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Interviewee: Dennis Baker 
Interviewer: Austyn Szempruch 
Date: October 24, 2014 
 

S:  Hi, I’m Austyn Szempruch and we are at Mathews County Library today on 

October 24, 2014. For the record, can say your name please? 

B:  I’m Dennis Baker. 

S:  And just for the record, where were you born? 

B:  I was born in Miami, Florida, suburbs. 

S:  Oh, okay. Would you like to— 

B:  Actually, the Everglades. 

S:  Oh, wow, okay. Is there any stories that you might like to start off with today? 

B:  As relates to my childhood or related to Mathews County? 

S:  Relating to Mathews County, please. 

B:  Well, yes, I can tell you a couple stories of Mathews County. My wife and I 

bought our summer home sight unseen at an auction on the courthouse steps of 

Norfolk. Our children were reaching the point that they did not like to camp and 

do things with us. We were boring. So we decided we would invest in something 

that we would retreat to, so this piece of property came up for sale. We bought it 

sight unseen and when we came here, we’d ended up purchasing a tarpaper 

shack in an area which I affectionately refer to as the summer slums of lower 

Mathews, where we begin to enjoy this retreat and became a magnificent 

summer home for us over a period of time. That was about forty years ago. But 
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one of the more interesting things I like to share with people, which I think is kind 

of humorous: my wife being a biology major as well as myself, we had a natural 

interest in everything around us, and of course we found a large crop of oysters 

growing along the shoreline of Mobjack Bay. Our children, who were under the 

age of ten at that time, we were all very gleefully collecting these oysters. My wife 

became quite concerned with the fact she didn’t know if they would be edible or 

not because the waters around here can be contaminated. We took the children, 

and their little plastic buckets, and our oysters and off we go to find what we 

thought might be a respectable waterman who would know if these things were 

edible. We didn’t know our way around the county that much, so the first dock we 

came to, a working waterman’s dock down on Davis Creek, we pull up with our 

children, their buckets of oysters, our dogs, and we all get out and these men 

who’d been working on their boats stopped, looked at us, and stared with great 

curiosity as to what we were doing. So we immediately walk up with our buckets 

and this one man stepped forward who seemed to be the guy who owned the 

dock, which later we did find out was the case, and everybody just quietly 

listened to what we had to say. I proceed to say that we found these oysters on 

the bay and we would like to eat them and my children are very excited about 

finding these oysters. And this is really a culinary delight, we thought, a great 

opportunity. And could he tell us if these oysters were edible? Then he 

proceeded to ask us, where did we collect them? And we said, over at Harpers 

Creek, which is along Mobjack Bay. They were just gorgeous. We just had three 

or four buckets of them. We were just so excited. They were everywhere. To 
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which he said, well, they are fine oysters. Yhey are the best oysters you could 

find in Mathews County. My wife being the biology major and scientific bent more 

than myself, she said, just how do you know that they are the best oysters in 

Mathews County? He responded with great pride, because they’re my oysters. 

[Laughter] To which we immediately realized we had stole his oysters. [Laughter] 

So the end result was he got a big chuckle out of that and we became lifetime 

friends until his death. So that was our introduction to Mathews. For a long time, 

we didn’t understand the people down there at all. They had what we call a 

Guinea clip, which I didn’t realize what that meant until much later. The Guinea 

Marsh, which is over in Gloucester County had . . . I guess a culture of people 

they called Guinea men and they talked with a very strange clipped accent and 

they talk very fast and very rapid. If you’re not accustomed to it, you just cannot 

pick up what their talking about. All of a sudden, they’ll stop and laugh and carry 

on and carry on. But nevertheless, we became friends and we began to realize 

we were experiencing the decline of a culture which is vanishing off of the 

landscape of Mathews County. We feel very privileged to have had that. 

S:  Yeah, I was actually talking to Mr. Hudgins about the Guineamen and he actually 

was able to talk a little bit of Guinea speech. It is just something that I’m so 

surprised at because the way—their speaking English but, you know what I 

mean? It’s so different. 

B:  Yes, yes and they just really take it. And the faster they talk, the less you 

understand. [Laugher] So anyway, it reminds me of the Gullah language over on 
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the islands over in Charleston, South Carolina. They would have a very strange 

clip, almost an English accent in a way. 

S:  Yeah, a little bit. 

B:  So, that’s all sort of vanishing a lot around the area, so the working watermen we 

had known forty years ago are in the decline. The reason for that, of course, is 

because there’s been an overfisheries, environmental laws, the costs of running 

their boats, the whole economic structure for working on the water has really 

become very stressful. So you have a pocket of these last survivors, which we 

feel cherished that we to know all of them who are now deceased unfortunately. 

But more importantly their widows have become wonderful friends. The wives of 

the working watermen, I think, are just as interesting as their husbands were. 

And I think they are the unsung heroes, really, in Mathews many times. Because 

they don’t play up what did the woman do to support their husbands who were 

ether sea captains or working on boats. They were busy making crab pots, they 

were shucking oysters, they were picking crabs, they were salting herring. I find 

that whole lifestyle incredibly interesting and overlooked in a way. 

