 

granddaddy died in the late [19]50s, so he had been dead for fifty years. And he 

called him—my great-granddaddy’s name was Dorsey. And he told Daddy that it 

was like seeing the face of an angel. And Daddy said, that’s really wild; that was 

my granddaddy. I never thought I looked like him. And why do you say the face 

of an angel? And I didn’t know that back then, down in the Diggs area of 
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Mathews that black folks lived down there. I don’t know why they chose to move 

away, but I didn’t know that they lived down that way. And Granddaddy said 

when he was a boy that there was plenty of black families down there and they 

all played together as children and everything. Now there’s no black folks that 

live down there. And this man told my daddy that my Granddaddy Dorsey used to 

bring a wagonload of fish ashore a day and give them away to all the poor 

people. And he said if it wasn’t for him, there’s a lot of people—they don’t know 

what they would have done. He had pound nets. So, I mean, he sold a bunch, 

but he also gave loads away. And that was a relatively recent story, I guess. But, 

I guess, I don’t like to use the word pride—God says he don’t like pride—but I 

guess I would have to say I’m almost proud of that, that people in the family 

thought about other people. 

T: Yeah. It’s important that you remember that, too. What about your mom’s side? 

C: Well, the Hodges had all kinds of stories. My great-granddaddy Hodges was 

named Jessie Thomas and he actually went to sea on a schooner, which is about 

a hundred-foot sailing ship that had two masts. And this one was actually built 

here in Mathews and launched in Cobbs Creek, actually in the creek that’s called 

Cobbs Creek, not just that part of the county, back in, I guess, the 1870s. But, 

anyway, he went on there when he was ten years old, went to sea as a deckhand 

on that sailing ship. And the man that owned the boat was named Captain 

Travers. His place is right down this way, down near Redart. And my great-

granddaddy went to sea with him and was captain on her when he was, I believe, 

twenty-one. And Captain Travers got into a deal. They were true merchant 
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vessels where they didn’t just charge freight and get paid freight; they actually 

bought the cargo and then resold it. And that ship used to go down to the 

Caribbean. They actually had pineapple plantations down in the Caribbean. She 

was real fast. They put plenty of sail up so she would fly, comparatively speaking. 

They would try to get two loads to Baltimore a year to resell, which you can 

imagine in 1925 getting a pineapple. That would’ve been really big deal. We take 

it for granted nowadays. We have air travel. They pick a pineapple up in Hawaii 

yesterday, and you can eat it tomorrow, you know? But, that wasn’t the way it 

was back then. And Captain Travers made a fortune with these pineapples. And 

then the rest of the year they hauled lumber and stuff like that. He later on 

became a steamship captain when the sailing ship thing died out. One kinda wild 

story was, one time, he was captain on a steamship and his eldest son was the 

chief mate, his next son was the second mate, and his next son was the third 

mate. And they were in South America and it was very hot; they didn’t have air 

conditioning. And at lunchtime, the eldest son, the chief mate- was very 

particular. He had this beautifully manicured mustache that he probably groomed 

every day, and he always had his hair combed just so. He’d shave twice a day, 

so he wouldn’t have any five o’clock shadow and he always had his brass 

buttons shined. The third mate brother showed up in the ward room, which was 

where the officers ate, in a t-shirt. Course, back then they had what we call wife 

beater t-shirts. That’s what they wore. His shirttail was tucked in and all but he 

had this t-shirt on to go in there and eat lunch. And the oldest brother, 

Raymond—I can’t remember which brother it was that was the third mate, but, 
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anyway—took him aside after lunch. And he said, look, we’re brothers, but I’m 

the chief officer on this ship and you will never set foot in that ward room without 

a fresh shave, your tie, your coat, and your hat. Is that understood? And he said, 

yes, sir. So, suppertime rolls around and he shows up. He’s just had his shave, 

he’s got all groomed up, and their daddy walks in with a cigar in his mouth, his 

hair sticking straight up, his suspenders hanging down, and his wife beater t-shirt 

that’s not tucked in. [Laughter] And the youngest brother told the oldest brother, 

he said, you tell him what you told me. That’s just one of many stories, anyway. 

[Laughter]  

T: Are there any others you’d like to share? 

C: One that was kinda interesting, Pop told me when he was piloting ships. He was 

a federal pilot, so he only piloted American ships that were coastwise running 

from one American port to another. And he used to get a lot of work running from 

Cape Henry to Baltimore and to Norfolk. And he was on this ship going up the 

bay and it was foggy. And whenever they get to different buoys where they make 

turns and things like that, they always write down the number of the buoy. Sit up 

in the wheelhouse and Pop asked the second mate and he said, Mr. Mate, may I 

please have a cup of coffee? And he said, I don’t get no pilot no coffee. Pop said, 

thank you, Mr. Mate. So, they get to this buoy—zero visibility—this man has got 

to write this buoy number down or the captain’s gonna chew him out because 

they’re making a turn and all in zero visibility. He says, Mr. Pilot, what was the 

number on that buoy? Pop said, I don’t tell no mate what buoy number we go by. 

He said, would you like cream and sugar in your coffee? He said, no, I’ll take it 
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black and that buoy thirty-six. [Laughter] So, they understood each other after 

that. 

T: That’s awesome. Do you have any family stories or stories you’ve heard about 

the county, either relating to the Civil War, Revolutionary War, Indians, Bacon’s 

Rebellion? 

C: Well, I had loads of family that were in the Revolutionary War and the War 

Between the States. I’m in the Sons of Confederate Veterans so I won’t call it the 

Civil War. 

T: Oh, sorry. 

C: Simply because we did not attack. We didn’t try to usurp the government. We 

simply decided that we didn’t like to live under their crooked rule. But, all of my 

great-great-granddaddies fought in that war. And then however many greats 

back, pretty much all of them fought in the Revolutionary War. It’s wide open, all 

these people, all this history. I can’t think of anything particular. My great-

granddaddy, Elkanah Diggs, who was the last living Confederate veteran in 

Mathews, was with General Lee when he surrendered at Appomattox. A cousin 

of mine—I need to try to locate him—he read a letter at a family reunion in 2012 

that was written by my Great-granddaddy Elkanah. I actually have his desk in this 

other room here. And he wrote this letter recounting the end of the war. And he 

walked from Appomattox Courthouse, which is about a three-hour drive. I think it 

was in two days or three days; it was amazing that he could walk that far. And he 

was talking about different places where he actually had to ford rivers and stuff 



TMP-040; Callis; Page 25 
 

like that. Just, it wasn’t like you think. Now, you just got a bridge and zip across 

the James River or whatever. And he actually spent the first night he got back—

Sibley’s Store was there, where it’s at now—and he actually slept on the porch. 

