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Real Estate is first and foremost a “People” business.  I care about the individuals and families that I represent, always respecting their trust and privacy… helping peo-
ple and working hard to see them through a successful real estate transaction is my first priority!

With a background as an Architectural Illustrator, Horsewoman, Writer and Muralist, I am passionate about and inspired by old homes and gardens… by breathtaking 
water views, rolling pastoral landscapes, towering trees and ancient boxwood.  Our waterways, small towns, wineries, agriculture and oyster industry are all world-
class.  Our farms are productive and utilize best practices to protect wildlife habitats, preserve the Chesapeake Bay and feed the world.   As such, they also provide a 
fabulous opportunity for all types of sporting activities and special events in the off-season.  We have some of the most notable museums, historic sites, universities, 
resorts, fine dining, antique shops, special event and sporting venues in the entire nation – right here!  If all that was not enough, our taxes are low!  The Chesapeake 
Bay Region of Virginia has it all!

I have spent a lifetime in the Chesapeake Bay Region and reside in Essex and Northumberland.  If you are in need of professional real estate services with regard to the 
sale or purchase of a Historic, Waterfront, Equestrian or other Country property please give me a call at 804-445-5500. I would love to know your story and find a way 
to help you meet your real estate goals. I am experienced, diligent and I will produce results for you.

Karin

niai

4360 Cohaven Ln., Gloucester, VA – 53.32 Acre Waterfront. Jones Creek at York River Waterfront. 6 BR, 8BA, Pier, Dock, Stables, 7 Car Garage 

with Dependencies. Wet Bar, Built-in Features, Butler Pantry, Bay Window, Ceiling Fan(s), Cathedral Ceiling(s), Dining Area, Separate/Formal 

Dining Room, Double Vanity, Eat-in Kitchen, French Door(s)/Atrium Door(s), High Ceilings, In-Law Floorplan. Offered at $1,380,000

For additional information on any of these properties, my current listings and additional SOLD properties, please 
visit my blogsite at www.karinandrewsrealestate.com, or my Berkshire Hathoway Luxury Collection website where 
you can search for the home of your dreams at www.karinandrewsestates.com. Feel free to contact me anytime on 
my cell at 804-445-5500. I’d be delighted to hear from you!

Woodland - circa 1790, 26295 Tidewater Trail, Dunns-
ville, Virginia
UNDER CONTRACT
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On the cover 
Photo by Marilou Bray McCrosky

Photographer Marilou Bray McCrosky caught 
Walter “Peale” Rogers and his crew fi shing his 
pound nets early one morning as she cruised 
out of Cockrell Creek aboard the Elva C on a 
trip sponsored by the Reedville Fishermen’s 
Museum. 

Rogers of Reedville has literally been working 
the water all his life, starting when he was eight-
years-old by his father’s side. He got his fi rst 
pound net when he was 14. After going to col-
lege and working in Louisiana on a fi sh boat for 
several years, he returned to the Northern Neck 
in 1989. He’s been working pound nets, dredg-
ing oysters and fi shing crab pots since. 

The environmentally friendly art of pound net 
fi shing uses a special type of fi sh net that con-
sists of net walls anchored to stakes. The nets 
are open at the surface and direct or herd the 

fi sh into the retaining areas. Pound netters work 
the nets about 10 months a year from late Febru-
ary/early March through December.    

Rogers works his nets in the photo aboard 
the Glenna Fay, a boat built in 1948 by George 
Butler Sr. of Reedville.

About the photographer 
McCrosky was also raised in Reedville. Because 

many in the area are dependent on seafood for 
their livelihoods, she was taught at an early age 
to respect and love the water. A high school sci-
ence teacher, McCrosky takes summer trips on 
the Chesapeake Bay with the Chesapeake Bay 
Foundation. The educational trips have often 
focused on oysters and oyster restoration. 

She sells her wildlife and scenic water photo-
graphs, along with handmade oyster and shell 
jewelry, at craft shows throughout the Northern 
Neck and Middle Peninsula.
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Throughout the publication 
historical photos from Middlesex, 
Lancaster and Northumberland 
counties appear. 

Photos courtesy of Larry S. Chowning, 
Kilmarnock Museum, and Northumberland 
County Historical Society
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Home. That word has taken on a different 
meaning over the past few months. 

Home has become a sanctuary, our work-
place and a temporary schoolhouse. It’s a safe 
haven. 

Home, to many, is also a place or a feeling. 
Folks who have lived on the Rappahannock 
River and its tributaries for decades associate 
the Robert O. Norris Jr. Bridge in White Stone 
as the “bridge home.”

In this, our second edition of Bay Heritage, 
we pay tribute to this area we call home in 
Lancaster, Northumberland and Middlesex 
counties and the people who make it special. 
The industries that have sustained so many — 
agriculture, seafood and tourism — remain as 
the staples of our community. 

We hope you enjoy the profi les of the people 
who have shaped our culture and stories of the 
businesses that have endured through genera-
tions. Our heritage has shaped our community 
into more than just a place to live. It’s home. 

 HERITAGE is published jointly by the Rappahannock Record, P.O. 
Box 400, Kilmarnock, Va. 22482, (804) 435-1701, and the Southside Sentinel, P.O. Box 
549, Urbanna, Va. 23175, (804) 758-2328. Email: editor@rapprecord.com or editor@
ssentinel.com

News Don Richeson and Robert D. Mason Jr., editors; Larry S. Chowning, 
Tom Chillemi, Lisa Hinton-Valdrighi, Megan Schiffres and Jackie Nunnery

Advertising Jessica Bell and Hannah Abbott managers; K.C. Troise, Marilyn 
Bryant and Susan Graves

Production Joseph Gaskins, Susan Simmons, K.C. Troise, Rebecca Riddell, 
Stephanie Feria and Ray Rose

Publications Coordinators Susan Simmons and Lisa Hinton-Valdrighi

Account Managers Geanie Longest and Lisa Donant

Publishers Fred and Bettie Lee Gaskins

Photo by Daniel Schiavo
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804.333.0195

Title &
River

Escrow, LLC
• Residential & Commercial  

Real Estate Closings

• Real Estate Loan Closings

• Title Insurance

Navigating all your  
real estate closing needs.

TWO LOCATIONS:

219 Main Street  •  Warsaw, VA 22572

678 Rappahannock Drive  •  White Stone, VA 22578

Conrad Steamboat Dock on 
the Piankatank River had a 
barrel factory and a wood 
shop along the shore where 
oars were made. This photo 
shows barrels and oars made 
on site that were shipped 
by steamboat to Baltimore 
markets. Courtesy of Nola 
Watson

Guests of The Tides Inn, Irvington, board the 83-foot Sun Tan IV 
on Carter Creek for a cruise to Tangier Island. Photo courtesy of 
Kilmarnock Museum

Northumberland High School, Heathsville, postmarked 1907. 
Photo courtesy of Kilmarnock Museum

H What’s in a name?

White Stone in Lancaster County: 
Named for an old white millstone 
that once served as a boundary 
marker.

