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TMP-070 
Interviewee: William Benjamin Richardson 
Interviewer: Jennifer Thelusma  
Date: October 25, 2014 
 

T: Good morning. My name is Jennifer Thelusma. Today is October 25, 2014, I’m 

here with Mr.— 

R: Ben Richardson. 

T: Ben Richardson, and where and when were you born? 

R: I was born in Hampton, Virginia, September 28, 1960. 

T: Okay, and have you lived in Hampton all your life? 

R: Well, I was just born there but I lived in Mathews all of my life. 

T: Okay. 

R: Which is, that was where one of the big hospitals was back in the earlier days. 

T: Mm-hm. So tell me a little bit about your parents. Tell me a about your childhood 

growing up, what your parents did for a living. 

R: Well had a very good childhood growing up. We had a neighborhood full of kids, 

probably about a dozen of us in the neighborhood, and my father was a captain 

of a tugboat and a docking pilot. When the ships would come in he would board 

the vessels and then dock ‘em, and that was his career. And that kind of sparked 

me for my interest wanting to go on the sea, which I did when I got out of school. 

And I pursued that for like twenty years and that’s where I learned to carve and 
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that’s where my passion kind of came about. I wanted to carve for the rest of my 

life. So I did that for like twenty years and now I’m more or less a starving artist.  

T: [Laughter] So tell me a little— 

R:  And my mother. 

T: Oh, I’m sorry, continue. 

R: She was a homemaker. I have a brother and sister, both older, and so she pretty 

much—she catered parties to make extra money to help supplement and she 

was a very good cook, and that’s what she did to help supplement income. 

T: Did you ever as child help either your father or your mother with their 

occupations? 

R: Well, I didn’t really help my mother but I observed her in the kitchen a lot. And I 

went on the tugs a couple times with my father when I was young just to kind of 

see what was going on. But people in Mathews, it was one of the careers that 

you choose to do. It wasn’t much of employment here in Mathews. So, during the 

early days a lot of the boys, they got on the tugboat or a ship and that is what 

they did. 

T: Tell me a little bit about, I see that you are still working on your duck head. Can 

you talk to me again about the process of carving? 

R: Well, you just remove everything that doesn’t look like the subject you’re carving 

[Laughter] but you gotta have it in your mind. It’s just like I can look in the wood 
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and kinda see the shapes on what I want to get. Just, you have to have a feel for 

it. You can feel your pieces kind of coming to shape also. 

T: Okay. Can you tell me more about when you first started working on the tugboat, 

just like what your tasks were? 

R: Well, you start out basic with—you’re an ordinary seaman. You do the duties, 

you know, the cleaning of the boat and the painting of the boat and standing a 

watch with the wheelhouse personnel. You’re always supposed to have two eyes 

in the wheelhouse to keep an eye on things. Then you learn that trade and they 

show you what they do. So, that’s what I did. 

T: Okay, you did mention in our previous conversation that your family has lived in 

Mathews since 1760, I believe— 

R: Yeah, yeah. And we are direct descendants of Sir George Yardley, who was the 

first Governor of Virginia, so our history goes way back. I have a copy of my 

tree— 

T: Okay, I’d love to see that. 

R: One of my ancestors, a couple of my ancestors were very good into genealogy, 

and so I’m very lucky that I know my background ‘cause that was one of their 

things that they liked to do. I have both sides of my family tree traced back to the 

earlier days—on my father’s side, too. So both of them. On my father’s side I was 

related to John Smith, back in—it’s just local history. 
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T: Okay. How has your family kind of built their lives here in Mathews since they 

have settled down and established? I know you said you had an ancestor who 

was a governor, but what were their crafts? 

R: Well, on my father’s side of the family, his family was a druggist and built 

Richardson’s Drugstore on the corner, which is now Richardson’s Café. But that 

was his profession. And on my mother’s side, they were mostly merchants. My 

father ended up running the service station and sold appliances and propane to 

the homes around. Not a fancy lifestyle, but that’s what he enjoyed and liked to 

do.  

T: Can you talk to me more about your childhood, maybe your education as a child, 

where you went to school, your family traditions, holidays? 

R: Well, my brother went to college and my sister went to college and like I said, I 

wanted to— 

T: Well, even before then. 

R: Before then? Well, we had just a whole neighborhood of kids that just liked to 

play outdoors. We were always getting into some kind, a little bit of trouble, 

nothing major you know. Christmases, everybody used to get together and just a 

lot of people, good food, relaxation, and just a simple life. We used to get a lot 

more snow back in the days when I was younger. We always loved to get out 

and play on it. We’d hook up a ski rope behind a car and ride on a sled and 
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things up and down a road. Always had a little boat, so I’ve been on the water my 

whole life. When I was a certain age I could take the boat out by myself and so. 

