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TMP-064 
Interviewee: Earl Soles, Jr. 
Interviewer: Jessica Taylor 
Date: October 24, 2014 
 
B: Hello, this is Jes Baldeweg-Rau and I am here in Mathews County, Virginia at the 

Mathews County Library. I am performing this project on behalf of the Samuel 

Proctor Oral History Program at the University of Florida. Today is October 24, 

2014 and I am here with Earl. 

S: Soles. 

B: Earl Soles. If you could spell out your name for the recording, that would be 

fantastic. 

S: E-a-r-l S-o-l-e-s.  

B: Fantastic. 

S: Soles. 

B: Soles. Like the shoe. 

S: That’s it.  

B: [Laughter] So I’m going to first start off by asking you some basic information, 

about your background. 

S: So I grew up in the county in a rural environment. My father owned a store, and I 

grew up in a country store. Our house was right next door. I began hearing 

stories early in life about life in the community. That was a part of the store 

operation; it was sort of a social center for men, especially at night, to come talk 

with one another, share stories. I’ve often regretted not having a good memory to 

remember half of those stories that these fellas were talking about in a time way 
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before my time. Went to high school here in Mathews and graduated, and then 

went off to college, majored in history and then had no idea what I was gonna do 

with that.  

[Laughter] 

S: Thought I would be maybe a coach in high school or teach history. I happened to 

get a job during the summer of 1957 at Jamestown. That year was the 350th 

anniversary of the settlement at Jamestown, and the park service was doing a lot 

of hiring. The state was preparing for the celebration as well, and that opened a 

whole new field for me as far as career goes. I really enjoyed the people I met in 

the National Park Service; all of a sudden, my history major had some meaning 

for me. I didn’t think I’d be a very good teacher, but it was really a new field at 

that time. I was involved in what later became museum education. Now, there 

are degrees being offered in that program, and at my time, there were none. 

Your background was really based on the experience you had, really. But I really 

enjoyed that and I worked three summers, I believe, and then went to work 

fulltime with the park service when I finished college. I ended up at a small park 

down in North Carolina called Moore’s Creek National Military Park, which is an 

early battle scene of the American Revolution down near Wilmington. I was 

bored to death and had nothing to do, basically, at the place. There was a 

superintendent, there was a maintenance man, and I was the historian. We had 

very few visitors. We had brand-new museum, though, and it was a neat place to 

be, but I didn’t have a lot to do. So I was thinking about moving, and then . . . I 

knew about Williamsburg, but not a lot about the foundation. My father-in-law 
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worked for Colonial Williamsburg, my wife was from Williamsburg, and he 

happened to be on the street one day talking with an administrator at the 

foundation, and was asking about the family and asking about me. My father-in-

law said, well, he’s in North Carolina working for the park service. He’s a 

historian, but he’s not having a lot of fun. The guy said, well, tell him to get in 

touch with us when he comes to Williamsburg again. Well, lo and behold, in two 

weeks they’re calling me to come to Williamsburg. So that’s how desperate they 

were to get someone with a history background. 

[Laughter] 

S: So I came up for an interview, and my prime interviewer had just broken his arm, 

and I had to go to his house for the interview. I met with him there, and he was in 

pain. His arm was all folded, and every time he moved, his face was frowning 

and he wasn’t having any fun. And I got home from the interview and my wife 

asked how it went. I said, I don’t think it went very well at all because he didn’t 

hear a word I said, he was in so much pain. But anyway, got a call. I just 

absolutely lucked out. I worked for that organization for thirty-three years and had 

a great time. It’s a museum that has been well-funded over the years. So if you 

had a good idea of your chances of getting in and seeing it happen were pretty 

darn good there. Great people to work with. In the museum field, I always felt 

there was no other equal to Colonial Williamsburg in terms of its professional 

approach to presenting subjects and materials in the whole field of historic 

preservation. I guess I had retired and they called me back for an interview. They 

were doing an oral history, and they had been doing oral histories in 
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Williamsburg since the 1920s because they wanted to record information from 

people who actually lived in Williamsburg before the museum began, to get their 

experiences of what things were like and where things were and buildings that no 

longer exist, and where they were. So I think I became interested in oral history 

when that interview took place. I had used some of the histories early on, for 

instance, learning about brick-building. Bricks were made on the building sites in 

the eighteenth-century, and we were trying to replicate that process as a part of 

the educational program. It really was involved with trying to reconstruct 

technology that had been lost on how bricks were made in the eighteenth-century 

period. There were some early interviews with brick-makers who had been in 

Williamsburg in the 1930s, who were actually there to make bricks because of 

the houses that were being reconstructed and buildings being restored that 

needed bricks. So that was a whole different purpose from my purpose. We were 

going to develop the future in visiting the historic area: you could actually see 

how bricks were made.  The oral histories were valuable [inaudible 7:14] at that 

point, so it got me interested in the subject and I’m still interested . . . Retiring 

and coming here, it’s just obvious that this is really important because you have 

people living that experienced things that are no longer existing in Mathews. 