Bob’s Hole in Middlesex County: 
Bob was a bull. He got stuck in 
a deep mud hole and they never 
could get him out. They named the 
place in his honor.

Callao in Northumberland County: 
Named for the village’s fi rst post-
master Jacob H. Callaway. Resi-
dents later learned that a town in 
Franklin County had already used 
“Callaway” and so the name was 
altered to “Callao.”

NOW OPEN FOR BUSINESS

CC
HESAPEAKE 

SONSTRUCTION
ERVICES

OFFERING:

Drafting Services to Insure Accuracy of Design and Intent 

Home Improvement of any size from 
Total Renovations to Smaller Repairs

Project Management

Residential Excavation

Fully Licensed and Insured Class A 
Registered since 1977

Fully Staffed and Equipped to Handle all Your Requests

Ensure Accuracy of Design and Intent 

NOW OPEN FOR BUSINESSNOW OPEN FOR BUSINESS
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G
oogle what makes a business 
successful and words like ‘effec-
tive strategies’ and ‘fi scal man-

agement’ pop up. There are few mentions 
of ‘work ethic’ and ‘family values’—the 
cornerstones of one of Virginia’s most 
successful and longest-operating seafood 
businesses. 

In 1946, W. Ellery Kellum traded in 
some scrap metal from a shipyard where 
he and his son Curtis worked, recycling 
the metal to purchase the fi rst cinder-
blocks he used to build a small oyster 
house on Carter Creek at the end of 
Johns Neck Road in Weems. Ironically, 
the company, W. E. Kellum Inc., now 
owns the adjacent 
shipyard, and that 
one-room oyster 
house has grown into 
a successful seafood 
business that has 
employed Ellery’s 
children, grandchil-
dren and now great-grandchildren. 

Ellery and his wife, Rubinette, 
founded the family business when Ellery 
borrowed $500 and resigned from his job 
to start Ellery Kellum Seafood in 1948. 
He bought and harvested oysters, and 
hired a handful of shuckers; Rubinette 
packed the oysters and worked as the 
bookkeeper. Ellery could probably never 
imagine how the business has evolved 
from those humble beginnings into a 
major oyster supplier for restaurants, 
retailers and food service distributors. 
Kellum brand oysters can now be pur-
chased in 32 states. 

“People would be surprised at the 
amount of product this family business” 
produces, said Kellum Seafood president 
Tommy Kellum. 

Along with hard work, dedication and 
a family foundation, Tommy says Kellum 
Seafood’s success is also attributed to a 
conservative-minded business approach. 

Four generations of Kellums have  
either owned, operated or worked at the 
business. Ellery’s sons Curtis, Bill and Joe 
grew up working at the processing plant, 
and the sons took on leadership roles in 
the 1960s when the original oyster house 
was remodeled and expanded. When 
Ellery died in 1978, Curtis became presi-
dent. By the 1980s, Kellum had a small 
fl eet of trucks, two plants and 63 shuck-
ers. Business was booming. Then in the 
mid-1980s, two shellfi sh diseases struck 
the bivalves in the Chesapeake Bay, and 
shucking houses began to close as the 
oyster population died off. 

Bill looked to retirement and Joe 
looked to Bill’s sons, Jeff and Tommy, to 
buy into the family business. Both men 

Salt, sweat and spat, 

by Lisa 
Hinton-
Valdrighi

from seed-bed to success 
in four generations

From left, Jeff Kellum, Tommy 
Kellum and Brandon Kellum are 
the third-generation leadership 
at W.E. Kellum Seafood Inc. 
Photo by Lynn Haynie Kellum
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were in their early 20s and had other 
careers, but both had also grown up 
working at the seafood house. 

Tommy admits his parents hadn’t 
wanted the two to get involved with the 
family business at a time when the indus-
try was in decline. However, the two took 
out a sizable loan and joined Joe in 1995. 

“Jeff and I came back when things 
were at rock bottom,” said Tommy. “We 
drove trucks, worked long hours and 
barely made it. It was a low point in 
oyster production. 

“There were days we weren’t sure we 
were going to make it,” he said. “By all 
laws of business and practicality, we 
shouldn’t be here. We shouldn’t have 
made it.”

Tommy said even though the company 
was struggling, “the quality never went 
down and there were days we paid every-
one else before we paid ourselves.”

To survive, Tommy bought bay and 
gulf oysters, worked potential customers 
and distributors on the phones and trav-
eled. Jeff drove trucks to haul bait south 
and would return the next day with oys-
ters and shrimp. 

Tommy’s not proud to say it, but not 
too proud to admit it: at one particularly 
low point, “we sold one of our trucks to 
make payroll.” 

The oyster population began to 
rebound in the 1990s, and in 2001, Joe’s 
son Brandon joined the team. Joe began 
to cut back on his responsibilities and 

now the leadership is in the hands of 
Tommy as president and Jeff and Bran-
don as vice presidents. 

The fourth generation has come on 
board with the addition of Jeff’s son Will, 
who like his dad, is a jack-of-all-trades 
and spends a typical day dredging and 
then hauling oysters. 

Tommy’s daughter Hannah, who 
started working full time at the plant 
when she was 12, works in administra-
tion. Even as a college junior at Chris-
topher Newport University, she ran the 
packing house, coming home to work 
whenever she had a free moment. At age 
18, she was named by the governor to the 
Virginia Marine Products Board and is 
now the executive director of the Virginia 
Seafood Council. 

Nathan Bussells, Joe’s grandson, has 
become Tommy’s “right hand.” After 
working for a major grocery chain, 
Nathan brings considerable food safety 
knowledge to the plant.

The operation
From that one-room oyster house, 

Kellum Seafood has grown to a 
10,000-square-foot facility and pro-
duces 160,000 gallons of oysters per 
year. The business now sits on 14 acres 
and includes the nearby Ampro Shipyard 
property now owned by Kellum Seafood.

During peak demand months of 
November and December, Kellum’s plant 
runs 24 hours a day, six days a week, with 

W. Ellery Kellum stands 
before the original oyster 
house in Weems. 

The Capt. Ellery is one of 
five boats in the Kellum 

fleet. Used to supplement 
the catch from independent 

watermen, it also transports 
and plants seed oysters 

and shell stock. Photo by 
Lynn Haynie Kellum

Stanley Gaskins 
shucks oysters. 

Photo by Lisa 
Hinton-Valdrighi

“There were days we weren’t sure we were going to 

make it. By all laws of business and practicality, we 

shouldn’t be here. We shouldn’t have made it.”   
––Tommy Kellum
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up to 40 shuckers. While the plant uses 
guest workers, Kellum employs several 
local shuckers who work all year. 

“We have some shuckers that have 
been here through generations,” said 
Tommy. There’s even longevity in the 
guest workers, with one worker putting 
in 20 years with Kellum. Now his sons 
and nephews are seasonal workers. 

Brandon oversees the shucking and 
packing rooms, which have cold storage 
and on-site safety inspections. Veteran 
shucking room manager Alfred Tiggle, 
74, has been with Kellum since he was 
16. 