T: How old was that? 

R: When I was like thirteen. 

T: Oh wow, that’s young. 

R: I had different points where I could go that far out into the river. I could only go in 

the creek when I was a certain age, and then when I got a little older I could go a 

little further down the river.  

T: Okay, so you’ve been on the water all your life. 

R: Yep, born and raised on water. We lived on a little creek there, so had water right 

at the back door. 

T: What was the most—I know Halloween is coming up so I am a little bit biased, 

but was the most fun holiday, or your most cherished holiday tradition? 

R: Well, it’s hard to say. I just like to eat foods and we never really had much except 

for around the holidays. That’s basically it, you know? I used to like to hunt and 

being in the woods and I like being outdoors and that type of thing, always been 

exploring and liked to go to the beach and look for things. Around here we have a 

lot of arrowheads and Native American stuff. 

T: How did you acquire those arrowheads? 



TMP-070; Richardson; Page 6 

 

R: Well, I found a lot, and a lot of these are a friend of mine had found. His health 

got bad and so he knew I had this shop up here, and he wanted to kinda keep it 

local so I ended up purchasing most of them. 

T: Good morning. 

R: Yep. Excuse me one second. Sometimes my cousin gets my mail, they deliver it 

to his house instead of mine. See, that is my first cousin. 

T: Okay, what’s his name? 

R: Trimum, Trimmy we always call him, Clark is his real name. But his nickname is 

Trimmy. 

T: I’d like to know how that nickname came. 

R: Well I don’t really know to tell you the truth, but his father is the one that had the 

drugstore. 

T: Okay. 

R: And this was our grandfather’s desk that used to be in the back of the drugstore. 

So this was my grandfather’s. 

T: What year did the drugstore open? 

R: It was probably around the 1920s. Before he built this one, he had one down in 

Port Haywood which is down the county here a little ways, and then he moved up 

closer into town. And it was one of the first brick buildings that was built in the 



TMP-070; Richardson; Page 7 

 

Courthouse, but this was his drug store down at Port Haywood which is a couple 

of miles down the road. 

T: May I take a picture of this? 

R: You can, yep. 

T: So you were talking about how the arrowheads were acquired from your friend 

before he got ill. 

R: Yeah. 

T: Did you, or did you and your friends have very many encounters with the Native 

Americans or was it just you found them? 

R: Well, yeah, they were all dead and gone. They do have a couple reservations 

around. But it’s just always been a little bit of a hobby and a fun thing for local 

peoples kinda to do on Sunday afternoon: go to the beach and walk around, and 

always like to look for driftwood and things myself. But he was doing it almost as 

a profession. He just really loved it and they would go out during the wintertime 

and all the time. And after storms, the new erosion and earth is turned up on the 

beach. That’s when they would like to go, because it’s new territory. 

T: And they are very beautiful, very intricate. 

R: Oh there are some wonderful pieces in there, there really is. Some of them are 

very prehistoric. This one, I don’t know if I showed you that. That just came 

unplugged there. 
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T: Oh, it can. 

R: He was scalloping and while he was scalloping off the Atlantic Ocean, he found 

this piece. That is a petrified snake’s head, so that shows that the Atlantic Ocean 

was dry back earlier probably before the Big Bang Theory or whatever, and it 

was actually dry land off of there. And it’s an amazing piece. 

T: Wow, I cannot stop looking at it.  

R: Some people if they have a guest or family and he had been thinking about them, 

he would give the one a lot just ‘cause, just to show that he was thinking about 

the family and everything. They are really treasured pieces. Fortunately, you 

were very lucky to have them. 

T: Now what about these down here? These figureheads? 

R: Those belong to another artist that’s in here. And his mother, her husband was in 

the service and they were stationed over in Turkey. That’s where these pieces 

came from, actually. This is an oil lamp. 

T: And you can actually . . .  

R: They would put oil in it and it had a wick. So this was an old-fashioned flashlight 

to the Turks. That’s what they would use. But they carved them very ornamental, 

and they are very old. 

T: Can you talk to me a little bit about maybe your relationship with—or talk to me 

about the community here in Mathews County. I know you’ve been here all of 
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your life and your family is here, maybe kind of community traditions—oh, I’m 

sorry, thank you. 

R: No, that’s all right. 

T: Maybe, because it seems like you have a very good relationship with a lot of the 

people who live here. I imagine you guys are all very close. 