S:  What was your occupation? What have you done like jobwise thoughout your 

life? 

B:  I ended my career as the Director of Virginia State Parks and Recreation. That’s 

all the state parks in Virginia. I worked my way into the organization and so I 

ended up retiring as the director, yes. 
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S:  And do you know any sayings or phrases from around here? Like the phrases, 

come-heres and from-heres, like do you know any other like saying or phrases 

from Mathews County kind of like that, anything like that? 

B:  In our end of the county—we’re in the southern end of the county—we are 

always going up the road. I never really say we’re going down the road; we’re 

always going up the road. [Laughter] So we go up the road to the village, which is 

the Courthouse. So to me, that was kind of an interesting thing to overcome was 

. . . that kind of expression. You know, in the mountains you through the valley or 

over the hill or over the horizon or whatever it is. But here you go up the road.  

[Laughter] 

S:  And they always call it the village, too, like whenever they’re like coming— 

B:  Well, yeah, some call it the village, some refer to it at the Courthouse. Which, 

when you move in here you don’t quite understand where the hub of activity, 

which is right here. Of course, when we came here forty some years ago the 

department store was still in existence, Richardson’s Drug Store was still going, 

there were a lot of amenities that were very attractive for a rural community. I 

often say, I feel like Mathews was going in to a time warp in the [19]30s, just the 

way—their lifestyle. We were always fascinated when we came, there was a 

funeral and the hearse was going down the road to one of the cemeteries, people 

would pull off the road and get out of their cars and stand by the car. Which I 

thought was just absolutely fascinating to me. Most of the time you’re trying to 

speed to get around a funeral procession. So that lifestyle. I also enjoyed, which 
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doesn’t seem to be going on as much now, all the local churches used to play 

their church chimes usually around noon and late in the evening about 5:30, six 

o’clock. Some people find that being intrusive. so they don’t play them that much 

anymore, which I think is sort of unfortunate loss of your culture. 

S:  Yeah, I’m surprised that level of respect that people have like when a funeral 

procession going down the road. ‘Cause like you said people usually—like from 

somewhere else they might just go. But I guess it’s such a tight-knit community 

that people really . . . every loss is a big loss. 

B:  It’s a big loss and it’s a social event. I was mortified by the fact when I first was 

asked to attend one of these watermen’s funeral. My lifestyle didn’t—we didn’t go 

up and look at a dead body in an open coffin. That was just mind-boggling, but 

that’s the way—you would go up to the coffin, pay your respects to the deceased 

and to the family. Which, I felt awkward doing that the first time and of course, 

after the service, the graveside service, they always had a wonderful . . . what do 

you call them? Meal, lots of food. [Laughter] 

S:  Yup, I imagine it was probably a lot of seafood right? A lot of . . . 

B:  Most were covered dishes. Although I will say about the seafood part, my wife, 

who ran a lot of educational programs, would bring some of her students down 

here to appreciate the lifestyle here. We have befriended, at that time, the people 

who actually made their nets and who were champion fillet-ers of fish and 

champion crab pickers, and oyster shuckers. What she had done, she had 

negotiated with this waterman I described in my earlier remarks. He would clean 
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his dock up so she could bring her chartered bus of students down here. Her 

students were usually all teachers or educators. They, the watermen and their 

wives, would bring covered dishes to serve to her students, which was quite a 

treat. I mean, now, the Health Department wouldn’t let you do that, you see. But 

that was just amazing and they took great delight in bringing their favorite corn 

pudding or their preparation of an oyster casserole or their crab dips or their crab 

cakes. And of course clam chowder was always a very favorite one, too. 

S:  And have you gotten into, like, the crabbing and oystering? Is that like a hobby 

that you’ve picked up as time has gone on? Or are you big into that kind of—

‘cause I know you said you and your family like, picked up some oysters when 

you first came here but— 

B:  We were more consumers than . . . that’s a lot of hard work. [Laughter] 

S:  Yeah. 

B:  Do I do it? When it’s convenient, if I’m out there pulling my crab pots or doing 

oyster gardening, some people are do that as a hobby. No, I’m not there in that, 

but we have so many nice friends if I put the word out I needed some fish, like I 

did the other day, wouldn’t mind having a couple fish, I got a bucket of fish 

[Laughter], a bucket of fish. Well, for Pete's sake! I mean, but they’re so 

thoughtful. They’re very, very generous. 

S:  And that’s definitely—it seems like the easier way to do it. I mean, just if they’re 

nice enough to give you some fish that’s a lot easier than buying it or doing it 

yourself. [Laughter] 
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B:  Which, that’s something people don’t realize: I think some of the come-heres do 

not take time to get to know what I call the indigenous people. 

S:  Right. 

B:  Or the dynasty families. You probably have interviewed what I call some of the 

dynasty families. There are Hudginses of many branches; some say they’re 

related, some say they’re not related. The only thing I can say about that from my 

observation, I think they were very sexually active people and they didn’t have 

anything to do but get in their boats a go up a creek and find somebody to have 

an engaging relationship with and produce many of these Diggses and 

Hudginses, and whoever they all are. [Laughter] But how fortunate we all are, 

they’re here. [Laughter] So when you get to know these people, I don’t mean to 

imply that they’re weird. 