Although Kellum Seafood got out of 
the crab business in 1999, the company 
still deals in scallops, oysters and fish.  

“Although oysters make the wheel 
turn, we do a lot with sea and bay scal-
lops and crawfish,” said Tommy. 

Today, to keep up with the demand, 
Kellum buys from watermen in Virginia, 
Maryland and other states. According 
to Tommy, the company purchases on a 
regular basis from about 100 watermen 
from the Northern Neck, Eastern Shore 
and Maryland. 

Decades ago, there were dozens of 
oyster houses in the Northern Neck. 
That number has dwindled significantly, 
despite the fact that farm-raised oysters 
have meant folks eat the product year 
round and not just in the months that end 
with “r” as the old-timers cautioned. 

As attrition has happened in the oyster 
industry, there’s enough business now for 
oyster companies to work year-round, 
according to Tommy. 

“There’s a seasonal demand now more 
than a seasonal operation,” he said. “We 
do about 50% of our business from Hal-
loween through New Year’s.”

During the peak season, Kellum also 
operates a facility in Alabama with about 
40 employees. 

According to Tommy, a key market is 
down South where Kellum sends three 
tractor trailers a week to Georgia and 
South Carolina. The company has “20-
plus pieces of rolling equipment,” said 
Tommy, with Kellum making daily runs 
to the Midwest and up and down the East 
Coast. Two trucks a week head to Chi-
cago. 

Kellum’s is self-sufficient in the pack-
aging plant and builds all of the 5,000 
recyclable boxes they go through a week 
in-house. 

Jaheim Owens, a 2019 graduate of 
Northumberland High School, is the 
plant manager. Tommy loves Jaheim’s 
story: he showed up at Kellum’s when 
he was in 11th grade, waving his straight 
“A” report card and wanting a job. 
Tommy gave him one making boxes and 

Sustainability is the foundation for oyster produc-
tion and the Kellums have worked for decades with 

the Virginia Marine Resources Commission 
(VMRC) to help protect the future of the 
industry. 

Jeff heads up the company’s sustain-
ability efforts, both public and private. 

Generations of Kellums have served on 
the Virginia Marine Resource’s Shellfish 
Replenishment Committee and they have 

worked with the National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), Nature 
Conservancy of Virginia and the Friends of the 
Rappahannock River to help replenish public oyster 
beds and create oyster sanctuary reefs. 

The company also uses a technique of setting oyster 
larvae on shells, called “spat on shell,” to create an 
artificial spawn in tanks of saltwater. The shell, with 
baby oyster attached, is transferred to wild private 
oyster beds and also placed on sanctuary reefs. The 
oysters on these beds are typically harvested in the 
summer. 

In June 2017, state officials added Ellery Kellum 
Rock in Carter Creek to the Virginia Treasures List. 
The rock was so named after Ellery, who held the 
lease in the early 1920s for the river bottom where 
it’s located. Kellum Seafoood deeded the bottom to 
Friends of the Rappahannock and no oysters will 
be harvested from the rock. Rice Rivers Center 
will work with the Friends of the Rappahannock to 
monitor the health of the reef and continue to add 
shell.

Guest workers pack boxes 
for shipment. Photo by Lisa 
Hinton-Valdrighi

A crate full of oysters is taken for washing and packing. 
Photo by Lisa Hinton-Valdrighi 

Guest workers sort through 
oysters, discarding ones that 
are too large and too small. 
Photo by Lisa Hinton-Valdrighi

“We have some shuckers that have been here 

through generations.” 

          ––Tommy Kellum

Conservation efforts
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three years later, he’s the plant manager 
and planning to take courses at Virginia 
Tech in food safety production. 

The food safety protocol requires a 
lot of square footage, housing and strict 
regulations. 

The oyster boats have to be back at 
the dock by 10 a.m. with product under 
refrigeration. A high-tech system and a 
few workers help to sort the oysters for 
the ideal ones to sell on the half shell, 
tossing out the ones that are too small, 
under 3 inches, or the ones that are too 
large, over 4 inches. 

“Restaurants are really sensitive and if 

The sun is rising 
on a new name in
Northern Neck real estate...

Liz Moore & Associates Welcomes
the team at Chesapeake Bay Properties!

lizmoore.com/NorthernNeck
804.436.9145

276 N MAIN STREET | KILMARNOCK VA 22482

Sandra Hargett and Liz Moore have joined forces to create an unequaled force 
in local real estate.  Great agents who know the Northern Neck like nobody 
else, teamed up with the powerful Liz Moore brand and marketing strategy, 
working together to deliver the best real estate experience you’ve ever had.  Visit 
us online, give us a call, or stop by to see us on Main Street in Kilmarnock.

L to R BACK ROW
SUSAN MCFADDEN

804-577-0015
HEIDI HOMMEL

703-625-6335
JOE HUNT

804-436-6020
KATHERINE RHULE

804-456-8733
DEBBIE TURPIN

804-761-7693

L to R FRONT ROW
PAT SCHELLING
804-436-3830

SANDRA HARGETT
804-436-6020

SUZY SMITH
703-927-9723

PATRICIA MEEKER
804-436-5504

SARA NEWSOME
804-436-7266

it’s too big they can’t get as many on a 
plate. But if it’s too small, they have to 
put more on the plate, cutting down on 
the profi t,” said Tommy. 

The ones that are under 3 inches will 
go back to the oyster grounds within 24 
hours to grow some more. The larger 
ones will likely get shucked. 

Tommy pointed to the oysters zipping 
down the conveyor belt. “These were in 
the water this morning and will be in Chi-
cago tomorrow afternoon.”

Scallops are also packed at the Weems 
facility but are shucked where they are 
landed—most off of Hampton Roads—

and the shells go back over 
immediately. 

A tour of the facility at 
the end of Johns Neck Road 
shows a well-oiled machine 
in motion. The unloading, 
separating and shucking, 
and packing processes all 
work effortlessly. Of course, 
behind the scenes, there’s 
watermen hard at work 
since sun-up dredging and 
hauling, regulations being 
strictly followed in the pro-
cessing plant and distribu-
tion deals being brokered. 
And in the center of it all, 
Ellery’s original home, with 
a front porch overlooking 
the creek, still serves as the 
company offi ce and a daily 
reminder of the modest 

beginnings of W.E. Kellum 
Seafood.  

 

Jaheim Owens is plant manager at W.E. Kellum Seafood Inc. Photo 
by Lisa Hinton-Valdrighi

Some 5,000 boxes a week are packed at W.E. 
Kellum Seafood Inc. The boxes are formed on-site 
and are recyclable. Photo by Lisa Hinton-Valdrighi

“People would be surprised at the amount of prod-

uct this family business” produces. 

          ––Tommy Kellum 



T
he gospel-charged harmonies of the Holmes Brothers’ 
smooth voices, combined with their masterful blues-
infused instrumentals and deeply soulful lyrics, are 
rooted in the Middle Peninsula and beloved by R&B fans 
across the world. 

Members Sherman and Wendell Holmes were brothers who grew 
up playing music in the Christchurch area. They were eventually 
joined in their musical careers by Popsy Dixon, a Norfolk native who 
met the brothers when they moved to New York City. 

