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The Editor’s Page — The Fields of Guinea

Such a topic for a “come here” editor! I typed in
Guinea, VA, on my Google search engine and got
167,000 hits. I knew I was in trouble. Next step was |
to define and locate Guinea as the “locals” know it.
More trouble.

One knowledgeable native told me with positive
certainty that the real Guinea began at “the ditch”
behind the original Union Baptist Church at Achilles,

went east to Mobjack Bay waters, north to the shore g e
of Severn River and south to the shores of York B “

River. It did not include Cuba Island, Mark Pine C. B. “Buck” Rowe
Road, Little England or even Bena! “unofficial” Mayor of Guinea looks
. . . at a Guinea Scrapbook
A more liberal “uptown” view included Bena, photo by Roger C. Davis, IKMC;, 18, 2002

Thornton Lane, Little England area and even north to
take in Saddlers Neck and Glass. The most optimistic view went west to the old
Hayes Store area at “the Hook” (near present day Ace Hardware).

Without question, such places as Brown’s Bay, Belvin’s Landing, John West
Creek, Monday Creek Landing, Severn River Landing, Jenkin’s Neck, Maryus, Severn,
Perrin, Sedger Creek Landing and Lady at the Severn Wharf were all part of the lore
and history of the indigenous Guinea of Gloucester County, Virginia.

Guinea Neck is a place, but I believe Guinea is more a state of mind as much as
itis a location. This “state of mind” is bound by close family ties and customs,
deeply rooted in a tight knit watermen’s community. They lived and survived their
own unique way of life from the 1600’s through World War I in 1914 when the
"outsiders" began to impinge on their lands and lives.

As genealogists, we look through their family generations to find social and
cultural riches along with changes in the community caused by transportation,
communication and population growth. The
“real Guinea” is still a proud and industrious Father and Son Partners
people, wonderful folks to know and write — = EE e
about. We hope you enjoy this issue and share e
our warmth with some native Guinea families. '

Roger Caldwell Davis, editor
olddad@inna.net

Left to right are C. B. Rowe and C. B. Rowe, Jr., (better known
jxs “Buck”), shown ready to serve customers in their store at Bena.

GAZETTE-JOURNAL
1951 History and Progress Edition
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My Four-B’s of Guinea and Beyond

My Four-B’s of Guinea and Beyond

by Nan (Nannie Mae) Belvin McComber

My first Guinea memory is that of a child less than four years old. I remember
carrying dippers of water to my Grandpa Joe Belvin who was bedridden. We lived on about
48 acres of land in Guinea situated between Horsepoint and Severn Store. From our land,
the Mobjack Bay was in full view, with only John West Creek and marshland between our
place and the bay. Two houses, a stone’s throw
apart, were the only dwellings there. I lived with
my parents in the newer home, built in 1935, five
years before my birth. My Aunt Emma and Uncle
Frank lived in the old home place with Grandpa
Joe Belvin. I remember how free I felt as I
traveled alone between the two houses, and as I
looked out towards the Mobjack the world
appeared enormous. There was a hand pump in =
the yard, and I re_member filling the aluminum Josep - enry lv, Sr, and Frank and
dipper and carrying the water to Grandpa Joe, Emma Belvin.
carefully following my Mom'’s specific Belvin’s Farm, 1985
instructions of cleanliness, “Rinse the dipper four
or five times before filling it with the water your
grandpa will drink.” Years later I would listen to
many stories of Grandpa Joe’s pride when Daddy
and Mama finally presented him a grandchild,
after a wait of almost twelve years. There were
also sad stories of my Grandma Nannie Butler
Belvin’s unanswered prayers for me before her
death in 1932 from a stroke. So, I became her
namesake. My mom said that no one entered and
left Belvin’s Farm without Grandpa Joe bringing A T
them to view his new granddaughter. My only Joseph Henry Belvin, Jr,, and
memory of his death is that he was gone, and Hor:ét:fegfig‘:{ﬁl:izuaim
there was much sorrow. Ilearned later that he 1985 ’
was well loved and respected within the Guinea
community, and his family members were expected to fill the role he left. He was a self -
taught carpenter, and he built many of the late 19 ™ and early 20™ century homes in lower
Gloucester County. He was known as a master builder of dormer windows. Grandpa Joe
was often called on by the Guinea community to build caskets for family members and
friends, and he lovingly built each to individual size and specifications, using linings
selected and provided by the families of the deceased. Sadly, during that era, many babies
and young children died from diseases and other illnesses. He was called on to build the
little caskets, and he lined them with materials furnished by the families. Some of the
materials were satins while others were as plain as printed cotton muslin from feed bags.
The caskets were built with wood, and they were soaked overnight to make them water
tight before they were handed over to the families for the burial.

BT 7 e
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My Four-B’s of Guinea and Beyond

To provide for his Ancestors of Nannie Mae Belvin McCumber
family, Grandpa Joe Belvin 29
farmed the land, raised

; Joseph Henry “Joe” Belvin Sr.
cattle, hogs, and chlckens_, b. Aug 28, 1861, m. July 18, 1893, d. Nov 1943
and the local waters provided | Martha Belvin
clams, oysters, and fish. b. Apr 1840, d. aft 1900
Joseph Henry “Dick” Belvin Jr.
Crops from the farmland as b. Jan 19, 1902, m. Mar 29, 1928, d. Dec 7, 1985
waters were used mainly as [ b. ~1835
. . Nannie Missouri Butler
food for his family and b. May 14, 1869, d. Sep 11, 1932
friends, but he did sell a few | Grace “Gracie” Jenkins
clams to the Shackelfords Nannie Mae Belvi b. June 1832
- annie vViae belvin
when times were hard. b. Jan 15, 1940
Joseph Henry “Joe” Bonniville