His mother, I don’t know whether she got word that some of the boys they’d 

gotten back, but she actually came the next day with a horse and buggy or 

something, and took him home. So, that’s a pretty outstanding story. This is a 

different time, but my Granddaddy Hodges had two brothers that were lost in 

World War II. They were both on merchant ships which were torpedoed off of 

Cuba. During World War II, they were hauling a lot of bauxite out of the 

Caribbean islands to make aluminum for airplanes. Now, this is a wild story. You 

can actually locate it in some of the newspaper articles. My granddaddy had a 

brother named George Dewey Hodges. He was named after Admiral Dewey, the 

situation with Spanish-American War in 1898. He was captain of a Ford Motor 

Company Ship. Ford had a bunch of ships. First off, there was a man on 

Gwynn’s Island named Melon Respos, whose Ford ship had been sank by a U-

Boat and he was taken into Havana, Cuba when he was rescued. And he wired 

Ford Motor Company—that’s how they did everything, with what do you call it? 

Wire service? Can’t remember what they called it. Anyway, he wired Ford Motor 

Company’s main office what’d happened and they wired back that Dewey 

Hodges’ ship will be in tomorrow or something and you come home with him. As 

soon they got out the deep water off of Cuba, a U-Boat sunk their ship and went 

down with all but two or three hands. And Uncle Dewey was seen on the wing of 

the bridge when she went underwater. Anyway, Uncle Dewey . . . One of the 
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men was picked up by a Cuban fishing boat—one of the survivors—and while he 

was on there they caught this huge shark. They cut it open and he got his 

captain’s masonic ring out of the shark’s belly. Uncle Dewey wasn’t killed by the 

shark, but was at least partially eaten by the shark, at least his arm or his hand or 

something. And he had his name inside of his ring and my mother’s first cousin- -

his daughter—has the ring now. So, that’s a pretty interesting story. That almost 

borders on a ghost story, but it’s actually true. If you go to the Gwynn’s Island 

Museum, they have a newspaper article of that there. 

T: Wow. That’s incredible. Wow. I did want to ask you about how race relations 

have changed over time. 

C: I graduated from high school in 1980. The black people that I went to school with, 

I just didn’t really notice. I mean, we knew that we weren’t exactly identically the 

same, but we all played together, and laughed, and joked, carried around. We 

were friends. Mathews County, you know, you have different groups of people 

that behave differently in different areas, I guess. The black people in Mathews 

were all hardworking people. Most of the men were fishermen and they worked 

very hard and they took a lot of pride in their homes and their families. They were 

real strict on the way their children behaved and how they wanted them to grow 

up and how they expected them to conduct themselves. Looking back at my 

graduating class . . . Now, one thing that has changed, the percentage of the 

population in Mathews that is black now has dropped considerably. When I 

graduated, it was around eighteen percent. I forgot what it is recently, somebody 

told me. But it’s way, way, way down. I guess that different folks, as they got out 
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of high school or whatever, moved away. But, looking at the guys that I 

graduated with—and the girls too—most of the guys, I mean, quite a few of them 

have got their own businesses and all and they’ve done wonderful. And I think as 

highly of them as I do anyone, I don’t see any difference there. But the main 

thing: their parents raised them right, and their parents were raised right. Most of 

them liked going to church and that sort of thing and they got a lot of strong moral 

background. And, I don’t know I guess that’s— I can point out people of both 

races and colors that are terrible people. That’s not a problem anywhere you go. 

The people that I went to school with, the black people were very good, 

respectable people. Everybody just got along. We got to fighting sometime. I 

don’t remember racial slurs coming out, stuff like that. I’m not saying you never 

heard it, but it just wasn’t where the focus was. It was like I’m mad at you 

because you did this, not because of the fact, the way you look or whatever.  

T: Okay. Well, you brought up school. You went to school a lot of places, but you 

went five years in your childhood in Mathews. Where did you go?  

C:  Well, actually, I went to Lee Jackson School which is an elementary school when 

I was in second grade, and I started out school in Seattle when I was six. And the 

problem, what happened in Seattle, their method of teaching was very different 

and I was reading at like an eighth-grade level when I came back to Mathews 

and I was very bored. So I actually didn’t do very well that year because of that. 

So for third and fourth grade, we went to Gloucester Day School which was a 

private school, which is now Ware Academy. My parents pointed out that they 

didn’t care for was, they noticed racial things coming out of my sister’s and my 
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mouth, ‘cause it was kind of like a little bit of an elite thing. There was no black 

children at that school and my parents didn’t like that. They said, well, you have 

to learn to live with everybody. So they actually brought us back to Mathews and 

I went to the intermediate school in fifth and sixth grade, and then I moved to 

Connecticut for a couple of years and Alexandria for a year and then I came back 

for the last three years of high school, Mathews High School.  

T:  What was Gloucester Day School like? 

C: It was nice. It was a private school, and it was an elderly lady that was the 

headmistress. I’m not so sure, she might not have founded the school. Her daddy 

was a Confederate veteran or something like that so she told all kinds of old 

history stories, but I was like eight so I don’t remember much about it.  

U: I’m enjoying hearing every word that’s coming out of your mouth. It’s wonderful.  

T: That’s great.  

C:  The one thing, like I said, that my mother pointed out: the schooling was great 

and the education, and they got more done in one hour less a day than we did at 

the public school. And periodically on a beautiful day, the teachers would say, 

hey let’s go play softball all afternoon. But we learned more than we would have 

at the public school but they didn’t have any government restraints so we were 

just taught all this history and science and math and everything. But like I said, 

there was a racial component that my parents didn’t like. There was just a little bit 

of, like we’re privileged people ‘cause, I don’t know, rich kids were there or 

something like that. My parents weren’t wealthy at the time. So that was the 
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reason why, we didn’t leave there because of the education. We just left there 

‘cause my parents thought my sister and I were becoming snobs. [Laughter] And 

they said, you know you gotta get along with everybody. So we went back to the 

public school, and anyway.  

T: You said that there weren’t restrictions, the government regulations on education. 

How was it different than it would have been in public school?  