Sherman and Wendell were raised by schoolteachers, and their 
father was an aspiring musician who fostered his sons’ talents by 
enrolling them in piano lessons when they were very young. From 
the age of six, Sherman learned to appreciate and create music. 

 “My daddy was a frustrated musician. You 
know how you live through your child. And 
he was so proud of me when I was playing,” 
Sherman said. “My brother was young too; he 
was talented as a young kid.” 

At the same time that his love of music was 
growing, Sherman and his younger brother spent years laboring on 
their family farm under the watchful and critical eye of their grandfa-
ther. For Sherman, music seemed like a way out of the rural lifestyle 
he was desperate to leave behind. 

“We used to do the farming with my grandfather. He worked us 
near to death. We’d come down on the tractors and he’d be driving 
the truck behind us. So when I got out of here, I didn’t want anything 
to do with farming. That was enough for me. I won’t even raise a 
flower,” said Sherman. 

By the time he was 13, Sherman and his younger brother were 
playing professionally at a local club. Herman’s, a Black dance hall in 
Urbanna, was owned by Sherman’s cousin who begrudgingly let the 
young musicians have experience onstage. 

“That’s where I first started playing. When he couldn’t get the good 
bands, he would get me and my brother,” Sherman said. 

The Holmes brothers began their career in the 1950s when segre-
gation was still in effect across the U.S. As a result, their opportuni-
ties for advancement in the industry and their ability to perform at 
noteworthy venues were significantly limited, compared to their white 
counterparts. 

“We didn’t have many clubs. I would play at Herman’s, and each 
county had a dance hall. Mathews had one, Lancaster had one. These 
were Black dance halls. There was no integration at all. Sometimes 
we would play with white kids, play in their houses and stuff like that. 
They would come across the road, but it couldn’t be in public,” said 
Sherman. 

Although it had a profound impact on his career before integra-
tion, Sherman says at the time he didn’t question why his community 
and his fellow Black musicians were separated and subjugated by the 
white population of America. 

“When you live with a situation like that, you don’t pay much atten-
tion to it. That was just the way it was. I knew I wasn’t supposed to 
go into that restaurant, so I didn’t go in there,” Sherman said. “We 
could play in white clubs, but couldn’t associate with the people. 
They would have us sitting in the kitchen somewhere, the dressing 
room where they would bring us food or whatever. I remember in 
New Orleans, they wouldn’t let Black and white people be on stage 
together,” Sherman said.  

In high school, Sherman switched from playing the piano to prac-
ticing the clarinet. It wasn’t until he was in college, studying music 

BROTHERHOOD
Sherman Holmes remembers brothers 

and bandmates Wendell and Popsy

by Megan 
Schiffres

All photos courtesy 
of Sherman Holmes
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composition and theory, that Sherman even saw a bass guitar, but once 
he was introduced to the instrument, Sherman says he found his true 
passion. 

“I learned fast. I learned how to play the bass in one week. I had never 
seen a bass guitar like this. And a guy brought me this amp. I was in col-
lege,” said Sherman. “I took off every class that week and I transferred 
what I knew on that piano to the bass. I never studied bass.”

After only a year at Virginia State University, Sherman went to New 
York City for what he expected to be a semester, but which turned into 
many, many years working and raising a family in the city. 

”My first year, I decided to go to New York for a semester. And I 
never came back. Never went back to school,” Sherman said. 

Four years after he arrived in New York, Sherman was joined in the 
city by Wendell, as soon as his younger brother completed high school. 
The pair had already spent years playing together at Herman’s, and as 
adults, they continued to collaborate. Although more hot-headed and 

emotionally reserved 
than his older brother, 
Sherman says he can’t 
remember a time that he 
wasn’t close with Wen-
dell. The brothers spent 
their first several years 
in New York backing 
various bands in the 
region, and eventually 
formed their own band 
called The Sevilles in 
the 1960s.

It was outside a New 
York club in the late 

1960s that Sherman met Popsy Dixon. Today, Sherman describes Popsy 
as the life of the party, and says he always knew how to have a good 
time. A fellow musician and notable drummer, Popsy spent the majority 
of his childhood in New York where he was raised by his uncle. Popsy, 
Sherman and Wendell left their old gigs behind to form a new group in 

Sherman Holmes’ hands fly 
over the strings of his bass 

as his baritone voice fills 
the room with music.

From left, Sherman 
Holmes, Wendell 

Holmes and Popsy 
Dixon embrace 

and
 
smile. 

A young Wendell Holmes plays the piano as his father, Sherman 
Holmes Sr., plays along on the trumpet. 

From left, Popsy Dixon, Sherman Holmes and Wendell Holmes played together as The 
Holmes Brothers for over six decades. 

“I learned fast. I learned how to 
play the bass in one week. I had 
never seen a bass guitar like this. 
And a guy brought me this amp. 
I was in college. I took off every 
class that week and I transferred 
what I knew on that piano to the 
bass. I never studied bass.”
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1979 called the Holmes Brothers. Origi-
nally a 10-piece band, the Holmes Broth-
ers first toured New York as a large group 
but quickly realized that working with 
fewer artists could be just as powerful—
and much cheaper—than working with so 
many collaborators. 

“As we were traveling, we realized that 
our sound with three people was a big 
sound,” said Sherman. 

Without a 10-piece ensemble to set the 
band apart from the rest of the young art-
ists vying for work in the music industry, 
the Holmes Brothers needed something 
else to make their group unique. That’s 
when they developed their signature three-
piece harmony, which Sherman says is 
tied to their roots singing in the church 
choir. 

“Since we grew up playing gospel and 
stuff, we harmonized everything we did. 
So you never heard of nobody harmoniz-
ing the blues until the Holmes Brothers 
came along. We were a three-part har-
mony. And that made us unique,” Sher-
man said. “A lot of people can play, but 
you’ve got to have something different.”

Sherman, whose deep baritone voice 
adds rugged texture to a song, played 
the bass guitar, while Wendell sang tenor 
vocals and played both the guitar and 
piano. Popsy, whose voice could soar 
up to a falsetto, played the drums. Each 
member of the trio had the chance to sing 
lead vocals and write songs for the group, 
which did not have a single lead singer or 
songwriter. Over the years, the Holmes 
Brothers perfected their sound and became 
well-known in Harlem for their three-part 
harmonies and haunting melodies.

Soon the band began playing jam ses-
sions at Dan Lynch’s, a blues club on 
Second Avenue in New York, and it was 
during this time that they met singer Joan 
Osborne. According to Sherman, Osborne 
approached the group after a show one 
day, proved her vocal skills to the broth-
ers on the spot, and—just like that—she 
was welcomed as a quasi-member of the 
band. Osborne would go on to produce 
two Holmes Brothers albums, “Speak-
ing in Tongues” and “Feed My Soul,” and 
she would periodically perform with the 
brothers throughout their career. 