S:  Right. 

B:  When you take time to understand them, they’re extremely warm, they’re very 

generous, and they have a wonderful sense of humor. If I had anything to be 

critical of us who come here, is that we bring our trappings with us that we do not 

take time to shed ourselves of our previous lives, to become immersed in the 

social life that’s here. And I thoroughly enjoy that. 

S:  Yeah, actually, I just got done interviewing Mr. Hudgins and I had also 

interviewed . . . I believe it was Mr. Robert Montague and I know that he had told 

me that they were also a very important family in Virginia. So I’ve interviewed 
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some of the more . . .  elite. I don’t know if I want to say elite, but I think you know 

what I mean. But anyways, that’s kind of besides the point. 

B:  No, no not at all. I think it’s very important that you find that out. When you know 

where they stand in the social standing in the community, they bring a different 

twist to the story of Mathews. 

S:  Yeah. 

B:  I just find that tricky. I love knowing people. 

S:  Yeah, definitely and just finding out . . . when we found out that we might be 

coming here, like half a year ago, we were all excited and we were all—because 

we didn’t know anything about it, so I just thought it was a really great opportunity 

to kind of just find out about the community and everything. And so . . . I 

suppose, it’s kind of getting near the holidays now. How do you guys celebrate 

the holidays? Do you have any special traditions that you do or maybe like with 

your neighbors or something or anything like that? 

B:  Here in Mathews or with my family or? 

S:  Yeah, here in Mathews. Do you celebrate it with your family in any kind of special 

way, any kind of special traditions or dishes or anything you guys may prepare? 

Just out of curiosity, anything relating to the holidays that might not be 

specifically . . . You know what I mean? It might be special to your family, that 

you do . . . do you want me to reword the question? I might have worded that a 

little weird. 
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B:  No it made perfect sense; I’m just trying to figure out how to answer. 

S:  Oh okay, [laughter] I just wanted to make sure I wasn’t asking it wrong. 

B:  [Laughter] Well . . . my background will probably explain the way I want to 

answer that. I’m from southern Florida. I’m second- or third-generation Floridian. 

Okay, so my lifestyle was very remote, very isolated. [Laughter] . . . I don’t know 

if you’re familiar with the state of Florida or not but we lived off the Tamiami Trail 

on a feeder ditch in an abandoned dining car that was used by the crew that dug 

the canal. My father had renovated this house which is ours that had thirty-some 

windows in our living room [Laughter], which made it kind of interesting. Anyway 

for us to have a social life as such, we would have to go into . . . whatever it is. 

You’d just be in the town of that time: it could be Miami Springs or it could be 

Hialeah, or it could be Allapattah, which was in the suburbs of Miami, where that 

was quite a social adjustment. So we’d get together to have family reunions . . . 

which was fairly typical, I think, of that generation, it was always a family 

gathering. It was always like a family—I mean, any special event required 

everybody got together. It was like going to grandmother’s house on Sunday or a 

tradition of that sort. In our family at that time, it was always based upon 

something that we killed or we harvested, either fish, rabbits, deer, turtles, gators, 

whatever it was. [Laughter] So, we would all gather and we would feast upon our 

harvests. [Laughter]. So the women were very diligent in making hushpuppies 

and all the like complimentary things, I can recall that beef was something that 

was very foreign to me when I went away to college. Although there is a lot of 

beef in central Florida, in southern Florida we didn’t have a whole lot of beef 
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growing up. I mean, most of our meat was wild. [Laughter] So to answer your 

question, my collective family is now waning as we disbursed. I’m probably the 

one who ran away from the state the furtherest, when I realized my thumb could 

get me out of that place. But we retreat; we get together every so often, which 

we’re gonna do this Thanksgiving. 

S:  Oh cool. 

B:  So my immediate family all live in Charleston, South Carolina area. So yes. We’ll 

get together and it will be a very special occasion. Usually, during those 

celebrations, we reflect on my parents and their lifestyle. My mother lived to be 

ninety-seven, my father lived to be ninety-five, and so they were part of that 

generation. They were from Florida so they were part of seeing that change and 

we were the offspring of their lifestyle. So we take the time to share our family 

stories with our grandchildren and our great-grandchildren, my brother and sister 

and I. It’s sort of like a . . . oral history presentation. [Laughter] 

S:  Yeah. [Laughter] 

B:  We just tell tales, you know. 

S:  Yeah. Would you like maybe tell me a little bit about your parents? I mean, any 

stories about your parents perhaps? 