Across the street is a movie theater that was built in 1930; it went out of business 

in 1946. There’s an earlier history that there were moving picture companies that 

came to town and set up for a week in the Lodge Hall or in the school, showed 

movies for a week, and then they pack their stuff up and leave. Then movies 

began to appear in hotels. There was one hotel here in Mathews; the guy bought 
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a projector, started showing movies. Then the next guy said, I’m building a 

theater. Well, there are people that experienced those things still living, and if you 

don’t recapture those memories, they’re lost. Which it’s pretty critical, it’s pretty 

important, but it’s got to be done right, and that’s what I’m interested in right now, 

is learning the process. There’s an organization called the American Association 

of State and Local History, which is a national group, and they’ve done a lot with 

developing the subject and in training people on how to use the technology, what 

not to do, what to do. Because there are some definite things that are positive 

about oral histories, and some things that are just . . . done in an incorrect way. 

One of the things I’m interested in, too, is how this material is articulated once 

you develop this information on these interviews. How do you make it accessible 

to people? I’ll get off the oral history thing for a minute, but most academic 

historians do not give a lot of . . . support to oral histories. I think that’s wrong. I 

hope that that can change sometime. They only want to see the written word, 

and to me, I’m interviewing you about your first year at college, that’s a one-on-

one situation. To me, that material is valid. Now, that’s in a first-person I’m 

interpreting it. If you’re interpreting the experiences your father had, you’re taking 

that information secondhand, and it can get colored. All information can get 

colored over time, but it’s almost a primary source when you and I are 

exchanging information about what you experienced, not what your grandfather 

experienced and now what it was like in the Civil War. But what you experienced, 

I don’t know how you get any better than that, really. Everything is colored by 
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something, even the written word is colored by that person’s point of view of 

things at the time. 

B: Would you say, along with oral history, but just the subject of history in general, is 

an undervalued area of study? 

S: Oh, it is, it is. But I’m thinking of Mathews because it’s undervalued because 

different groups have been involved with it, there’s no central kind of core, there’s 

no sort of index of what’s been done. I mean, if you want to learn about this 

theater, if you want to learn about the Mathews Fair and what has been done 

through oral history, the data has not been created to allow you to do that. It’s 

just a stack of reports, like we’re doing in a sort of general way. You don’t know 

what we’ve talked about unless you index this somehow—these are the subjects 

we’ve covered in this interview—so that if I’m doing research, I can go to the 

stacks or the shelves and I can find out what’s been done, who has entered into 

this discussion about the fair or whatever the subject is. 

B: Why is it so undervalued, do you think? Why is it not— 

S: I think it’s undervalued because, sometimes the purpose of the interview is not 

really well-defined. I think that needs to be done. I think if it’s a first-person 

accounting, that’s one thing; if it’s a second-person or third-person accounting—if 

you’re telling me what your father did in World War II—it’s interesting, but the 

interview is a lot more valuable if I were talking to the father and not getting this 

information second-hand. That becomes more folklore, more folk-like. But to me, 

you and I, I’m telling you what I think. It’s not colored by anybody else, and you’re 
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gonna document that material. whether it has any value to anybody or not. But 

you’re gonna document it and you’re gonna make it accessible. It has to have a 

purpose. Like, the oral histories that Colonial Williamsburg were doing among its 

former employees, the purpose was clear. They’re documenting the past through 

discussions with individuals who experienced it, not their grandfather’s 

experience or father’s experience. It’s your experience with me. To me, that’s 

more valuable. This would be, I consider it, a primary source. But it all gets mixed 

up under the present structure of oral history, it seems to me. 

B: What are some of the— 

S: I don’t want to get far on this, but— 

B: No, no. This is great. What would you say are some of the bigger challenges 

you’ve faced in trying to promote oral history? 