R: Well, it is a pretty tight-knit little community and the community, a lot of the older 

people are dying off so it’s not as much as it used to be. The town’s population 

has never changed a whole lot. It’s always been about, around nine thousand 

people over a few years it’s decreased some and then it’ll go up a little bit 

because there is no employment here. But it’s just everybody used to know 

everybody in town, which now it’s not the case. But things change, and 

storefronts are like a lot of other places: a lot of the small towns are hurting 

because bigger cities are growing and you have more malls and things. And 

that’s where people go and shop and so the little small towns . . . 

T: Kinda suffer? 

R: They kind of suffer. Mathews County is a dead-end destination. It’s two roads in, 

but it doesn’t go anywhere. You have to go off the beaten path to get to 

Mathews. It’s just not a thoroughfare spot, so that’s why it’s always going to stay 

small. 

T: Okay. What do you think since your childhood here to know have been kind of 

the biggest changes that you’ve seen, either for better or for worse? 
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R: Well, I would say, when I was younger in the [19]70s, Mathews was a lot more 

booming than what it is now. Part of the reason, the watermen industry was still 

really strong, and now that is, now it’s not as prevalent as it used to be. A lot of 

the storms have damaged a lot of the waterfront and the fish docks. The 

youngsters just don’t follow the footsteps because it is very hard work. Just, it’s 

been a dying-off tradition. Mathews the county—I mean, the seafood industry 

was a big moneymaker and still is. Farming used to be bigger, too, a lot of farms. 

So it was pretty much the people around here made their living off of the land. 

T: Mm-hm. And now more people are— 

R: And now more people are sitting in front of their office desks and on computers 

and that type of thing. 

T: How do you feel about that? 

R: And man has made literally putting his own self out of work by modernization and 

techniques. It doesn’t take as many people to do the same job, and so it’s good 

and it’s bad. 

T: Yeah, that’s one thing that we are finding: that this is one the cities that lot of 

people made their living off the water and off the land, and we’re finding that a lot 

of their crafts and a lot of their skills, not many people have them or are not being 

passed down to their children. 

R: Right. 
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T:  Is that something that . . . would you say that you maybe acquired some of those 

crafts or learned a lot, and you’re not necessarily seeing it? 

R: Well, we have an educational art school down the road and they are trying to 

maintain some of the traditions and things. But, myself, I like for people to watch 

a little bit. It’s hard for me to watch people fight a piece of wood. A good carver 

makes it look easy. And it’s dangerous; you can slip and cut yourself. And 

watching people do that, taking the chance of getting hurt its really kind of nerve-

wracking for me. Teaching it is—I have taught a few people, not really interested 

in it, like the girl who does the wood spirits and things. When she first started 

carving she came to me and I gave her a little bit of advice and everything. I 

didn’t want her to just learn my style, but she liked doing the faces and that, so 

she has done her own thing. It’s just basically, give them some information, on 

books, where you can get a good knife. I have magazines from carving suppliers 

and just things to look at. So, people don’t want to seem like they wanna watch. 

They wanna jump right and do something before they know what they are doing, 

and sometimes you try to explain something to them and they don’t seem like 

they want to listen. They still want to do it their way and until you know what 

you’re doing you need to kind of listen to what people have to say.  

T: So what would you say is the most important lesson that you would give, maybe 

my generation or generations that come after me in terms of work? 

R: Well, you have to observe people who know what they’re doing and from that, 

ask your questions, and don’t be afraid to ask questions. But you have to look 
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sometimes and observe a little bit before you do your hands-on thing. That’s the 

way apprenticeships used to be. You used to work for a cabinetmaker, you swept 

floors and cleaned the shop for like five years before they ever let you really get 

doing things. They wanted you just to be there and observe and maybe help 

sharpen the tools and things. You have a little bit of a training process that you 

went through almost like going to school. 

T: Mm-hm. I’m going to go ahead and plug this back in because I don’t want it to die 

on me. 

R: Okay. 

T: Oh, did you carve these too? I didn’t see those earlier? 

R: No, those actually came from Highland. 

T: And this one though? 

R: I did make that one. That’s made out of cork. 

T: Wow, yeah, it didn’t feel like wood.  

R: A lot of decoys back in the day were made out of cork. It was a good floating 

material 

T: Okay, so what— 

R: If you notice this piece here, you see how the bird is interpretive and is catching 

the fish? 
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T: Mm-hm. 

R: But when I was doing this piece I focused on using the natural knot for the eye. 

T: Oh, yeah. 

R: So I mean if you look, the piece is actually looking back at you, even the fish has 

an eye. 

T: Mm-hm. 

R: And if you look on this side, there’s even an eye on that side. 

T: Wow. 

R: So not many people pick out where branches come out to make their eyes just 

out of the natural piece of wood. That’s kind of where I have a good gift to be 

able to do. 

T: I’m sorry. 