B:  Oh yeah, My father was an avid outdoorsman; he used to lead hunting parties 

occasionally in the glades. He had a passion for that and was very talented in 

that arena. He supplemented his income by going in the Miami area, working in 
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the airline industry, which at that time was Panamerican, Eastern, and National; 

all of those are deceased airlines in some capacity. My mother was a very 

genteel, well-read for her generation and insisted wherever we lived, we had 

certain manners and grace. That was one of her—I mean, as primitive as we 

lived sometimes, it was amazing to us that we had any social skills. [Laughter] 

My mother—we lived out there for so long pretty much all the way to my junior 

year I guess in high school. We laugh; my brother and sister would laugh talking 

about our mother. When we get ready to go to school in the morning, we had to 

walk about two and a half to under three miles out to the Tamiami Trail and wait 

for the bus that was coming for us out of Dade County. It was coming out to pick 

us up, us and a couple of Native Americans who lived across the ditch, the 

Indians. [Laughter]. And down the road from where we used to live was the 

wintering residence of the Ringling Brother dwarves. So I grew up kind of 

paranoid cause these short people, I always felt were ether looking at my crotch 

or my navel [laughter], so I had great anxieties [laughter]. Well, my mother ,in 

preparation for us the go to school and I being the oldest of our two—my brother 

and sister—she would go out and she would bang on the side of the house 

before she opened the screen door to see if any snakes would fall down over the 

door. Then she would use my Red Ryder B.B. gun and then she would eradicate 

the snakes, [Laughter] so then . . . in a way, I think I was traumatized. I think I am 

still traumatized. When you grown up in that kind of environment you always felt 

like something wants to eat you or simply grab you for dinner. 

S:  Yeah. [Laughter] 
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B:  So you didn’t worry about the bad people, you worried about those things that 

were living in the bushes. 

S:  Right, exactly. [Laughter] 

B:  Anyway, she always had an absolutely magnificent sense of humor. I would say 

our mother made us learn to laugh at ourselves. She jokingly would tell me that 

she knew that I had a very large nose and very big ears and sometimes 

resembled Dumbo the elephant, but she still loved me no matter what I looked 

like. [Laughter] Anyway . . . my father, being the typical gatherer of the family, 

you know bringing in the harvest, the bag full of rabbits that he had shot, or the 

ducks, or the fish, she would prepare them for our meals and did a magnificent 

job with it. My father was an absolutely delightful storyteller about his techniques 

of harvesting things. I hate to use the word kill ‘em ‘cause my grandchildren get 

upset. 

S:  Right. 

B:  [Laughter] You mean, my great-grandfather went out and killed it? Yeah, he got a 

big gun, he went out there and he’d blast the hell out of them. [Laughter] So I 

now use the word harvest. My daughter said I should be a little more genteel. 

Anyway, so we would eat our harvest [Laughter], so lots of funny stories, yeah. 

One I would love to share, my brother and sister and I, when we were on 

weekends when we were living way out there, kind of boring. We used to sit on 

the Tamiami Trail and watch cars go down the trail. We were always fascinated 

by these cars ‘cause they had all these license plates from different states. We’d 
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sit in an Australian pine over here near this thing and we’d watch these cars 

come by and say, well, there comes a car from New York. I wonder what New 

York is like. So we’d fantasize what we thought that big state would look like. 

We’d do that for hour and then in our free time whenever we want to we’d walk 

the canal banks and pick up Coke bottles, which we would turn into the local 

store, down there where the midgets lived. [Laughter] The short people. 

S:  Yes. 

B:  The height-challenged people. . . [Laughter] 

S:  It’s fine, don’t worry, anything you have to say is perfectly fine. [Laughter] 

B:  Politically correct, I believe. [Laughter] Anyway. So one day our little boat that we 

used to pull ourselves across the canal broke loose, and it had floated down the 

canal. My brother, sister, and I, we were talking: how in the world are we gonna 

get across the canal so we could look for bottles? 

S:  Yeah. 

B:  They were like a penny a bottle or something like that, some absurd amount of 

money. So we convinced my sister—my brother and I, my only brother—that we 

would tire her in the top of Australian pine and we’d bended the pine tree down 

and we would shoot her across the canal, to which she loathes us dearly, still 

does [laughter]. So we tied her to the tree and we bent the tree down and we told 

her to—when we bent it down, we were going to let her go and we yelled, let 

loose! Let loose! And so she went straight up in the air she turned loose and she 
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came down right straight down. Fell on the canal bank, which was full of coral 

rocks being that area, rolled down there and matter and the hornet (24:20). And 

we, cowards that we were, we ran and hid, ‘cause we knew that we would be . . . 

damaged by our mother or our father, who were good with their hands. So we 

love telling that story about ourselves now so . . . 

S:  Yeah. [Laughter] And she wasn’t injured badly or anything— 

B:  God, it’s all bloody all sort—she still has a couple of scars which she claims she 

got from our abuse. 

S:  Yeah [laughter]. Now you said that your father was the gatherer and your mother 

was more like cooked and whatnot.  

B:  She did not drive. 

S:  She didn’t drive? 

B:  No. You know that was not uncommon for that age. 

S:  Right. I was just wondering did she have any like special dishes that she would 

cook for you guys that might be like her own special thing that she made? 

B:  Oh, heavens. Everything was special to us ‘cause it was just put together with 

whatever was around. 

S:  Right, right. 

B:  [Laughter] If you ran out of it then you had to improvise so-- 
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S:  Maybe like any exceptional dishes that you were like, ah man this is like my 

favorite dishes that my mom makes, or something like that? 