C: I’ve always seen in public schools where it seemed like they tend to default to the 

lower denominator, meaning that everybody’s got to pass, whereas at Gloucester 

Day School, it was more of: we’re gonna bring everybody to their top level of 

achievement. Seattle, it wasn’t pounded like it was at the private school; it was 

just the method of teaching. I wish I could find information on it—I’m sure I could 

if I really looked for it—but we had workbooks in Seattle and the workbook had 

two hundred pages, you only had to complete say fifty pages to have completed 

what you should have for the year. But you could go as far as you wanted, and 

the teachers were versed and instructed how to deal with children of all these 

varying abilities. I’d check out library books on science and if I didn’t know what 

the word was a lot of times my daddy had to get the dictionary out ‘cause he 

didn’t know either, and he had passed the college equivalency test for O.C.S. 

and almost aced it. And he was a very intelligent person. Of course they caught 

me when I was six and I was hungry for knowledge, and they would give me all 

that I wanted. You want to learn more? Here, we’ll give you all you want. So, 

maybe it was me at the time more than the method of teaching or maybe it was 

the combination of the two, but my sister did very well out there, too. That was 
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probably the only year that I actually enjoyed school in my entire life. [Laughter] I 

never liked school very much.  

T: Talk a little about Mathews High School when you came back.  

C: Mathews High School, most of us guys were rednecks. We all liked muscle cars. 

If your daddy bought you a car, we wouldn’t even look at it, didn’t care. You could 

have a brand new Trans-Am, we would not even look at it. You had to work to 

buy your own car. You had the biggest piece of junk, oil blowing out the exhaust, 

and if you worked and you paid for it, we wouldn’t—we’d tease you a little bit—

but we would never tease you too much. I guess it was just the way our parents 

raised us, but most all of us boys had jobs in the summer. And after school, I 

always worked on the docks, or on the boats. All the pretty boys worked at the 

A&P with their neckties on. And we’d kid each other—course they were 

unionized so they’re making about six bucks an hour and I was making about 

three. That was kind of our deal. In Mathews—well, probably a lot of Virginia—

you’re either a Redskins fan or a Cowboys fan. There was no in between, and no 

other teams existed. It seemed like all of the boys that worked at the A&P with 

the neckties were all Dallas fans and all of us dirty rednecks with the greasy 

fingernails like me that worked on the boats, we were always Redskins fans. 

[Laughter] And it didn’t really matter; they either won or they lost, you know?  

T: Yeah. So can you talk a little bit about the friendships that you developed during 

high school working on the docks? 
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C: Yeah, I worked for an old man named Lester Smith. He ran the dock down—it 

was Cricket Hill Ice Company and now it’s Sea Farms. And we used to have an 

ice plant down there where we made three hundred pound blocks of ice and we 

bought fish and packed fish. And that man’s son, Homer Smith, had pound nets. 

And I fished with him in the summertime, helped him work on stakes and all in 

the wintertime to drive these pound stakes. And Lester was a merchant seaman 

in World War II. He had lost his leg on his twenty-first birthday. A torpedo came 

through the side of the ship, blew his leg off. So he had a prosthetic leg. We 

always called him cork leg, you know, being the soft and gentle people that we 

are. And one guy told him one time he could put the price of fish down one more 

time in a week that he was gonna stick his wooden leg in a bucket of termites. 

And down at the docks everybody just talked really rough, cussed each other and 

laughed at the same time; there was always a bottle of liquor hidden behind a 

fish box somewhere. Course as a result, I’ve been in Alcoholics Anonymous 

since 1990. [Laughter] Anyway I worked hard and I did everything pretty hard 

when I was that age.  

U: And I’ve never seen him drunk. 

C: Sixteen, seventeen. That’s ‘cause I quit drinking twenty-four years ago. One story 

that’s a little colorful, that I will not change: when I was a senior in high school, 

Lester called my house at seven o’clock in the morning, and I answered the 

phone, my mother was still in bed, Daddy was at work. And, I answered the 

phone and he said, David, this is Lester. I say, yeah, man. He says, I don’t 

wanna talk to you. Put Marlene on the phone—that’s my mother—I wanna talk to 
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Marlene. So I said, Mama, Lester wants to talk to you. She said, Lester wants to 

talk to me? I say, I don’t know what he wants. So I’m listening on the other phone 

and she says, hello? He said, Marlene, this is Lester. Now look, David’s dumb as 

shit and he’s gonna quit school anyhow; we all know this. And Homer’s got a 

boatload of fish and I ain’t got nobody to pack them. Can you send him down 

here for me please? [Laughter] So that’s what my mother got to hear about her 

son her first waking moments that morning. So she’s laughing and she hollers, 

are you passing? And I said, yes ma’am, and I was already putting my boots on. 

She said, go on. ‘Cause the only way they could keep me in school was to let me 

work some, ‘cause I hated school and I loved to work for some stupid reason.  

T:  No regrets though.  

C: This is a backwards regret: I wish I had quit school like I planned. Because I’ve 

never ever used it yet, my diploma. I’ve got a Master of Towing for oceans and 

I’ve got a sixteen hundred ton Master of Oceans, which is celestial navigation 

and all this mess. And what I didn’t teach myself, I went to the school over here 

in Gloucester to the Maritime School in Gloucester, and got books and all this 

stuff. Anyway, I guess it’s just a matter of shaking my fist at the teachers that I 

didn’t like. I had some very good teachers but I just never bought into the whole 

idea of you have to have what we have to get what you want. I didn’t like 

people—like you have to define me, type of thing. I didn’t like the idea that I had 

to go somewhere and be validated by someone else, you know, to make a living. 

I just, the whole system kind of aggravates me a little bit.  

T: How is that system different from how your father and grandfathers taught you? 
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C: Well now my daddy, he was actually a little more into academia than me. He only 

graduated from Mathews. He never went to college, but he was kind of a 

bookworm. Like I say, to get into O.C.S. nowadays you have to be a college 

graduate. When he went through it, you had to pass a college equivalency test 

saying that you knew this volume of knowledge that you would have learned had 

you been to college. And he practically got a hundred on the thing. Mathews was 

a unique area in that the school was in a very low percentile in the country, but 

there were a lot of very accomplished people from here. One of Daddy’s 

classmates actually made nuclear weapons in Los Alamos. His name was 

Vincent Pritchett; he died a couple years ago. But actually, he was a scientist that 

made nuclear weapons so he wasn’t too dumb, you know? Daddy had another 

guy that worked for mission control and, you know, he didn’t sweep the floor. But, 