 It was also at Dan Lynch’s that the 
Holmes Brothers were discovered by 
R&B singer Jimmy Jones, whose single 
“Handy Man” caught the attention of the 
nation. According to Sherman, he was 
about to quit music altogether until at the 

last hour, the band’s star began to rise. 
“New York is a place where people come 

from all over the world. So people went 
back to Europe and wrote reviews on us 
and all this stuff; that was how we got to go 
to Europe for the first time,” said Sherman. 
“Then we started getting gigs like that. Our 
records began to sell. “Rolling Stone”…all 
of them wrote up articles and stuff about 
us. We were going around saying, ‘they 
must be talking about the wrong people. 
They must not be talking about us.’ But we 
hit it off, and it was great.” 

Although they began as the opening act 
for Jimmy Jones, the Holmes Brothers 
quickly matched his popularity. 

“First, we opened for them. Then we 
became equal to them,” Sherman said. 

The Holmes Brothers were invited to 
participate in an international tour orga-
nized by Van Morrison’s record label Real 
World Records, and this tour both helped 
them build a fanbase across the world and 
introduced them to iconic artists like Van 
Morrison and Peter Gabriel. After the tour 
concluded, the brothers went on to per-
form and make music with international 
stars like Morrison, Willy Nelson, Bob 
Dylan, Bruce Springsteen, Al Green and 
Patti Smith. According to Sherman, work-
ing with these stars was actually no differ-
ent than working with any other musician. 

“People are people; I don’t care who 
they think they are,” 
said Sherman. 

The first album 
recorded by the 
Holmes Brothers, 
“In the Spirit,” was 
released in 1990 and 
introduced the broth-
ers to the recording 
industry as soulful 
but energetic blues 
and rock ’n’ roll play-
ers. Their first album 

was quickly followed by another the next 
year; over the next two decades, the trio 
released 11 albums which included songs 
ranging from blues, rock ’n’ roll, coun-
try, R&B and gospel. Their discography 
includes strong themes of Christianity and 

romance, though according to Sherman, 
their work was not rooted in a strong spiri-
tual connection to the religion or to one 
person in particular. 

“We played gospel because we didn’t 
have much else to play at some point. We 
ran out of songs, so we played whatever 
we knew when we were kids,” Sherman 
said. “It’s the song, not the person so 
much. I love love.” 

Although often described as an exclu-
sively R&B band, the Holmes Brothers 
recorded and performed a variety of differ-
ent musical styles. They were described by 
others in the industry as ‘musical prosti-
tutes,’ Sherman jokes, because they would 
back up anyone. All jokes aside, Sherman 
said he and his bandmates always treated 
their band as a job, and gained a reputation 
for professionalism in the industry. 

“I always treated it like a business. I 
never liked to say I was playing some-
where, somewhere you’re performing,” 
said Sherman. “I can’t stand to say I 
played somewhere; I came there to work.”

After almost four decades performing 

across the world and raising his family in 
New York, Sherman moved back home 12 
years ago to Christchurch, where he lives 
today on the same land where he grew up. 

The last album that the trio made 
together, “Brotherhood,” was released 
in 2013, two years before Popsy passed 
away. Wendell passed away in 2019. 

“I’m not afraid of dying at all. Because 
when my brother died, and my buddy died 
who played with us for 30-some years, 
and they died within five years of each 
other, they left me blank. This trio had 
been together for years, you know? We’d 
been all over the world. We played 58 dif-
ferent countries,” Sherman said. 

Sherman now performs and records 
music as a solo artist, recently releasing a 
new album, “The Sherman Holmes Proj-
ect: The Richmond Sessions” in which he 
has collaborated with young Richmond-
based artists to create a diverse collection 
of gospel-infused, rock inspired and soul 
drenched music. Sherman is working on 
another solo album, which does not yet 
have a title.

“Brotherhood” was the last 
album The Holmes Brothers 

recorded before the deaths of 
Wendell and Popsy.

Sherman Holmes 
croons into the 
microphone as he 
stands onstage. 

The Holmes Brothers perform onstage with their long-time friend and 
collaborator Joan Osborne. 

“Since we grew up playing gospel and stuff, 
we harmonized everything we did. So you 
never heard of nobody harmonizing the blues 
until the Holmes Brothers came along. We 
were a three-part harmony. And that made 
us unique. A lot of people can play, but you’ve 
got to have something different.”
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The Merry Point 
Ferry, Corrotoman 
River, Merry Point. 
Photo courtesy 
of Kilmarnock 
Museum

Circus day was annually conducted in Saluda on Easter Monday. The town 
children, under the direction of Saluda’s Tom Jones, put on a self-styled Barnum 
and Hayloft children’s circus. Such performances as “Snow White and the 
Seven Dwarfs” were performed and there was a parade afterwards. Pictured 
above in this 1936 parade are, from right, Bobby Moody, Pat Royal (Perkinson) 
Jane Royal, Charles Bristow, Hannah Bourne, Ray Major, Tom Jones, Moody,  
Katherine Kipps and Helen Moody. Courtesy of Jean Holman

Menhaden fish plant and fishing fleet, Reedville. Photo courtesy of 
Kilmarnock Museum

804-435-3766
1 mile north of Kilmarnock on Rt. 3

of Quality Service for  
American and Import Vehicles

Kathleen M. Hall, CPA, PC
CERTIFIED PUBLIC ACCOUNTANT

The Local Choice
Our team believes the local businesses and people 

in our community deserve the tradition of 
exceptional service, personal care, and peace of mind…

And that’s what you get when you choose us!

Are the worries and challenges of financial reporting and tax
preparation causing you unwanted stress?

We do all we can to remove the hassle of meeting deadlines, filing the 
correct forms, and providing accurate information.

We do the work while you use your time to do what you do best!

Call us or drop in to take advantage of our 
accounting, payroll, trust, and tax services.

51 Cross Street, Urbanna, VA

804-758-2352
www.kmh-cpa.com

Ridge Road in Northumberland 
County: Known as the Continen-
tal Divide of the Northern Neck, 
this road runs along the ridge that 
separates the watersheds of the 
Rappahannock and Potomac 
rivers.

Windmill Point in Lancaster 
County: Appeared on maps as 
early as 1737. Named for the nu-
merous windmills that once stood 
at that location.

Remlik in Middlesex County: Kilmer spelled 
backwards. Billy Kilmer was the inventor of 
the infamous swamp root tonic which was sold 
locally to “cure all ails.”

H What’s in a name?
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Design • Build • Renovate
Service • Supplies 

Concrete In-ground Pools

100 Technology Park Drive  •  Kilmarnock, VA 22482
804.435.2770 • 804.425.2790 fax

CELEBRATING 20 YEARS  
OF BUSINESS

“Get Fresh 
With Us.”