B:  Stuffed quail, she did a beautiful job with stuffed quail and cooking the breast of 

dove. That was great. I loved the way she prepared fish, more saltwater fish then 

freshwater fish; I thought that was more tasty. I always thought freshwater fish 

had a terrible odor when it was cooking, but it was still tasty. So she did a 

fantastic job of preparing gator tail; I thought she did a nice job with that. So, 

yeah. All of them are kind of special. 

S:  Yeah. When she stuffed quail what would she stuff it with? 

B:  Stale bread. 

S:  Oh, okay, yeah. 

B:  [Laughter] Or stuff that she’d, you know . . . 

S:  Right. Do you have any childhood stories that stuck out to you in particular, that 

you’d like to share? 

B:  . . . Well, the X-rated? 

S:  What? 

B:  X-rated? 

S:  Well, it can be anything. Just any childhood stories at all that you want to tell, it’s 

fine. 
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B:  Well, my mother and my—I said my brother and I, when we get ready to—this is 

a fun little side story. She would say before we go bed at night up until I guess 

about nine, okay, you boys you go up and drain your pickles before you go to 

bed, okay, which to us that meant our reproductive organ, okay? [Laughter] So 

off we would do this thing. It was later when we went into the grocery store in 

Miami and you’re walking down the line and you got all these little kosher pickles 

in jars. My brother and I we stopped and we said, oh, my Lord [Laughter] all 

those little boys. [Laughter] We still laugh about that. Are we finished yet? 

S:  Oh, I mean it’s however long you would like to do the interview. If you need to go, 

then that’s completely understandable, if you’d like. 

B:  It’s up to you. 

S:  No, it’s really up to you. If you want to keep going then we can keep going, if you 

don’t want to then that’s completely fine. It’s just basically either however long 

you want to do or to about fifty minutes, either one. So what would you like to do? 

. . . I mean, if you don’t feel like you have any more stories— 

B:  Oh, I could tell you stories all day long. 

S:  Oh, okay, well, so now it’s just up to you if you want to. 

B:  My father taught my brother and I how to go bunny bopping on the canal banks 

of Florida. 

S:  What? 

B:  Bunny bopping. 
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S:  What does that mean? 

B:  The marsh rabbits, I don’t know if you’re from Florida or not, but anyway they 

were these short-eared rabbits that hop around the canal banks. It was one of 

our interesting food sources so we would go gathering our bunnies. And the way 

we would do that is that we had baseball bats and a flash light. We’d do this at 

night and these marsh rabbits come out. I think now snakes are eating them, but 

anyway, the rabbits would hop around the canal bank. If you put a bright light on 

a rabbit, it’s like getting a deer in your headlights. It’s paralyzed. As long as you 

don’t break that beam of light between you and the rabbit, you could walk up 

behind the rabbit and you just take a club and go, bump! Bump them in the back 

of the head and you bopped a bunny. 

S:  Yeah. 

B:  Put him in a bag and take him home and later skin him. I used to find that kind of 

morbid [laughter] because other things at night crawl like snakes and other things 

that liked to eat rabbits. [Laughter] So anyway we laugh about that a lot, going 

bunny bopping with our dad and coming back with—how many rabbits did we 

need to have. 

S:  Yeah. 

B:  We didn’t have a freezer. 

S:  So you had to like eat it rather quickly? 
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B:  We’d eat it or salt it down or whatever, so yes sir. That was little fun stories we 

like to tell about our experience with bunny bopping. 

S:  [Laughter] Yeah. I’d never heard of about bunny bopping before. I am from 

Florida but I’ve never heard of bunny bopping. 

B:  Oh, you are? 

S:  Yeah. 

B:  [Laughter] Oh, what part of the state are you from? 

S:  Well, I was born in Orlando but I was raised in Naples— 

B:  Oh, yes. 

S:  And then moved to Brooksville, have you ever heard of Brooksville? 

B:  No. 

S:  Oh, it’s about an hour north of Tampa. 

B:  Okay. 

S:  It’s kind of a small town. And so now I live in Gainesville and I go to the 

University of Florida and that’s— 

B:  Oh, all right. So you were on the west coast area? Yeah. 

S:  Yeah. 

B:  That was kind of wild and primitive, out there other than Naples. [Laughter] 
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S:  Yeah, yeah [laugh]. 

B:  We used to do a lot of fishing over in the Tampa area, when I was growing up we 

used to pack up and go down there and go fishing.  

S:  What kind of fish would you catch? 

B:  Well, a variety of fish, red fish primarily. My father used to do a lot of tarpon 

fishing, which we used to sell the scales off the tarpon. Really artsy-craftsy 

people wanted to make all kinds of things out of tarpon scales. A story comes to 

mind on the tarpon fishing: when we were fishing down in southern Florida down 

around the . . . one of the bridges going down the Florida Keys. We used to walk 

the waterline—you can’t do that anymore—that went down the Key West. And 

we’d go out on to the bulkheads, the support that holds the bridge up, like a big 

patio. [Laughter] So, we’d crawl down there and we’d fish [thump] off these 

things. At night we would go up on the bridge because the traffic would slow 

down and we could see cars coming down the bridge, on these bridges from 

Bahia Honda and Seven Mile Bridge, all that whole area. That’s when we would 

do our tarpon fishing on the tide charges. So my father used to tie us to the 

bridge for two reasons: one, when these busses would come through, after, the 

air would just [laughter], suck you away. So I do have some anxieties. So into my 