S: We did a workshop about a year and a half ago, pulled a group of people 

together, and had a guy from Colonial Williamsburg come and talk about this, 

‘cause Colonial Williamsburg has an oral history program in its archival section of 

the foundation. She helped us get a grasp of what’s needed, but you’ve got to 

have the leadership, someone who takes this on as a project. Then you have to 

have a group of people who will volunteer to do the training and get prepared to 

conduct oral histories effectively. We haven’t had, at this point—I’m hoping as a 

result of these sessions, that someone or maybe two people will step forward 

and establish this effort and get it going, keep it going. I was hoping the library 

maybe is a core group for that, or maybe the historical society is a core group for 
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that, ‘cause it’s really important. These folks that I’m dealing with—I’m gonna be 

on the street over here; the library’s putting a program together of old times in 

Mathews Court House, and they’ve got some residents who’re gonna be 

stationed around in the community and talk with people about their experiences 

in old time Mathews on Sunday from two to four . . . That’s going to be 

interesting, but after that event, it’ll be over if you don’t record those memories 

and those thoughts . . . I was gonna tell you something else really very important 

but I lost it.  

B: [Laughter] Well, hopefully, it gets back to you. Then, if it comes back to you, we 

can touch back onto the subject of oral history again. But now talking more about 

yourself, is there anything—let’s go into maybe your childhood, starting off, 

where you grew up— 

S: Well, it was interesting. This is another important topic; it’s a hot topic right now, 

and there are people living who experienced it, but I lived in a segregated 

community . . . and I really didn’t question that. I mean, and blacks will tell you 

they grew up in a segregated community, and as you hear in the South very 

often, it’s just the way it was. Well, it really is important to document the 

experiences that people had under this system and how they felt and how were 

they impacted on, how their families were impacted on. Because of the store, my 

dad served both black and white customers. I don’t remember anything about the 

store that separated the races. My father was probably at that point, he’d had 

some college and I think was a little more enlightened, maybe, than a lot of his 

associates in the community who’d never been out of the community.  
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B: Interesting. 

S: Dad had seen some things, other things, in life. So I was fortunate that first of all, 

to grow up in the store, and then fortunate to have a dad who seemed to be a bit 

of a liberal in his thinking. He certainly wasn’t . . . he respected the black race, 

and he felt they had been given a bad deal, but not everybody in the community 

felt that. It’s amazing to me even now, there’s racism in this place. I think it’s 

more prevalent than we really realize throughout the country, not just in the 

South. 

B: Do you have an example— 

S: But I had good black friends that I grew up with, and one was a World War II 

veteran, if you can believe that. His name was Reg Monroe, and he went to 

France. He wasn’t on the front line, but he had to go to the front line to dig 

trenches. I’m not sure blacks were allowed to carry guns in World War II. I may 

be wrong about that, in France. But he and his buddy—and he told me this 

story—it always kind of fascinated me, they didn’t like going to the front line. No 

one liked going to the front line. They developed this technique of getting burlap 

bags, wrapping their ankles and feet in burlap bags, and pour kerosene over the 

burlap and leave it on while they slept. He said, we’d wake up in the morning, our 

feet would be twice as big as they were supposed to be. He said, we got away 

with this for two weeks, not having to go to the front lines because we were in 

sickbay with our bad feet. But they finally caught up with ‘em and corrected that. 

But that was kind of fun. But I’d go with Reg into the woods, and he would cut 

timber and I’d just stay with him all day with his brother. When I went to college—
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this was 1954—we’re still a segregated community in this place. The blacks had 

their school, and we had our school. In Mathews, we had a black school. Mr. 

Murray was the principal of the school. I didn’t know this until sometime later: we 

had a school bus we’d go to school on, and the black school bus was much, 

much older. And the guy driving the bus was in a coat and tie. I’m thinking, gosh, 

that’s unusual. I can see him, I can see this and I can remember thinking about it. 

Finally, I realized that this was the principal of the school who also had the job 

making a little bit of money driving the school bus, and that’s why he had a coat 

and tie on. But the other interesting part of this story is that he bought the school 

bus so they would have a school bus, and he was getting reimbursed. The rest of 

the county, white kids had their busses, but the black kids didn’t. This guy bought 

the bus, the black guy. I mean . . . it’s just interesting growing up in this period, 

and how we treated the races so differently. Even when things were happening, 

there were all kinds of . . . there are people who feel that the black, even today, 

they’re getting what they deserve. They’re just not on the same level; they’re not 

on the same intellectual level. You’re still getting some of that today. After all of 

these years, you’d think we’d be well past this, but we’re not. We’re still 

segregated in many ways.  

B: Where do you find it in modern society? Although we’ve obviously progressed 

from— 

S: Oh, God, yeah. 

B: But where do you still see this segregation or this modern-day racism? 



TMP-064; Soles; Page 11 
 

S: Well, I think with the historic society—I got to know the lady briefly; she was 

elderly, she was a black who lived in the community not far from where I grew up. 

She had been a librarian at one of the black colleges, I think Norfolk State. There 

had been efforts to get blacks to invest in the historic society and become 

participants. But it has been very hard because I think they didn’t feel welcome. 