16552 General Puller Hwy.
Rt. 33, Deltaville, Va

(804) 776-9740

CRALLE INSURANCE AGENCY
GENERAL INSURANCE

    P.O. BOX 226  
CALLAO, VA 22435 (804) 529-6226

Serving the Area 
Since 1948

The Urbanna Labor Day Regatta was an end-of- summer festival event and conducted 
annually from 1938 to 1966. Inboard powerboat races were presented on Sunday 
and outboard races on Monday. In 1966, the American Power Boat Association ruled 
Urbanna Creek was too narrow for inboard race boats like the Baby Majada and only 
outboard racing was offered that year. It was the last year of Labor Day hydroplane 
racing on Urbanna Creek. C. C. Chowning collection

Baptist encampment, 
Wharton Grove, 
Weems, dated 
August 30, 1908. 
Photo courtesy of 
Kilmarnock Museum

Byrdton Steamboat 
Landing, Bluff Point, 

Northumberland County. 
Photo courtesy of 

Kilmarnock Museum
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Roots 
run 
deep 

Northumberland County 
Century Farms highlight

the generational ties to land 
and an enduring way of life

by Jackie 
Nunnery

F
or centuries, people have lived off the land and waters of the Northern 
Neck. Well before the English began settling here in the early to mid-
1600s, Native Americans had long recognized the abundant life and fertile 
soils of the region and built their own communities.

From its earliest Colonial beginnings to its very existence as a Commonwealth 
today, Virginia has relied on the natural resources it has possessed or supported its 
cultivation. First: timber, furs and sassafras; then later, tobacco, hemp, wheat and 
corn.

The agricultural history of the region often emphasizes the early wealthy planter 
families with names like Lee, Carter, Ball and Washington, at the expense of 
smaller farms—and more importantly farmers—who also had 
vital contributions to the area’s history and economy. Through 
years of planting and harvesting, through fl oods and drought, 
they have farmed to put food onto the tables of their families 
and the surrounding community.

This is especially true of Northumberland County, the 
“mother county of the Northern Neck.” Since its founding in 1638, agriculture 
has been a vital component of the economy—not just for the value of the farm 
products, but for the rural beauty that continues to draw people to the region. 
Even today, roughly one-quarter of the county’s 286 square miles is still devoted 
to farmland, according to the 2017 Census of Agriculture. 

In addition to acreage that has been continuously used as agriculture for cen-
turies, there are some farms that have been held in the same family for genera-
tions—and fewer still that have the distinction as a Virginia Century Farm.

A. Mason Brent and Keith Harris discuss the harvesting 
of sunflower seeds which was delayed due to recent 
rains and storms.  Photo by Jackie Nunnery
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Established by the General Assembly in 1997 
and managed by the Virginia Department of 
Consumer Services, the Virginia Century Farm 
Program “recognizes and honors those farms 
that have been in operation for at least 100 con-
secutive years and the generations of Virginia 
farm families whose diligent and dedicated 
efforts have maintained these farms, provided 
nourishment to their fellow citizens and con-
tributed so greatly to the economy of the Com-
monwealth.”

To qualify, a farm needs to have been owned 
by the same family for at least 100 years, be 
lived on or farmed by a descendant of the origi-
nal owners, and gross more than $2,500 from 
the sale of farm products. 

The Downings’ Bleak House Farms in 
Lottsburg is one such farm. The Downing 
family acquired the farm by marriage sometime 
around the Civil War, according to Michael 
Downing, one of the current owners. Through 
generations, the farm has provided for the 
Downings and stayed within the family. The late 
Frederick Downing received the distinction in 
1997 and sons Mark and Michael continue in 
his footsteps today. 

Today, Bleak House Farm, named long ago 
for the drafty home that still sits on a peninsula 
nearly surrounded by the Coan River, is a large 
and bustling mostly-grain-based operation. The 
next generation, Michael’s daughters Darrah, 
16, and Meghan, 12, have already started their 
own farm business: a successful pumpkin patch.

When asked about the importance of keeping 
this land and operations in the family, Michael 
shrugged. “I can’t imagine and don’t remember 
being anywhere else but doing this, here.” 

To date, 1,474 farms like Bleak House have 
been recognized across the Commonwealth, 
with 69 of those within the Northern Neck, 
including 20 in Northumberland County.

Situated off of a busy Route 360 as it enters 
Heathsville, the quiet farm looks hardly differ-
ent than when its current resident, A. Mason 
Brent, came here as a child for weekends and 
summers. But a closer look reveals that parts 
of the farm have been repurposed for events, 
taking advantage of the sweeping pastoral 
views and the rustic charm of an old barn. Over 
the years, there have been countless parties 
in addition to a popular “Oysters and Oldies” 
roast, which benefits St. Stephen’s Church in 
Heathsville every year.

Brent pointed out that these were not the first 
events held on the property. Back around 1974, 
shortly after his father, Andrew Jackson Brent 
Jr. (1918-1996), refurbished the barn by remov-
ing the chicken coop and adding a floor and a 
basketball hoop, students from Northumberland 
High School called and asked if they could hold 
their prom there. They did, putting the band up 
in the hay loft and dancing on the new wooden 
floor.

The farm was first established in the Brent 
family four generations back when Andrew 
Jackson “AJ” Brent (1827-1889) purchased the 
home from Mottram Ball Cralle in 1852. Brent 

Brothers Mark Downing and 
Michael Downing have followed 

in their father’s footsteps to carry 
on the tradition of the family’s 

farm. Here, they show their 
favorite tractor from their father’s 

collection, a 1959 John Deere. 
Photo by Jackie Nunnery

A. Mason Brent is the fifth generation to call this 
historic Heathsville house and farm home. 
Photo by Jackie Nunnery
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Roanoke circa 1910. Photo courtesy Brent Family Collection, 
Northern Neck of Virginia Historical Society

The family of Dr. Andrew Mason Brent, second generation of 
Roanoke: son, William Seymour Brent; daughter, Alma Mason 
Brent; son, Robert Andrews Brent; wife, Roberta “Bertie” Andrews 
Harper Brent; nephew Frederick de Shields Brent. Photo courtesy 
of A. Mason Brent

Grain has been harvested from Roanoke for generations. Photo courtesy 
Brent Family Collection, Northern Neck of Virginia Historical Society

A. Mason Brent shows sunflower seeds grown on 
the farm that will be sold for feed through Bay’s 
Best. Photo by Jackie Nunnery

Roanoke today.

lived there with his wife, Sarah Mason Stith 
(1829-1896) and their two sons. AJ was also the 
first permanent resident in the Brent family plot 
on the property, just off the barn.

According to Brent, the name ‘Roanoke’ 
came from the Randolph family, who were 
cousins. They had a farm back in Charlotte 
County called Roanoke, “so when the Brents 
bought this farm, they named it Roanoke so 
that when the cousins came to visit, they would 
feel like they were at home in Roanoke. So, we 
come from a long line of hospitality.”

Brent said the small family farm was a “self-
sustaining project run by the men-folk in the 
family, plus hired hands that lived on the prop-
erty and got breakfast before they went to work. 
They grew grains for animal feed and had their 
own animals” to feed themselves. 

Like many farmers, the generations of Brents 
had other occupations in addition to manag-
ing the farm. AJ was also the court clerk for 
Northumberland County from 1850-1859 and 
AJ’s son, Dr. Andrew Mason Brent (1856-
1926), lived on the property with his wife 
Roberta and their seven children, and some-
times saw patients at the house.