Granddaddy Hodges quit school in the eighth grade; he was a ship pilot. Daddy 

was kind of proud of himself when he was probably a senior that he was studying 

trigonometry in high school. And my granddaddy was teasing him: what in the 

world you gonna use that for? And so Daddy showed him. When Pop realized he 

could use it for navigation, Pop went and bought the book and taught himself 

how to do trigonometry. So, one thing, too, that I noticed last year the Mathews 

Maritime Foundation had a day honoring people from the Merchant Marine which 

was more focused on ships than tugs. And I looked at the faces of all these men 

in their uniforms, like, at their desk. A lot of the ship captains. A bunch of Callises 

were ship captains. And it bums me out now to look at these serious, intelligent 

men who came from the same beginnings as everybody else; they were all 
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fisherman. They all quit school and went fishing. That’s how they took care of 

their families. But these guys went to sea and decided they wanted to be 

something more. Some of them went to Maritime Academy, some of them taught 

themselves, but these were serious men of science and all that could look at the 

stars and tell where they were on the planet with a sextant. And how to manage 

crews of seventy-five or eighty men on some ships. Seeing everybody got paid, 

people got docked pay if they got drunk, they didn’t work when they got back to 

the ship and all this managing all this. And they were serious intelligent men. And 

there’s loads of them. Mathews I believe had the highest number of ship captains 

of anywhere in America during World War II. And I just wonder where all these 

people went. ‘Cause I see all these people running around with their shirttail 

hanging out now and you just don’t—these people were the product of those 

other people. And I’ve always had it in my head, maybe it’s my own foolish 

misconception that mankind has gotten better and smarter over the millenniums. 

And I’m looking around here and I don’t see that to be the case. But then I also 

understand, like the Dark Ages, that the world actually dumbed down a lot, and 

we still don’t know how to build a pyramid now that we built three thousand years 

ago.  

T: Interesting. Where do you situate yourself in that?  

C: Well, I started out, I’ve pretty much always been the guy running around with the 

shirttail hanging out. I prided myself: commercial fishing, that’s real hard work, 

nobody gives you nothing, and pretty much—like, I was always a clammer, so 

there were people that were better at it than others but the thing with clamming if 
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the tongs aren’t going up and down, you’re not making any money. It’s not like 

you set the crab pots in the right place and they caught the crabs. You gotta 

catch every single clam, two or three at a time. So a man that was not only good 

at what he did but that worked really hard could have a better day than someone 

else. So I kind of prided myself in that. I ran the pilot boat for twenty-four years, 

putting ship pilots on the ships running around Hampton Roads Harbor and down 

at Cape Henry also. And I kind of did that for my benefits and the pay but always 

supplemented my income—‘cause it didn’t pay quite as much as I wanted—

through clamming and pound netting and all that sort of thing. And the 

commercial fishing started going to pot, and I decided that—the pilots required us 

to get our captain’s license to run a pilot boat in 2000. So when I went to go get 

mine, I went over to the school in Gloucester and talked to them about it, and I 

was qualified to get a hundred ton Masters license but I asked if I could qualify if I 

could get a bigger tonnage mates license and they said, yes. So knowing the 

size of the tugboats, I was able to get a big enough mates license to run mate on 

these tugboats. So I did that, which much harder, bunch of study that I had to go 

through and a lot more expensive, but I thought it was worth it. And shortly 

thereafter—the Ward family over in Deltaville owns these little push boats that 

moved these grain barges around the bay. And they gave me a job working part-

time for them on my time off from the pilot boat. And so finally, it’s like I woke up 

one day and I said, I’m gonna go work on a tugboat .And I really wish that I had 

been given information, say, when I was in the seventh or eighth grade, about 

some of these maritime academies. All I was told about was Kings Point. Well, 
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you had to get an appointment from a congressman to get in there. And it was 

always focused strictly on ships; no one ever told me that you could go to one of 

these schools and after you come out, it would translate perfectly to becoming a 

tugboat captain. I didn’t realize it. So I kind of come up through the horse pipe 

and studied and got my sea time. But I work with a guy whose company I work 

with now—I was on the boat with this guy; he was captain, I was mate on the 

boat with him down in the Gulf. And he actually graduated from Massachusetts 

Maritime, and he got a degree in engineering, modern business, he got a third 

mates license for a ship which is about a hundred twenty thousand a year job if 

you need that job. Or he could have been a third assistant engineer, same thing. 

And he also had the possibility of picking which branch of the service he wanted 

to be a commissioned officer in. So I was like, wow, there’s all these—and the 

school is subsidized by the government because the government knows they 

need all these licensed mariners, so the cost is not bad. That’s my public service 

message. I try to get it out to all the young guys that I know thinking maybe. I’m 

not trying to shove my ideas on everybody; it’s the kind of a life that not 

everybody wants. But thinking that somebody might learn what I didn’t because I 

didn’t ask.  

T: Well, this is going back to Florida, which has some water.  

C:  That’s where I hurt my leg. I was off the Dry Tortugas turning from the Gulf into 

the Atlantic. The boat just caught a weird roll, I went that way my foot stayed that 

way and I twisted my knee and tore the cartilage in it.  

T: When was that?  
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C:  That was May 9.  

T: Oh, this year.  

C: Yep. So I had surgery and was going along like gangbusters running around here 

doing all kinds of stuff and getting it built up and then all of a sudden an infection 

got in it. That’s why it’s swollen. I went from running around doing everything—

that was three weeks ago—now I’m just barely starting build back up to walking 

again.  

T: Oh, my gosh. Seems like a lot of guys get injured.  

C: Well, that’s the unfortunate thing, the boat is always moving all the time. Vertical 

surfaces, horizontal surfaces moving and it’s all hard steel. Nothing gives.  

T: Well, tell me about your friendships with men like A.J. Hurst.  

C: I worked with him when I was eighteen years old. I blew the engine up in my 

clam boat, and so Roscoe knew that A.J. needed somebody to go crabbing with 

him. And I had heard that A.J. was an ornery fellow to work for, but I needed a 

job. And I told Roscoe, well, I don’t know nothing. I ain’t never been crab potting 

except by myself in a skiff. The way he goes at it—never done it in my life—and if 

he cusses me I’m quitting. But I need a job, yeah, I’ll go with him. So I went down 

on the first day, and it was blowing a gale, and A.J. had had the flu, and he was 

just kind of coming back. And he said, well, I guess we won’t go today; it’s too 

rough. I said, look. I ain’t never done this in my life, and it’s just as good a day for 

you to fire me as any; let’s go. He said, that’s what I like to hear, boy, that’s a 

man who wants to go to work. Let’s go. And we went out there and we had the 
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greatest time. We got mixed up ‘cause it was so rough and we wound up fishing 

the same line of crab pots again, and it had just as many crabs. The pot was full 