R: Hey ma’am, how you doing? If you have any questions just holler. So that’s kinda 

one of my special gifts that I have, I’ve never seen any other carver do.  

T: Yeah, I have not really noticed that. 

R: It’s just using the natural knots for expression. 

T: And this is? 

R: I used copper for the crown. 
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T: Okay, and this looks like it’s—what is this? 

R: This is going to be a duck decoy. 

T: I was going to say this looks like it’s going to be something. 

R: It’s just, I’m going to put it here, the head will go on separately. I got it to this 

stage and the wood was still a little bit green so I’ve just been kind of letting it dry. 

Sometimes you get going, you do two or three pieces at a time, you get a little 

bored with one, you pick up another one, and you go on, keep a few things 

going. But I don’t like to get too many things going because then you’re not 

finishing anything. 

T: Oh, yeah. 

R: Some people never. It’s kind of a fine line.  

T: Sorry. Was there anything else that you wanted to talk about? 

R: I don’t know. I can’t really think of much else. Would you like to see my family 

tree? Have you ever seen one? 

T:  No, I don’t think so. I don’t even have one for myself. [Laughter] 

R: Okay, I‘ll show you some of the history. [inaudible 20:45] 

T: What are some of the different processes for using the cork as opposed to the 

wood? 

R: It’s just another medium to work with. 
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T: And how does it . . .  

R: The cork is actually used—you can shape that with like a rasp, a very rough file, 

and that’s what a lot of people do to shape cork. And a lot of people prefer it 

because it is easier to shape than wood. Let’s see here. This is my brother. He 

joined the Jamestown Society a great many years ago. And in order to be a 

member of the Jamestown Society, you have to prove your lineage to 

Jamestown, and this is the lineage that he did from—and it goes back all the way 

to, let’s see, 1615. 

T: Oh, wow. So then we have William Richardson, Sr. 

R:  There was a child of Robert Richardson born 1615 in England, died in Somerset, 

Maryland, and a lot of my father’s side did migrate down here from Maryland; 

Anne Arundel County was part of it. But, and this is the tree on my mother’s side, 

which is laid out the way your own tree would be. 

T: Oh. It’s large. 

R: Yep, yep, and it goes all the way back to England. Sir George Yardley arrived in 

Jamestown on the ship Deliverance in 1609. Jamestown was settled in 1607. 

T: Wow. 

R: So he was— 

T: From the beginning. 

R: Yeah.   
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T: I didn’t read this. 

R: Yep, yep. 

T: And you mentioned that one of your ancestors was governor? Where is—when— 

R: He was, he was, I think it was the House of Burgesses was the first legislative 

branch in Virginia, and he was elected governor of that branch, by I guess the 

King of England, and then when they declared their independence . . . 

T:  I think I might lay it flat. This is so cool. I feel like, it that something—how do you 

feel like the traditions of your family, ‘cause you said this is all because your 

brother wanted to join the Jamestown Society that you found this out, or was it 

something that your parents kind of talked to you about when you were younger? 

R: Well, no. They never really taught, told us much about the history until—we didn’t 

care about it much when we were younger. Then after a while you want to know 

your background a little bit, but they’ve known about it. Me and my brother, he 

liked real estate and things and that was the market he wanted to be in. My sister 

she ended up—she has four children, and her husband is a baby doctor and she 

studied psychology. That was the field she went in. My brother still lives here; my 

sister lives in Richmond. 

T: Do you have any children yourself? 

R: I don’t, no. 

T:  No? 
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R: I have been married a couple times, but I don’t know, I might be a hard person to 

live with. [Laughter] And going to sea was not a good life for married people a lot. 

You’re three weeks then you’re gone three weeks and raising children was 

something I just didn’t feel was proper for me. So I may regret it, but I have 

nieces and nephews who I pass things on down to. 

T: And you said you were going to sea for about twenty years before you became a 

starving artist? [Laughter] 

R: Yep, right, yep. I have travelled from the Bay of Fundy, Canada on down to 

Guatemala on boats, on tugboats, pulling gasoline and crude oil barges. 

T: Okay, well. 

R: So pretty high-risk industry in the petroleum.  

T:  Did you have anything else that you wanted to talk about? One last thing that 

you wanted to say? 

R: Well, no. I’m just glad that y’all stopped by Mathews ‘cause Mathews is one of 

the only counties to ever have a naval warship named after it because Mathews 

has been known for sea people, going to sea. Just, you used to say you could in 

any port in the world and find somebody from Mathews County. That’s a 

compliment. It doesn’t happen anymore, but it’s always been known as putting 

out good sea captains and good boat people. Other than that, that’s about it.  

T: Well, thank you so much for talking with us. 
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[End of interview] 
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