father’s death, he has never forgiven me for doing this: we used to make all of 

our own fishing poles and so it was a lot of work to do this. You wrap them, put 

the eyes on it, all that stuff. So we were down there tarpon fishing, and lo and 

behold wouldn’t you know it, I guess the world’s largest tarpon liked my bait on 
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my pole. [Laughter] This thing came up out of the water and did its tail dance out 

there and it went back down and I said, oh my God, I’m off to sea. My reel was 

going just as fast as it was going, rrr! My father was yelling at me, put your thumb 

on it! Brake it, brake it, brake it, reel it in! I said, hell no! And I threw the reel and 

pole all over. [Laughter]. 

S:  Just in to the water? 

B:  Just threw it. I said, I don’t need that monster. [Laughter]  

S:  So your dad wasn’t too happy about that? 

B:  Oh not at all, for heaven’s sake, no [laughter]. So we have lots of stories we tell 

on each other, yes. 

S:  Yeah [laughter]. Do you have any other stories between you and your dad that 

really stick out to you? 

B:  Ah . . . Listen, we had a very close relationship just—he never quite understood 

when I decided I want to go to college, which was completely foreign to him that 

was just not something that he could relate to. That I wanted to leave . . . that 

environment. 

S:  Right. 

B:  I said, don’t you understand? I want to get out of here. [Laughter] 

S:  Where did you go to college? 



  TMP-062; Dennis Baker; Page 22 

B:  I ended up going to a small university in North Carolina that I got a full ride 

scholarship to, Randolph-Macon which is a school outside of Richmond and 

that’s were got my undergraduate degree, yes. Then I took some graduate work 

at William & Mary. So I thumbed out of the state not having a college to go to. I 

just knew I wanted to go somewhere ‘cause most of my friends were pretty much 

departing to all these wonderful places that were out of the state. I did have an 

offer from Florida State, a small scholarship but not realizing what it really cost, I 

was not eligible to get into school so I thumbed all the way up through Georgia to 

North Carolina. In North Carolina at that time, I thought I would like to go to a 

school that’s called Davidson. You know where that is? No. Outside of Charlotte. 

It’s a small private school. So I went there and all I had was like fifteen dollars at 

that time and that was a disaster to deal with that. So I faced the reality that I was 

gonna have to thumb back home not being accepted anywhere in school, a 

miserable failure in my mind. So I stopped at this Y.M.C.A. in Charlotte, North 

Carolina, where one of the residences that was there, a gentlemen said I oughta 

go out to the school outside of Charlotte, Wingate, and make an application. 

There was a small school that was coming along very nicely so I said, well, what 

have I got to lose? So I thumbed out there and I decided by that time—see I was 

kind of a skinny kid, kind of ugly . . . I didn’t have much bulk. [Laughter] That 

appeared later, okay? So I went there and I sat outside this president of the 

school and I said, this time I’m going to talk to the president. I waited and I waited 

and waited, he didn’t come the first day, and the college chaplain came and 

asked me to stay at his house that night and the president should come back the 
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next day, which I went to meet with him. I told him I was very anxious to go to 

school; it was my ticket out of Florida, and that I wasn’t a bright kid, I was more of 

an overachiever than anything else, and could he get me in and let me work—

this is like latter part of the summer—and I would stay right there and work and 

pay for my first semester’s tuition, if he’d just do that. So he did. He gave me a 

vote of confidence and said, all righ,t you can mow campus grass and clean the 

men’s dorm in preparation for the school to open, later that fall, which I did. While 

there I had the good fortune of being fairly active . . . Why am I telling this story?  

[Laughter] 

S:  I’ll listen to whatever you’d like to tell. I can’t even remember how we got here. 

B:  Okay, well [inaudible 36:09]. While I was there, I got involved with student 

activities and politics and became a host. I had the opportunity to host Mister and 

Missus Cannon of Cannon Mills out of Kannapolis and Mrs. Lammot du Pont 

from New Jersey, blah, blah, blah. Then they gave me a scholarship. They would 

pay for all my education if I would work and maintain a B average, which I did. 

Then I went off to—that first year there, I was employed to work in a human 

relations retreat in the mountains of North Carolina for a very active Jewish 

family, Mister and Missus I. D. Blumenthal. Thoroughly enjoyed that and 

managed the estate for some time. While I was in my my sophomore year, junior 

year, I meet this delightful couple wall horseback riding up on the Blue Ridge 

Parkway in North Carolina. I asked them to come back to the estate that I was 

managing, be my guests for the night, which they accepted and really enjoyed 
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them. Now, I didn’t have any idea who they were. Four days later, I get a 

registered letter and that was the president of Randolph-Macon College, and he 

offered me a full scholarship to go to Randolph-Macon. I’d never been to Virginia, 

so anyways, well sure, why not? [Laughter] 

S:  Yeah. 

B:  You know, pack my B.V.D.s and my shirt and away I went. [Laughter] 

S:  Yeah. Why not? 

B:  Why not! So that’s it. 