of crabs again. And then he got mad cause he had all of his pots rigged up the 

same way but he bought some used pots from somebody, and we came to this 

one pot that he knew had been in that line, that we had fished the same line 

twice, and he got mad. I said, what you getting mad for? I’ll fish this line till dark. I 

mean ‘cause it’s half full of crab, you know, beautiful. They were right where the 

crabs were and they were going in there just like that. Anyway, so I worked with 

him for, I guess, about three or four months. And I never worked for a man that 

gave me a hundred dollar tip in one week. That was in 1981, so a hundred 

dollars was a lot of money for a tip for one week. And he told me that I worked 

really hard that week and he wanted me to have it. He was a tough guy that 

nobody ever give him nothing, but he appreciated other people. And I think if he 

knew somebody was in need that he’d stop by there and give them money if he 

thought that they were in need, too. He was never was hard on nobody but 

hisself. But he treated me like gold, and his white boat.  People like that are 

interesting. He was a captain on a menhaden boat at one time and knows 

everybody up and down the coast. I’ve met old guys on the farm, you know A.J. 

Hurst? Yeah, everybody knows him. We used to go out there to the steamer 

sometimes and get crab bait. If nobody had any crab bait, we’d go out there and 

get us some bait, and he’d give the crew some money. Yeah, you all get you 

some beer! You know, give them thirty dollars or something. And he didn’t want 

something for nothing neither: everybody would think this great big steamer 



TMP-040; Callis; Page 39 
 

loaded with bait; what do they care about three bushels? But he would pay them 

as much as it would cost if we went and bought it somewhere. He wouldn’t take it 

for free. He tried to give it to the captain, I don’t want that money. He’d say, hey, 

give this to the crew; let them go get some beer or something when they get 

ashore, something like that. Honorable men: there’s not so many of them in the 

world anymore.  

T: Right. What did the hundred dollar tip mean coming from him? 

C: Well, it meant a lot because, and I told him his wife had fixed up all my—I kept 

track of how much we spent on bait, how much we spent on fuel. I worked on a 

share, and she wrote it on another piece of paper and every week I had a little 

envelope and what the boat, what we sold for, what we spent on, expenses, 

broke it down. And then what was left over was my share. And she always tipped 

me five or ten dollars, whatever it took to make it come to even money. So, I 

mean I didn’t get $88.32 on the end of my four hundred dollars or whatever it 

was. She’d round it up to five hundred dollars or whatever. And so I got a little tip 

every week. So that week it was really hot and the crabs, they got kind of 

unpredictable so you had to keep moving the pots around to try to figure out 

where they were at. And it was just hot and muggy, sea nettles all over the place 

burn you up. And he gave me my envelope, and I get ready to get in my truck 

and he said, hold on a minute. And he reached in his wallet and he took out a 

hundred dollar bill and he said, here, take that. Go have some fun this weekend. I 

said, I can’t take that. He said, why not? I said, look. I know right to the cent what 

you owe me every day, right to the penny. I know exactly what you owe me, and 
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Miss Thelma gives me a dollar or two more than that every week, to round it up 

to even money. And I appreciate that she does that. And I’ve got my own boat 

and I know what it cost to keep up a boat and how much these crab pots cost 

and you lose them and all. And you can’t afford to be giving money away. And he 

said, well, you take this money or I’ll knock the hell out of you, what do you think? 

[Laughter] I’d rather have a hundred dollars any way. He’s getting old now but his 

arms were that big around back then. He could throw me from here to that wall 

over there. I’ll tell you another story. There was a guy, Roscoe probably told you 

about him, he lives right down the street from Roscoe, name is Shady 

Armstead, and his daddy was Alton Armstead. Alton was kind of one of the 

famous crab potters around. He caught all these boatloads of crabs back when 

there was loads of crabs. And everybody else would use a pot puller and Alton 

bought one; he didn’t buy one to make it easier on his son. He bought one so he 

could fish more pots. And Shady’s huge. Really powerful guy. Sure, he’s like 

everybody else getting older he’s like seventy-four. I think he’s my daddy’s age, 

but he made his daddy take the pot puller off the boats; they were slowing him 

down. And I pulled one of those crab pots out in that deep water with the tide 

flying, and I couldn’t pull but one of them out. I had to sit down, when I was 

twenty-five. And he’d pull them out so fast he’d break the line sometimes, just 

snatch them. And this one day, A.J. and I had been out to the menhaden boat to 

get bait and we got Alton some bait, too. And so Alton and Shady come by, they 

and I dip the bait out of the freezer into the fish boxes. A wooden fish box holds a 

hundred and seventy-five pounds of fish. So they got a slide on the top of them, 



TMP-040; Callis; Page 41 
 

we used to pick them up, we’d stack them up in the truck or whatever. Shady 

come down there, and I fill that box good and full—it was over a hundred and 

seventy-five pounds in each box—he put one box on top of the other and he 

didn’t grab the slats with his fingers he just shoved his hands under the slats, and 

picked both boxes up, three hundred and fifty pounds. And the further your arms 

are away from your body, the more leverage that pulls you over; he stood with 

his arms out this far from his body, and talked to me for fifteen minutes. And his 

arms, I kept looking at his arms to see if they were shaking. They never shook. 

And finally, Alton’s at the truck, he said Shady! Come on, boy, you’re gonna 

starve me to death! And he said, Daddy, you’re always in a big hurry! Can’t you 

see I’m trying to talk to David? And he’s standing with three hundred and fifty 

pounds in his hand, just like that, never quivered. I’m thinking to myself, my gosh, 

what a powerful man. [Laughter]  

T: Wow, that’s amazing. I don’t want to let you go without getting your story about 

pound nets.  

C: Well, I worked with Homer Smith in the pound nets when I was in high school. It 

was one of them things I liked and I didn’t like it. I was the kid in the boat, I was 

sixteen, and it was a bunch of old fellas and all; they were always teasing me. 

‘Course you always tease the young guy, I don’t know why. It goes on in every 

line of work. But they were particularly hard on me, and I didn’t find out till I got 

mad and quit one day, and Homer took me aside and said, you just don’t get it, 

do you? I said, what? He said, them old men get you mad, so you’ll get mad and 

you’ll pull twice as hard. Makes them easier on them. Cause you’re pulling the 
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whole net up like a bull, mad. He said, and they’re over there laughing they’re 

taking up the slack. Don’t you understand that’s why they keep you all mad? I felt 

like a dummy after that, but that was part of the deal, and that goes way back. 