“For years after that, some of the Brent sons 
ran the farm, but it’s been leased in agriculture 
from the early 1900s on,” Brent said.

Today, the fifth generation Brent follows in 
those footsteps of managing multiple roles. 
When he first retired and moved to Roanoke 
full-time in 2001, Brent—who was never a 
farmer before—got into the grain business. He 
first started up Bay’s Best Feed in 2005 with 
local farmer, the late Billy Dawson, then later 
with Rob Hinton to farm the land. While Brent 
has “retired a second time from the grain busi-
ness,” there is still non-GMO corn for corn 
chips, barley for whiskey and sunflower seeds 
for feed, all grown on the farm, with area farmer 
Keith Harris at the wheel.

Today, Brent is part-owner of the Copper Fox 
Distillery, while continuing to provide barley, 
rye and corn for their whiskey through Bay’s 

Best.
There is more history to the land than just 

farming. There are 50-year old magnolias that 
Brent recalls planting with his father, and a tow-
ering sugar maple that has been shading both the 
front lawn and the home for at least a century. 
Brent joked that it was also “a smoking tree,” 
which he would climb up into during his trips to 
the farm to duck hunt with his father.

The home itself has expanded and changed 
over the generations to meet the needs of the 
families that lived there. There was a story-and-
a-half home built sometime in the 1760s, which 
later became a wing to the three-story home 
built around 1820. Around the 1900s buildings, 
from elsewhere on the property were added to 
the house for more space, creating “a hodge-
podge,” Brent said, of floor heights and walk-
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ways.
Brent made his own changes to the home in 

2006, adding a matching east wing where he lives 
with his wife, Linda, and all the modern conve-
niences. By doing so, it left the older part of the 
house “for the kids and grandkids to come and 
have their own space.”

Inside, Brent gives a tour, highlighting the 
upstairs bedrooms where “all the kids would 
sleep” and showing off the family piano, ornate 
and solid, that has been “sitting here for over a 
hundred years in that very spot.” The story goes 
that Dr. Andrew Mason Brent’s wife, Roberta 
Andrews Harper Brent (1856-1933), was given 
the piano by her son Andrew Jackson “Jack” 
Brent II (1884-1920). According to Brent, 
Roberta “loved music and played the piano, but 
had neither one here in the middle of the wilder-
ness.”

Brent applied for the Century Farm designa-
tion in 2003. It was important to him because of 

his “strong interest in history and how we got to 
be where we are and where we’ve been, about it 
being a prologue of the future. I consider any-
thing historical to be of high value.”

In addition to valuing that history, Brent also 
sees himself as a caretaker of it. “I’ve had gen-
erations before me build this place up. They were 
building a legacy. I just consider myself a steward 
of this property and the house. It’s my job to do 
what I can to maintain it, improve it, and pass 
it on to the rest of my family, so they can enjoy 
what I’ve always had here.”

Even those not named Brent feel something 
of a familial tie to the property. Brent recently 
hosted about 25 people from the area on open-
ing day of dove hunting season, a long-held tra-
dition. In thanking his host, Mack Mothershead 
of Lottsburg said, “in these times of uncertainty 
when you’re not sure what to do or where to be, I 
speak for the group when I say, when we’re here, 
we know we are where we are supposed to be.”

Barley, rye and corn for distilling are all grown on Roanoke 
Farm. Copper Fox recently developed Dawson’s 
Reserve, a bourbon whiskey dedicated to the late Billy 
Dawson. Photo by Jackie Nunnery

The Brent family plot provides a constant reminder of the generations that have come before. 
Photo by Jackie Nunnery

The original farmhouse continues 
to stand on the point overlooking 
Bleak House Farm and the Coan 

River. Photo by Jackie Nunnery

Continuing with the tradition of each generation improving 
on the farm, A. Mason Brent and his grandson, Jack, built 
a “treehouse without a tree” this past summer.

Just a few of the lost objects from past 
generations found during restoration 

projects. Photo by Jackie Nunnery
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City Bus, Urbanna, postmarked 1915. Photo courtesy of Kilmarnock 
Museum

Teenage girls drive a flock of hundreds of Remlik Hall Farm turkeys from Virginia 
Street to Cross Street in downtown Urbanna I the early 1950s. It was captured in a 
Thanksgiving “short” film by Movie-time News that appeared in cinemas around the 
country. Afterwards, a turkey race was conducted through the streets of Urbanna. 
Remlik Hall Farm was one of the main employers in Middlesex County in the 1950s 
and early 1960s. Courtesy of Pat Marshall

Steamboat Wharf, Irvington. Photo courtesy of Kilmarnock Museum

MISS MARY SEAFOOD
www.missmaryseafood.com

804-435-7838
758 Rappahannock Drive • White Stone, VA 

What’s in a name?H
Horsehead in Northumberland 
County: Local legend has it that 
two horses pulling carts down the 
road in this area collided head-on 
and were killed.

Devil’s Bottom in Lancaster 
County: So named because 
somebody once saw a ghost 
there.

The Northern Neck – Middlesex Free 
Health Clinic was founded 27 years ago by 
the community for the community.

Since opening its doors on October 7, 1993, 
the Clinic has served thousands of residents with 
limited incomes and insurance who have needed a 
health-care home. A Medical Clinic, Dental Clinic 
and Pharmacy operate at the 10,000-square-foot 
main facility in Kilmarnock, open 5 days and 2 
evenings a week. Outreach services are available 
in Middlesex and Westmoreland counties.

The Clinic’s $1.5 million annual budget is 
funded through donations from individuals, 
foundations, trusts, churches, businesses, and 
civic organizations; contributions from the 
localities it serves; state support through the 
Virginia Association of Free and Charitable 

Clinics, and donations from the patients 
themselves. Medical care is provided without 
charge, and dental care at a cost of $30 to $60 per 
visit, depending on income. A $3 donation per 
prescription is requested at the time of pick up.

The Clinic has stayed open through 
COVID-19 to ensure our most vulnerable 
population has access to health care. This includes 
many of the community’s essential workers, those 
with chronic conditions, and others with limited 
incomes and insurance.

R. Jean Nelson is the Clinic’s founding 
executive director and CEO. She works at the 
direction of the non-profit Board of Directors 
with the medical director, pharmacist-in-charge, 
staff dentist, and other Clinic staff and volunteers 
to assure operations.

What LOCAL 
means to 
NORTHERN NECK - 
MIDDLESEX FREE 
HEALTH CLINIC
“The Clinic is the very 
definition of neighbors 
helping neighbors. We can-
not function without the local 
community stepping in to 
help provide quality health 
care to all, regardless of 
income and social status. 
Our mission is to improve the 
health of the community as a 
whole, one person at a time, 
with dignity and respect.” 

“With COVID-19, our paid 
and volunteer staff is greatly 
reduced while the need for 
services is only increasing. 
Community support is need-
ed more than ever.”