S:  And you said when you applied to get in to Florida State or you tried to—did you 

apply you said? 

B:  Yes, I went there, I did not make an early application. I just went knocked on 

the— 

S:  Oh yeah. You said there was some reason why you couldn’t go to Florida State. 

Why was that? 

B:  One I didn’t have the highest academic standing. I always viewed myself as 

being a well-rounded person [laughter]. 

S:  Yeah. 

B:  Limited financial resources. 

S:  Yeah. 
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B:  But I was very anxious, so that didn’t work out. Although I had gone to Florida, I 

went to Gainesville. I did go to Boys State when I was in high school. So I did all 

that good stuff. 

S:  Yup . . . 

B:  Time to go? 

S:  Oh no, I was just checking the time is all. 

B:  I do need to go. 

S:  Oh, okay. Well then- 

B:  No, I don’t [laughter]; you can ask me what you want. 

S:  Oh, but if you do have to go then that’s completely understandable. But if you 

would like to stay then that’s fantastic as well, so either way. 

B:  [Laughing] Yep. 

S:  Let’s see . . . Do you have any other stories from Mathews County? 

B:  Oh, Mathews County, yes. When I moved to Mathews after being retired I’d 

describe myself as a cat without a sandbox. 

S: Ok.  

B:  I mean here I am, my wife was still working and we had our summer cottage so I 

came down here. She said, go down there and get involved with Mathews, and 

so I came down here. I just looked and said, oh my goodness, what do you get 
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involved with around here? You know [Laughter] two streets, Church Street and 

Main Street. And lots of churches, and I’m just not into that. 

S:  Right. 

B:  So I came down here and I spent time reading the local paper. I read all the 

obituaries ‘cause I found out reading the obituaries you can find out who’s related 

to who. That was kind of interesting to me and I had a little sheet that said, a 

Hudgins here and a Hudgins here, and they married a Diggs and Diggs married 

the—And I said, well, wow this is really, they’re all—incest! [Laughter] 

S:  You eventually figured out everyone’s family tree there. 

B:  [Laughter] They’re all: don’t say anything about these people. Then I said, well, 

maybe I should get involved with some civic—you know, being in charge of a 

large organization, I had over five hundred people under my supervision and all 

these parks. This was just like, oh my goodness, Mathews was like one of my 

parks. [Laughter] So I started attending various organizations, just asked if I 

could come watch the Rotary Club, the Ruritan Club, the Lions Club, blah blah 

blah. I just wanted to see who went to these things and out of that, I decided that 

Rotary would be a good organization here to be involved in. And in that process I 

befriended a Hudgins who’s now deceased. Earl Soles who you may or may not 

meet, he was here the other night and he’s got a walker. 

S:  Oh yeah, I did meet Earl, yeah. 
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B:  He went to Randolph-Macon the same time I did, and his first cousin was my 

best friend. Earl’s my good friend, too.  

S:  Right, okay. 

B:  So Wayne, his cousin, and I, used to get together and smoke cigars and drink 

scotch and talk about what we could do for Mathews. You know, how can we 

make this happen? Because I was a come here and I wasn’t credible ‘cause 

most people thought perhaps I was from the North, from New York. I had a large 

nose, I had all those characteristics which were unpleasant to these people here 

[laughter]. So Wayne and I along with another guy whom you may or may not 

interview is Jay Black, if you get a chance to interview Jay you should. 

S:  Okay. 

B:  And the three of us, we formed a group called MCSEED, which is Mathews 

County Sustainable Economic Development initiative. We would hold these little 

seminars that said what we wanted to do for Mathews. Believe it or not, that’s 

been what? Ten, fifteen years ago, I guess. A lot of things did happen; we were 

able to create—the bay schools formed out of that, the Blue Ways Trails, the bike 

trails, the community foundation, M.C.V.C, all of that came out of that initiative. 

My involvement with Mathews in that arena has been very enjoyable, got to meet 

a lot of the local people. I call them local indigenous people.  

S:  Right. 
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B:  [Laughter] and made some interesting mistakes. When we were having these 

little discussions I thought it would be neat to invite all these people who were 

interested to come to a bed and breakfast, which is now closed, for an informal 

oyster roast, think serving local food. [Laughter] 

S:  Mm-hm. 

B:  It’s a clam chowder, come let’s talk about what you think we ought to be doing 

and none of the local people showed up. No one. We had some people who 

were away here show up but no local. 

S:  How come no one showed up? 

B:  It was too uppity.  

S:  Like it was too much of a planned event? They kind of wanted it to be a little 

more informal? 

B:  What kind of local people need to go to bed and breakfasts? Now what we 

decided when someone came to me and said, Mr. Baker, we don’t do that. We 

don’t go to—that’s not the place we’d like to have it, and if you had the meeting in 

a church or if you did it at the school then we’d have a bigger turnout. 

S:  Right. 

B:  And I said, oh. I apologized to him and said, okay.  Shoot, we went to the 

elementary cafeteria and we’d have these little local discussions there and then 

we had more local participation. They were familiar with that. 
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S:  Okay, yeah. 

B:  So it was a lesson well learned. 

S:  Right. 