‘Cause fishing pound nets is very physical; you grab this net and you bend your 

feet and you bend your knees and you lean into it and you actually pull with every 

muscle. I mean even, you’re pushing with your toes too. Every muscle in your 

body is employed: your neck, forehead muscle you wouldn’t believe it, you see 

the expression on some peoples face when they’re really working hard at it. It’s 

excellent exercise ‘cause it works your whole body, and as long as you don’t 

snatch on anything it’s actually no real impact to you. You just spread all of the 

weight out along your body. But anyway, I did that with him in the summertime, 

and I used to always help him take up net in the fall like Saturdays when I wasn’t 

in school. And in the wintertime we’d get pound stakes and cut them and shape 

them and drive them for the coming spring. In 1998, Wilson Roe was a famous 

old pound netter on Gwynn’s Island. He was dying, he had cancer, and I got the 

opportunity to buy his rig. And I got his old boat, built in 1936 and his old skiff 

built in like 1950, and set the net where he had set it there in Cherry Point down 

in Gwynn’s Island. And one thing that was kind of peculiar: I had never set my 

own net before. I had always just worked for somebody else. And a guy named 

Ralph Mitchem helped me that he remembered all the little peculiarities: how to 

draft the net, how it had to sit, ‘cause it’s a trap that you’re setting for these fish. 

He taught me and I still remember and everything. When I went to set the net, it 

was Friday the thirteenth in March, and all the old men on Gwynn’s Island like 
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they had a stroke. They were trying to think of any reason to stop me from setting 

this net on Friday the thirteenth, because they’re all superstitious. One thing, 

Mathew’s County man will never paint blue on a boat, on a work boat. It’s bad 

luck. Lord knows what’s gonna happen if you put blue paint on a boat. I don’t 

believe in superstition but I never would paint blue on my boat, I say, cause I’m 

from Mathews it’s untraditional. So I wouldn’t do it. But I told them guys, I said, 

I’m a Christian. I don’t believe in luck, I believe in God, and if he wants me to 

catch fish, I’ll catch fish and if he don’t want me to catch fish, I ain’t gonna catch 

no fish. Don’t matter what day I set it on. And I went and set it on Friday the 

thirteenth. Never caught as many fish as I did that year. Couldn’t keep the fish 

out of there, I mean all summer, just boatload after boatload of these mostly 

great big red croakers. And bailed most of them with a hand net in the skiff. Later 

on, I wound up buying a pet, which is this boat here. She was bigger; Mason 

Pugh’s old boat. Every man in Mathews practically had her at one time, I had 

her. I had it where I could bail the fish in the boat, and I became partners with 

John Raymond Basset, who’s younger than me, who’s big and strong. We 

actually got into it pretty big, set four nets, and we went from loading this boat 

every day to just, all of a sudden, couldn’t catch nothing. That year, the next year. 

So that’s when I actually went and developing more of my skills towards the 

tugboat. And I look back at it now, there still ain’t no fish in the bay, I don’t know 

why. There ain’t nothing in the bay but rockfish. The state has gotten behind the 

rockfish. They don’t have game fish status, but everybody likes to go catch a 

rockfish. They jump. Everybody likes to brag, I caught this thirty pound rockfish, 
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and have their picture in the paper. So it’s become a big sport item. The problem 

is they’re a much worse predator than a shark. They eat everything, crabs, little 

fish. You cut them open the bellies got forty, fifty little baby crabs in there and all 

kinds of fish. And they eat until they throw up and keep right on eating. They’re 

the real eating machine, not the great white shark. So they protected them. I 

don’t know if that’s why there’s none. They protected the red drum, too, which 

eats a lot of clams and small fish and stuff. So I don’t know. They’re trying to turn 

Virginia into Florida in that respect. Y’all tend to: that’s the big thing, is tourism 

and so forth. They outlawed gill nets in Florida years ago, which they still allow in 

the bay. But nonetheless, I just figured that the good Lord was kind enough to let 

me learn, ‘cause I’m really hardheaded, like most watermen—most alcoholics—

and He let me beat my head on the wall until I got tired of banging my head on 

the wall. But I didn’t lose my house and my wife. Some of these guys just won’t 

give up, and they wind up losing everything they got ‘cause your wife’s not gonna 

stand around and starve enough neither. I just got kind of a gentle letdown, and 

then I transitioned into something else. And my income has doubled what it had 

been, immediately as soon as I went into this line of work, and the benefits are 

really good. Course I got injured on the boat, they been first class to me in every 

respect, whatever it cost to get my fixed back up and all.  

U: And he was smart then, and he is smart now. 

T: [Laughter] I like that. There are a lot of captains that I have interviewed, but what 

does it mean to be a captain? Especially considering that your family is full of 

them.  
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C: Well, it’s tremendous responsibility. It’s one thing when you’re out there 

clamming by yourself; you’re the captain and the crew. There’s this story about 

this old guy, I actually wound up buying his boat. He was a character, a big old 

fat guy. And one day my friend, he had his boat on the railway up on blocks, 

thirty-six foot boat which like I said I wound up buying it later on. A friend of mine 

heard this old guy cussing, cussing himself, cussing, get your fat butt over there 

and get painting on that boat; ain’t nobody gonna paint it for you. So he looks and 

there’s nobody there but Harvey. He said, sir, who’re you talking to? He said, I’m 

talking to the crew. Bunch of lazy S.O.B.’s, they won’t do nothing. He said, 

there’s nobody here. He said, that’s the problem with clamming, son, I’m 

everybody. [Laughter] But if you have a captain on a fishing boat, you got a crew. 

There’s always a thing, it’s very hard work. There’s always somebody wants to 

get drunk and not show up, and that lets everything down. When you’re a captain 

on a tugboat we don’t tend to have as much trouble with the drinking anymore, 

because when you’re with the company for two weeks, or three weeks, it’s just 

not permissible that you do any drinking at all the whole time. It’s zero tolerance 

now. I can’t walk on the boat at the dock if the Coast Guard considers that I’m 

.03, which is considered the least amount to consider that it’s a good test, they 

will take my license, captain’s license, ordinary seaman’s card, whatever. And 

you gotta go through this long list of things that will last probably a year and a 

half to get any of it back. So that particular issue’s not there anymore in that 

business. You’re thinking about the safety of your crew, you’re thinking about . . . 

you’re trying to make money for the man that owns the equipment. You’ve got a 
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fishing boat, course you catch fish, that’s how you make that company money. 