LOCAL

NORTHERN NECK - MIDDLESEX
FREE HEALTH CLINIC
Jean Nelson, CEO
51 William B. Graham Court
P.O. Box 1694
Kilmarnock, VA 22482
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One scarcely thinks about what it takes to 
move something. Push a button, put the 
vehicle in gear, step on the throttle. 

If you’ve spent time landscaping, you know how 
heavy dirt is. Plowing a fi eld for crops requires 
massive power, a task that fell on draft animals 
like horses or oxen for centuries.

Not so very long ago, machines began to replace 
muscle power. “Traction engines,” as the early 
tractors were called, could work without rest. 

Tractors could sit idle for weeks. Draft animals 
required daily feeding. It’s been 
estimated that draft animals ate 
40% of the food they helped 
produce.

Tractors increased the crop 
yield when food was grown on 
a smaller scale. Food sur-
pluses followed. Once people 
had enough to eat, they could 
pursue other endeavors. The 

modern age had dawned. Farming took fewer 
people. Many left behind the dust for the bright 

lights of the city.
Not many people are around who recall when 

food production was key to survival. Three gen-
erations ago, people grew or raised just about all 
their food. Sugar and coffee were luxury items.

An old saying goes, “My grandfather had 
a farm. My father had a garden. I have a can 
opener.”

Remlik relics
One man who appreciates antique tractors is 

Leo South of Remlik, just west of Urbanna in 
Middlesex County. 

A dozen vintage tractors are lined up neatly at 
the home on Old Virginia Street where he and his 
wife Catherine Smith live. Some have been re-
painted. Others have a patina formed by decades 
of weather and the elements. “I got my own little 
museum,” said South. “It’s amazing the number 
of people who stop here and ask if they can take 
pictures.”

Strong as steel
With improvement to the internal combustion 

engine in the early 1900s, steam tractors began 
to fade, replaced by smaller tractors that one man 
could operate. 

One of South’s tractors that stands out is a 
Case with steel treads on its wheel instead of 
rubber tires. Its brawn is that of a bull. If this 
machine could talk, it would tell of clearing land 
and wrenching stubborn stumps from the earth 
in places where no bulldozer could go, and how 
it would reel in a 3/4-inch cable on a mammoth 
winch that was geared to multiply torque of a 
straining four-cylinder engine. 

But its engine has been silent for many years. 
Today its massive levers and controls are frozen 
in place. Covered in a patina of oxidation and 
lichens, it’s a relic from a bygone machine age. It 
is industrial sculpture.

To South this Case tractor is more than a 
machine. He discovered it a couple miles from 
his home and approached the land owner about 
acquiring it. South persisted for a year before it 

Steel Survivors
Vintage tractors have interesting tales to tell

story and 
photos 
by Tom 
Chillemi

Leo South’s collection of 
antique tractors goes back 

almost 100 years.



Tractor’s root word  “tract” comes from Latin 
“tractus,” meaning to pull or drag, which is 
what tractors are used for. 

“Tract” shows up in many words, here are 
a few:

• Subtract — drag away.
• Attraction — pulls you in.
• Extract — pull out.
• Contract — pull together legally.
• Retract — pull back.
• Protracted — dragged out.
And all this time you thought “tractor” 

referred to “tracks” like those on a bulldozer 
or military tank.

The first tractors were akin to steam loco-
motives that had left the train tracks. They 
pulled plows to turn sod under. One early 
variation, the “traction engine” remained sta-
tionary and reeled in a cable attached to the 
plow. Another traction engine would reel in 
the cable to pull the plow back to the other 
side of the field.

The small end of the 
Case is still massive. 

A massive winch on the Case tractor was used to “pull” trees and stumps. 

Steel treads dug in like cleats giving ultimate 
traction.

The Case is the 
oldest tractor in Leo 
South’s museum. Why are they 

called “tractors?”

was his — and he’s not parting with it. “I’ve had a 
dozen people want to buy it,” he said.

Survivors
A few years ago, scrap steel prices skyrocketed 

and many rusty farm implements that had been 
abandoned were hauled to recyclers. 

South saved a few of them. No two of his trac-
tors are the same.

A green and yellow “Oliver 88” tractor, with its 
front wheel set close under the frame, is among 
South’s collection. He dug it out of the woods 
where it was covered in vines.  

A Ford 801 was South’s fi rst tractor, acquired 30 
years ago.

South also has a Ford 8N and a 9N, two trac-
tors that were the mainstay of farms from the late 
1940s into the 1970s and beyond. They are still in 
use and often restored by those who remember the 
exhaust note from the fl at head engine. 

Starting in 1909 Henry Ford built the Model T, 
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a car that put America on wheels. Similarly, Ford’s 
tractors were among the more popular options.  

Both of South’s Fords will start right up, 
although they are 70 years old. Like many early 
tractors, these Fords can be cranked by hand to 
start. At times, getting one of these engines run-
ning requires a bit of science. Fuel and air must be 
in the correct ratio — too much of either and it’s 
no go. South doesn’t like to use starting fl uid, but 
a little bit of the highly fl ammable spray will make 
up for a fuel-air mixture that is  “fl ooded” with too 
much fuel. Another remedy is to open the throttle 
to give the engine more air and clear out the extra 
fuel.

At ease
He often takes a Sunday ride on one on the 8N 

or 9N tractors through his property and the South’s 
garden called “South Park” to Hilliard’s Mill Pond.

At 67 years of age, South says that when he 
retires he’ll pick a tractor to restore. 

This Oliver “88” tractor is nearly 70 years old. Wheels placed under the frame made 
maneuvering easier in tight places.

If this machine could talk, it would tell 

of clearing land and wrenching stub-

born stumps from the earth in places 

where no bulldozer could go.

Before chain saws, this saw attachment was powered 
by a belt from a tractor. A special “fast coupling” wrench fits most bolts on the John Deere Model B. 
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From horse power 
to “horsepower” 

Some of these tractors have less horsepower 
than today’s lawn mowers. But what they lack 
in “horsepower,” they make up with their 
tremendous torque — the ability to cause 
movement. Their purpose is to pull a plow or 
implement through the earth and hauling.

The word tractor comes from the Latin word 
“tractus” meaning to pull (see related story.) 
For 38 years South pulled loads at the York-
town Naval Weapons Station driving a tractor 
trailer, which are sometimes called “road trac-
tors.” He retired in 2012, but he’s still pulling, 
hauling wood chips for L.P. Rigsby Lumber 
Company, for whom he’s worked for 30 years 
part time.

Catherine South said that people will tell her 
of other old tractors that could be added to her 
husband’s collection. “I tell them, no thanks, 
that’s okay, we’re good,” she said.

And for those who can relate to ancient 
horsepower and the evolution of technology, 
Leo South’s tractors are a good thing.

Leo South listens to the exhaust 
note of an idling Ford 8N. 

The shifter guided by 
a “gated” on this John 
Deere. 

This type of sickle bar, used 
to cut hay, was pulled either 
by horses or a tractor. Power 
to move the oscillating cutting 
blades was derived from the 
wheels as they rotated. Its 
simplicity is contrasted by a 
mammoth fertilizer spreader. 

No two tractors 
are the same. 
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