B:  I wish I had known that when I was in the political arena. [Laughter] May have 

still had a job. [Laughter] Well anyway. 

S:  Yeah . . . So has that been like your main involvement for the last ten, fifteen 

years? Had that been like your main project that you’ve been working on? 

B:  Oh I was involved with helping create the Blue Ways Trail. I also founded a land 

trust. The Estenson Property did a lot of work in Mathews on putting 

conservation easements. Designed and proposed the city byways here in 

Mathews. Did the birding wildlife trail. Was very active, involved in the M.C.V.C. 

here at the visitor’s center. That’s not bragging. I mean, I was just help. 

S:  Yeah. 

B:  I and a team of other people. I of the other things I take great pride in, I don’t 

know if you’ve toured the county way down at the far end, you went to an 

overlook. Have you walked there and looked at the light house, I don’t know if 

you’ve done that or not? 

S:  I don’t think we did yet. 

B:  Okay. I hope you will do that. When we can turn that machine off, I’ll tell you. 

Wayne Hudgins, who’s my deceased friend—there were four grumpy old men, of 
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which Earl Soles was one. We had this idea of putting that overlook down there 

to begin to educate the people in Mathews to have pride of their county, and 

more importantly the lighthouses that are in the county of historical significance. 

We have two: New Point and Wolf Trap. A county that has no stop lights, no four 

lane roads, but has two historical lighthouses, just amazing to me. 

S:  Yeah. 

B:  And be as quaint as it is. So we went down there, the four of us, and we raised 

the money to build that overlook. Then we, the four of us, wrote the copy for all 

the signs and one of our contacts did the drawings for us. That was the first effort 

on our part hopefully to introduce the local population in, you should be proud to 

be in Mathews for the following reasons. It’s its culture, it’s its seafood industry, 

it’s contributions to many wars that took place off our shoreline. And so that was 

out first effort. That’s at New Point. So yes . . . I’ve enjoyed that a lot.  

S:  Yeah, Just one last question and it’s a little more general. Is there anything else 

in your life at all that sticks out to you as a major event that you might not have 

told yet? Perhaps like anything— 

B:  No. Besides getting married. [Laughter] 

S:  Oh yeah [laughter]. Any specific event? 

B:  No, I will have to tell you that—I’ve talked about this and I’ve talked to my wife 

and I said, coming along as a white male and having visions of what you think 
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you’re lives gonna been at the ages of nineteen through your early twenties that 

who your spouses maybe and what offspring may look like, all that good stuff. 

S:  Right. 

B:  You have this serotype image, which was reinforced with TV coming in to play at 

that time and the culture we were raised in. The biggest thing that has been 

extremely gratifying to me as an individual, as a grandfather, and as an adult was 

the fact that our daughter and her husband adopted a child from Guatemala. 

S:  Oh, okay. 

B:  Okay, and so they asked me—didn’t ask my wife—they asked me if I would go 

with them to Guatemala to get my grandson, which I did. What a revelation, what 

a revelation for me. To go pick up this infant and spend the time getting him 

processed to come in to the States and become a part of my family was an 

absolutely amazing experience. And more importantly now that he’s nine or 

going on ten, to have an impact to bring this child— 

S: Yeah. 

B:  From the third world country and enjoy the fact that he is a Guatemalan, he’s 

Indian, and my daughter has been very emphatic to make sure that he 

understands his culture and his people as he calls it.  

S:  Right. 

B:  His people have strange hair and all that, but he’s really funny about that. 

[Laughter] That was a major event and then most recently they adopted yet a 
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second child but this time they adopted a young daughter, a young girl, on a 

closed adoption from New Hampshire. So we besides having three other 

grandchildren, to have these two adopted children enter our life and to have the 

capacity to give them our love and embrace them to become a part of our 

extended family. I laugh when I look at my family photographs we take at 

holidays or major events. There we are, me and my wife, we’re happy little white 

people, and then we have this mocha-colored child and we have— 

[Laughter] 

S:  Oh. 

B:  I love it. 

S:  Yeah.  

B:  I love it. I love it [laugh]. I just absolutely love it. I jokingly . . . our son had a child 

out of wedlock. He’s our seventeen year-old grandson.  

S:  Mm-hm. 

B:  And you know, we didn’t talk about that when we were coming along [inaudible 

48:55] . . . When we were younger, you didn’t have children out of wedlock. 

S:  Right. 

B:  So I look at my children, my grandchildren, my grandson from Guatemala, my 

seventeen year-old grandson, who we had three years of raising him which was 

really a very special treat, and then our granddaughter from New Hampshire. It 
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hit me that out of the five children, three of them were bastards. And I say that 

very lovingly. [Laughter] 

S:  Right. 

B:  And society has changed. 

S:  Yeah. 

B:  Right before my very eyes, I’ve been a part of a change that happened that I 

didn’t recognize until you were right immersed into it all. So to answer your 

question, yeah, I would say that was a big changing event is to have an 

expanded family that went beyond the reaches of what you would consider your 

normal circle of associates. 

S:  Yeah. 

B:  So yeah, I feel very blessed. 

S:  Okay. Well, thank you very much. 

[End of interview] 
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