The tugboats, it’s moving: we haul mostly coal, we haul coal and phosphate rock, 

and fertilizer and stuff like that, soybeans. And the more loads we move, 

obviously, the more money that the boss makes. The barge I’ve been hauling 

here lately hauls nine thousand tons. The biggest barge I’ve ever shoved was 

twenty thousand tons. So you’re trying to make a showing, and make that man 

money, meanwhile you’re trying to keep his equipment from getting tore up, 

putting it in dangerously bad weather. And of course, the main thing is not hurting 

any crew. One thing that I saw recently is on Facebook: my uncle that was eaten 

by the shark, or partially eaten by the shark. He had an insurance policy that had 

this double indemnity if you were killed at work. And my cousin, she lives 

Connecticut, she found out about this case, where his wife was trying to get the 

double indemnity, and the insurance company was trying to get out of it because 

they said that Uncle Dewey was killed by an act of war, which let them off. And 

one of the men that survived, his testimony was on this thing that my cousin had 

on Facebook, and it really choked me up, what he was talking about Uncle 

Dewey trying to get his men safe. And I thought about that, I mean, think about 

your men. It immediately just choked me right up because that’s what I would 

think about, trying to get your men to safety. And he went down. He died, he 

went down with the ship, but he put his men first. I would say there’s a much 

higher number of captains that would do that than you would expect. There’s 

some real jerks out there that you would like to choke, but overall it’s something 

in them, that they really want to see their men safe.  
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T: I did have a question about that, it’s kind of a morbid one, but I have read about 

captains that have lost men in storms in Mathews. What is the community 

response to that? Do they blame the captain? 

C: I haven’t really noticed that too much. I’ve only seen it a few times. Fortunately, it 

doesn’t happen very often. I remember back when it was 1978, I went down to 

the shore to go fishing with Homer Smith on a Saturday, spring of the year, the 

croakers were running. And the Haywood boys down at New Point caught a load 

of fish and they put them on deck on this little boat they had, and the boat rolled. 

And there was a black man that worked for them named Robert Smith that got 

drowned. You know, I heard a little discussion just mainly from the other men 

about whether they should have did what they did. Some of them thought it was 

bad, some of them didn’t think, you know, everybody’s got to do what they got to 

do, try to make a living. I never heard a lot, in that respect. And then his son, the 

man that got drowned, far as I know he still fishes nets and all by himself. Big, 

great big strong guy, nice guy. I never really heard any fault from him one way or 

another. He thinks they were fishing and that sometimes happens, you know.  

T: There wasn’t a mistake made. It was just that that happened?  

C: Yeah. And there was another man, I dated, actually both of his daughters one 

time or the other, but he got drowned out here dredging crabs 1969. He was a 

Smith from Gwynn’s Island. And he was very capable, had had his own boat but 

he decided to go truck driving, sold his boat, just went into something else. And 

he went and helped his brother—his truck was getting fixed; he hit a deer or 

something and bent a fender on his truck—and he just went. His brother-and-law 
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needed a guy one day, and he got drowned. And never heard—they were always 

still friends with the brother-and-law; never heard any thought of it being his fault. 

I’ll tell you a wild story that happened to me, and people believe in God or they 

don’t. I had a good friend named Bobby Sadler that got drowned in 1989. He was 

the same age as my daddy. And it was like when Elvis died: nobody could 

believe it, cause this guy was—he was about my size but we got playing in the 

snow one day and he picked me up and threw me from here to that wall, just 

playing, and I’m flying through the air like Superman and I hit the snow and keep 

on sliding. Just powerful. Grew up on boats all his life, his daddy was a 

waterman. And just a very good waterman, very capable, just everything. And 

they go out there and find his boat out there the engine’s still running and he’s 

not there. And ice had got on the boat that day, and slipped overboard. Whatever 

happened, don’t nobody know. They found his body a hundred and something 

days later, floating down the bay. A friend of mine got the tongs hung up in the 

dredge and I pulled the tongs on my clam boat and brought him to shore. But 

right after, I went up looking for him that night. Just, I’d been on the pilot boat, 

heard that he hadn’t come in. His boat was out there, and they got his boat. And 

all I could think about was it was making ice, it was cold, it was terrible. It was the 

second day of December. And it was pitch black dark. And all I could think was, 

he’s drowned, he’s dead, done. I know enough about hypothermia. He’s 

definitely no question dead. But his sons had to keep looking. They knew he was 

dead, but their mom’s at home—you got to do something. You can’t just sit home 

and not do anything, even though there’s nothing you can do. So I called my 
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friend up. I was working with him on his boat, and he was in Poquoson or 

somewhere. And I said, Bobby, I want to take the boat and look for Bobby. I said, 

we ain’t gonna find him but his sons, they have to look all night and I can’t leave 

them by themselves. So he said, yeah, please go do that. Me and one of the 

boys jumped on the boat and we rode around until like ten, eleven o’clock at 

night. And it just really ate at me a lot, so the next time I got off the pilot boat—

Bobby still wasn’t going clamming with me or something. I was gonna take the 

boat and go clamming—and it was blowing a gale, and it was calling for snow. 

And I woke up that morning to go clamming and I heard it blowing a gale, and I 

was getting ready to go back to sleep. And all of a sudden, it was just as real as 

like a voice said, if you go out today you’ll never come back. I said, well, I’ve got 

to go now. I can’t be—it’s just like getting on a horse, if it throws you, if you’re 

gonna be a cowboy. I said I’ve got to go, and I knew that I would never see my 

parents ever again. I started to go kiss them on the cheek before I left the house, 

still living at home. But I didn’t want to wake them up so I didn’t. But I said, I don’t 

have a choice. I can’t have something hanging over my head. I’ve got to go. So I 

went out there, and it was blowing and it was bad, and I had to throw all this rope 

out and all this chain to slow the boat down so I could try to catch some clams, 

and it was amazing ‘cause I was catching clams like nobody’s business. And it 

kept getting worse and worse and it was snowing and everything. And it got to 

where I wasn’t catching very many clams ‘cause I was moving too fast. And 

finally I said, all right, devil, if you’re gonna kill me, I’m not gonna stand here all 

day for nothing. When I can’t catch no clams I’m going in. Do what you gotta do 
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but, you know. So finally I got where I couldn’t catch nothing so I pulled all my 

stuff up, and I came back to the dock. And I kind of felt like a little—like maybe 

I’m not gonna die today. And I got to the dock and I tied the boat up. And I went 

to lower the boom down to put some grease on the shiv on the block, and we 

have a triple shiv block and a double shiv block—you pull it up by hand—but 

they’re always sticky so you always have to grab the rope that keeps the boom 

from swinging, kind of yank on it a little bit to pull the boom down. And I was 

doing that and all of a sudden the boom snapped half in two, and the block just 

missed my head, and the whole thing went right on top the wheel house and I 

don’t know why it didn’t knock the radar overboard. Then I heard this perfect, 

loud voice say, I am in control. ‘Cause I had been pulling the tongs, which is 

probably fifteen hundred pounds snatch every time, and I went like this with the 

rope and the boom snapped and just missed my head. So I took that to be the 

Lord telling me that, I’m in charge.  