Many didn’t, but this gal did and she got active and got some things going. But 

there have been efforts over time, since I’ve been here, to get blacks as 

participants and get involved directly. So the historic society basically is lily-white 

group. Churches are still—some integration, but very little. Churches are still 

basically black or basically white. But the discrimination basically has been 

ended. I mean, we’ve made some progress but there’s still a separation of the 

races. I mean, the black and the white together as a couple, it doesn’t sit well, I 

would say, with most people here in Mathews, especially natives. But Mathews 

has changed a lot. It has become a retired community: a lot of military retirees. I 

had a lot of friends who, they came here from the state department and they 

bought property together and they just came to Mathews because they liked the 

water, they liked the rural atmosphere. The dendrochronology, I guess is the 

word, has changed since I grew up here because people are moving in. And 

locals are kind of intimidated by the come-heres. I don’t think this is unusual for 

Mathews; I think it’s mostly in rural sections. Often, like with the historic society, 

when I first got involved with the historic society, the locals were not too excited 

about it because the come-heres had come in and they’ve taken over everything. 

I’m getting this stuff—what do they know about the history of this place? They 
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didn’t grow up here. Well, they got invested and they got involved, they’re 

learning about the history of the place, and most of the time, you think you’re 

looking at folks who are a little better educated, have a lot more in the way of 

experiences and living in different parts of the country. So that’s why a lot of the 

come-heres have got involved in lots of different programs here. That intimidates 

the locals a little bit. But still, I don’t think that’s unusual at all.  

B: You think that’s a problem with the locals, that you were saying how the 

newcomers, they had that broader perspective, being from different parts of the 

country? 

S: Well, I think generally. I don’t know if it’s that in every case. But generally, they’re 

a little higher educational level with people who come here and retired, versus 

someone who’s finished high school and that’s it, and never left the county 

except maybe to go to work at the shipyard or for the government someplace 

over in Yorktown or Langley Field or Fort Eustis. We have a lot of military, 

defense operations in this area generally that’s within a day’s commute of here. 

That’s kind of an interesting story, too, because this began before the Civil War 

with this migration. In order to find employment, you had to leave the county, but 

in many cases that was a daytrip. In some cases, men would live in Norfolk 

during the week, work at the shipyards down there in the nineteenth century, and 

then come back on weekends. To get back to oral history, which is so 

aggravating in a way, Mathews was basically a water community. The roads in 

the early part of the nineteenth century were atrocious. There were no really 

good roads; they were mud paths mostly. So people travelled by water and 
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steamboat service became a major source of moving people as well as cargo. 

Steamboats from Baltimore served Mathews, steamboats from Newport News 

and Hampton and Norfolk served Mathews. The steamboat lines divided the 

county in half. Where I lived, steamboat service went to Baltimore. Where we are 

now, steamboat service, that primarily was a daytrip to Norfolk. So you have that 

sort of division. But the people who experienced—my parents who experienced 

that era—I think the last steamboat was in here like 1933 or something like that. 

Those people are gone. They’re not here to be interviewed. Nothing was done to 

record their memories of what it was like to take a steamboat to Hampton or what 

it was like it was to take a steamboat. You get on the steamboat here, say, eight 

o’clock in the morning, you’d be in Baltimore the next morning. A lot of people 

who went for higher education went by steamboat north. It’s a hell of a lot easier 

to get to Baltimore than it would be to get to Richmond, which is the capital of the 

state. So my family had connections in Baltimore because my aunt went to 

nursing school in Baltimore, others who just went for general employment. Part of 

my father’s family went to— 

 [Interruption in interview] 

S: Medical school, if you were going to medical school, you went to Baltimore. The 

sad part is that no one really recorded that data from the people who remember 

the steamboat era. We’ve got some newspaper accounts, we’ve got some 

pictures of these steamboats, we’ve got pictures of the old wharves. I’ve got a 

good collection of early photos of Baltimore Harbor. It’s interesting, but that was a 

missed opportunity, and we just didn’t have anything going. We’ve got all of 
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these projects, all of these experiences, sitting out there still and we need to do 

something about it.  

B: Would you be able to, as a secondhand source, since we cannot obviously get 

the direct source from people like your parents, could you talk a little bit about 

your parents? 

S: Yeah, yeah. 