T: You thought that the devil was, that you were talking to the devil earlier? 

C: Yeah, I said, Mr. Devil if you’re gonna kill me you know you gotta do it, you know. 

That was kind of—I’m a Christian—that was a pivotal, ‘cause I wasn’t living right 

at the time. I was a drunk, and my life was all in turmoil as an alcoholic and that 

seemed like to me was a pivotal thing. Not everybody had the Lord speak to 

them. I got sober about six months later, for good.  

T: That’s amazing. I wanted to ask you about relationships with the owners of the 

equipment, the boats. What was that like as a captain? 
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C: Most of my time commercial fishing was on my own boat, so me and him didn’t 

always get along pretty well, [Laughter] ‘cause he didn’t ever have very deep 

pockets to fix things.  

T: [Laughter] Okay.  

C: But as far as working on the tugboats, I’ve always had a good relationship with 

the owners, because my mindset is the boats gotta run ‘cause it feeds 

everybody, and we’ve got to make it run. We always try to take good care of 

everything, and see that all the proper paperwork and documentation is kept up 

for the Coast Guard so that they’re happy. Something, anything that’s 

mechanical that’s got to be fixed we just let them know so they get right on it, and 

so we don’t waste time. Company I worked for, like I say, is particularly 

wonderful. It’s not a real big company; they’ve got like four boats running. But I 

could pick up the phone and call the owner if I needed to. He’s not the kind of 

guy that would normally have something to do with a guy like me. This guy’s got 

a jet plane and a helicopter, but he’s not that kind of guy. He doesn’t want me to 

call him and ask him about his golf score, I don’t guess. But he is interested if I 

have needs, to discuss things with him, and then the people between he and I, 

the vice presidents are very friendly, very personable people.  

T: That’s good. That’s almost all the questions I have for you, but I know that you 

had something to say about the development of Gwynn’s Island and come-heres.  

C: Yeah, what I was gonna say is I noticed as a child when I see an older couple 

passed away and their house would be sold, they might not be local people. 
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From then on we call them come-heres, kind of a simple stupid-sounding name. 

My family’s been here, all of them, since the 1600s so I’m not a tourist but I 

guess maybe my family didn’t have enough sense to leave and go somewhere 

better. That’s another thing that people don’t never take into consideration when 

they separate themselves. It would be a younger couple that would tend to buy 

these houses and have children and families, and we used to have two school 

buses that went on Gwynn’s Island, and now I don’t think there’s a fourth of a 

school bus load of children on the island anymore. And what’s happened now is 

all the houses are being bought for weekend summer homes. I was a deacon at 

Gwynn’s Island Baptist Church—I changed churches a few years back and 

belonged to a different Baptist church in Mathews—but we were having a 

discussion about how to have outreach to the people, to get more people to 

come to church. Not because we want to show off our numbers, it’s hopefully to 

get more people to know the message of the Lord. And a man who himself has a 

house elsewhere that does attend church pointed this out to me, he said, you 

know, these people don’t come down here to be a part of the community. They 

come down here to get away from Richmond or Hampton wherever they’re at, 

and catch go their two, three fish, and get a suntan, and go home. I hadn’t really 

thought of it that way. I used to have a chip on my shoulder about the come-

heres and the from-heres and all this, and I finally realized how terrible that was. 

Of course, all the from-heres are almost all dead now. Now Gwynn’s Island has 

about forty-four, forty-five original people that were from the island that still live 

there, and there’s probably seven or eight hundred people that would be 
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considered landowners there now. Some of my best friends that I have actually 

are come-heres that have houses on the island. But they’re people that are 

willing to participate in the community, and everybody loves them. It’s just a 

change, and I’ve noticed it all over the county, it seems to be that way because of 

the water people want to come here and do their weekend thing. And sometimes 

they continue to own their houses until they retire, and then they actually become 

part of the community. Guess that was about all I wanted to say about that really.  

T: Are there any other stories or thoughts you’d like to share?  

U: Everybody in his family loves to fish.  

T: [Laughter] I appreciate that.  

C: I don’t know, I look at Mathews and I was telling somebody recently that, 

everything that I had loved about Mathews—‘cause Daddy was in the service, I 

went to ten different schools growing up, lived coast to coast all over the country, 

we always talked about couldn’t wait to get back home to Mathews.  And I look 

back now and it seems like everything I wanted to get back to Mathews for is all 

gone. All of the old people that I used to love so much, course they just died 

because it was their time. They were ninety years old and they died. When I was 

a little kid down Onemo I’d get on my grandma’s bicycle and I’d take all the old 

ladies their mail. Course now the postmaster would go to jail for giving somebody 

somebody else’s mail. But I’d say, hey, I’ll take Ms. So-and-so her mail. Okay, 

here. I’d go to Ms. So-and-so’s house and she’d have a great big beautiful pie or 

cake still hot; come on in here and have a slice! And next thing you know I’m as 
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big as a tar barrel. And that’s gone. Gwynn’s Island had two stores on the island, 

and every night after supper, soon as the national news went off, the old guys 

that would watch the national news after supper, they’d all go to the store and 

they’d all get a soda pop, and they’d all stand around and talk about the price of 

fish or crabs or whatever. And I used to like to go in there and listen to all that, 

and that’s just dead and gone, throughout the county. And there used to be little 

stores all over the place, and I used to like to go there, and they’re gone. Callis’ 

Wharf was my favorite place to go to as a little boy. My cousins keep their boats 

there now. They do pack a few fish, but it’s not like it was when the place was 

open every day from a certain time to a certain time and there was crabs coming 

in. And there was a store down there too, and there was always a bunch of old 

guys sitting around telling stories about going to sea or fishing pound nets and 

stuff like that. All of that to me was exciting, to hear all these stories. And part of 

the reason why I am who I am is that I wanted to go make my own stories like 

that. Some of my stories aren’t quite as flamboyant as some of the ones I heard. 

But I thought, I think all this is neat and I want to go out and make my own 

stories. So I have. 

[End of interview] 
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