B: Their experiences, starting from how they met and then— 

S: Yeah. Mathews had, I think, five high schools at one point. There was one on 

Gwynn’s Island, there was one here in Mathews, there was on in Cobbs Creek—

that’s where I grew up—there was in New Point . . . and that was because of the 

transportation. Cars were not as readily available. There were no cars for periods 

of this time, so you had to be able to walk to get to the school. Then they finally 

consolidated all of the schools in Mathews in 1940. They built Mathews High 

School, which you passed here. My father met my mother in high school, and I 

don’t think they dated right away, but she grew up within five miles of where he 

grew up. That was kinda typical, because you were not on the road a lot. 

Mathews especially, you’ve heard the name Hudgins. Hudgins’s are all over the 

place! All over the place! So we’ve all got to be related some kind of way, but not 

everybody understands why. In my dad’s time—he was born in 1904, so late, 

early [19]20s—he did get to go to William and Mary for a year, and then he went 

to Lynchburg College, I think, for a year or two. He relayed to me basically that 

he spent too much time in the pool hall, that’s why he didn’t finish. But any time in 
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college allowed you to be able to be a teacher. They thought you were educated 

if you went to college at all. Even I had teachers in high school that had no 

college, because of the rural nature of the place and the lack of funds. 

B: You wouldn’t find that today, no. 

S: No, it’s gotten a little better today, although I’m not sure all teachers who are in 

the classroom are qualified to be in the classroom. Dad didn’t work out to be a 

teacher and he lost his father. I think it worked out, but he didn’t feel that he was 

a good teacher. I can confirm that because he had no patience. I was terrible in 

math, anything science. It was easy for him, and he’d get aggravated as hell. He 

could not understand why—I’d go to the store to get help, and when I was really 

young I’d end up crying because he was so impatient about it. He was just 

frustrated, I guess, because I didn’t get it . . . a good father. It’s just that we’re 

better at some things than we are other things. My mother was always sort of a 

stay-at-home person. Both were very active in the church, as were most people 

in Mathews. They really connected with their Baptist church. This was the social 

arm as well as the spiritual arm, growing up in the community like this. Not a lot 

of visiting after work in homes and having a drink and sitting around kind of 

talking. None of that. It just wasn’t that kind of way. When you finished the day, 

you ate and then maybe you read something, a little radio, and you went to bed. 

But it was an easy, simple time to grow up. That’s the fun part about it. I seem to 

be more interested in the past than in the future, I guess, growing up. I think it’s 

because I couldn’t add and subtract. 

[Laughter] 
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B: I’m the same way. History major. So then, you seem to have—your father, you 

said already, had a huge influence on you. 

S: He had a great image. I remember the guys—one of the things we talked a little 

bit about, integration and segregation and the races, I heard him do this two or 

three times. And this was a time when a lot of discussions were going on about 

integrating the schools, bringing blacks into the school system ‘cause whites and 

people were having a hell of a time with that. A hell of a time with that. My dad 

used an example—I’m not sure they were talking about this in relation to schools. 

It may have been just associated with the difference in the races—and my dad 

and these men were standing around talking, and my dad finally spoke up. Reg 

Monroe was my black guy, my black friend; he wasn’t in the store at the time, 

obviously. He said, Willy, do you think if you passed away and you got to the 

pearly gates, and you were next in line, but Reg had passed away before you 

had passed away, would you think that Saint Peter would say, Reg, you gotta 

step aside, because Willy just died and he’s a white man and he goes first. He 

gets interviewed by you first. Do you think that’s the way God’s gonna handle 

that? That really kinda made an impression on me. If I make any sense at all. 

B: That makes perfect sense, yes.  

S: I don’t know what kind of God you have, but I don’t think God is gonna give 

preference over one race or the other. I’m not advocating pearly gates because I 

don’t think there is such a thing, and I think that heaven is something we don’t 

understand. It’s certainly not a place we’re gonna go and be happy all the time 

and have no challenges, everything’s provided. That’s got to be a boring 
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existence, right? Why would you want to go to a place like that? But anyway, 

probably most of my friends are gonna be in the other place anyway.  

 [Laughter] 

S: So he was sort of liberated. My dad was liberated, especially when it came to the 

races. He really did not have any prejudice. In the 1930s and [19]40s in this 

region, that’s kinda unusual. That was the exception to the rule. I just feel 

fortunate that I had that, he set that example for me. He had total respect, equal 

respect with blacks and whites. I think the blacks knew that and reciprocated. I 

don’t think it had anything to do with business, the business of running a store. 

He felt that way.  

B: I hate to cut this conversation short, but unfortunately we have expired on time. 

So I’d like to thank you very much. 

S: Well, thank you. 

B: For taking this time. 

S: It was fun. 

B: Oh, absolutely. I enjoyed it very much. Today is October 24, 2014, and that 

concludes this interview. Thank you. 

S: Thank you. 

[End of interview] 
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