My Grandpa Joe, Joseph [ b.~1851.d. 1916
Henry Belvin Sr., was born in Joseph Franklin Bonniville
1861, when the Civil War was b. Nov 25, 1881, fln-g?ec 6, 1?03_: d. ;U'y 6, 1964
beginning. Ihave not found L jndanna ndie” Rowe
a record showing the name of Mattie Lee Bonniville
his father, but records do b. July 8, 1910, d. Oct 19, 1994

’ William H. “Billy” Brown
show he was the son of [ b.Mar 1850, m. Oct 19, 1873
Martha Belvin,! and she the Louisa Brown
b. Jan 4, 1882, d. Sep 9, 1953

daughter of George anczl | Lucretia “Chrissie” Brown
Frances (Fanny) Belvin.? The b. 1840

1833 Gloucester Personal
Property records lists, “George Belvin, son of John.” GG -Grandparents George and Fanny
had six other children, with G -Grandma Martha next to the youngest. Records show that G -
Grandma Martha did marry James West in 1872, ® and they had only two children, b oth
living less than a year. Census records show Grandpa Joe always lived with his
grandparents.* Apparently he was well loved by them, and they taught him honesty,
integrity, and love of family. The 1860 census shows George and Fanny and their three
youngest children, Benjamin, Martha, and Elizabeth living in the household, but the 1870
census shows only Fanny, now 70 yrs old, and her nine-year old grandson, Joseph, living in
her daughter Elizabeth and husband James Green’s household. Ten years later , in the 1880
census, Joseph is 18 years old and living in the household of his Aunt Elizabeth and her
husband James Green.> He married Martha Elizabeth Butler in 1889, and she died at the
birth of their second child in 1892. Neither of these two children, Lela Pearl and Thomas
Earl, survived more than a few days. A
~| year later, Grandpa Joe married Martha’s
older sister Nannie Missouri Butler, and
from this marriage, seven children were
born, Ellen Grace, Thomas Henry, Daisy
Linda, Joseph Henry Jr., Annie Pearl,
Frank Via, and Peachie Lee, all living
seventy years or more, with the exception
{ of Peachie and Thomas Earl. He died at
the age of nine from a heavy maul injury
to the leg which turned gangrenous and
killed him. Their youngest daughter

P
e

Joseph Henoy Qfggel““- Sr. Nanmlesl‘ggs_s‘igg‘f““er Peachie died at the age of 35 from a
Picture taken 1941 Picture taken 1930 hemorrhage while waiting in the
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My Four-B’s of Guinea and Beyond

ambulance for the York River ferry on the way to the hospital in Newport News. She left
behind her husband, Joseph William (Dick) Bonniville, and their four children, all of whom
were less than seventeen years old. Grandma Nannie also had a son before she married
Grandpa Joe, George Robert Butler, who was treated as a full son by Grandpa Joe. He
married a lady from Smithfield, VA, and they had three children, Clarence, Susie, and
George Robert Jr., but George Robert Sr. died when he was 30 years old from the 1918 flu.

The Thomas Henry (Tom) and Grace Jenkins Butler family first appears in the
Gloucester County 1870 Census, although the 1704/05 Gloucester County Quit Rent Rolls
from England lists a John Butler in the [Abindon] Parish, ¢ and the Gloucester County 1800
Tax List shows a Thomas Butler. The 1880 and 1920 Census show G -Grandpa Tom Butler
was born in Maryland. His wife Grace Jenkins was born in Guinea, the daughter of William
and Nancy Jenkins and granddaughter of Armistead and Nancy Jenkins. The Butler name
can be traced back to Normandy, France. Some family members came to England with
William the Conqueror. Others followed at later dates. Parts of the family remained in
Normandy and possibly emigrated from there. Of those settling
in England, the family of Theobald Walter moved to Ireland and
established the Butler Clan there. King Henry the Second
appointed Theobold Walter as Chief Butler of Ireland as a reward
for his services in the wars with Ireland. This position of honor
required him to attend the coronation of the kings of England and
present to them the first cup of wine. Hence, the name “Butler.”

My father, Joseph Henry Belvin Jr., called “Dick,” was born in
1902 and was the oldest son to live to adulthood. His younger
brother Frank was born in 1907. The family ways of living
changed very little until the time my father and his brother set
out in their mid-teens to earn their living from the water. They
were the first in the family to have their own boat to harvest the
Guinea waters and beyond. This boat, not only supplied the
means of supporting these two young men, but it allowed them to
support their aging parents and other family members in need.
The boat, though simple by today’s standards, opened up a new
world for my Belvin family. It provided a means of transportation
for them to meet their future wives, two beautiful young
Bonniville ladies, Mattie and Emma, from

I+ Mattie Lee Bonniville

Peachie Lee Belvin (1912-
1947), married July 5, 1930

(1910-1994); Joseph William
(Dick) Bonniville (1902-1976);

Robins Neck. It gave them a chance to pay off
the mortgage on the Belvin land so that their
own children could enjoy the land of their
ancestors. And, lastly, this boat was a bond of
partnership between two brothers that lasted
throughout their lifetime.® Both couples
married in early 1928 and moved into the Joe &
Nannie Butler Belvin home in Guinea. Uncle
Frank and Aunt Emma produced two sons,
Frank Jr., the first born in 1932 and the second,
Carroll Wilbur, in 1937. My parents, Dick and
Mattie, produced two daughters, myself in
January 1940 and my sister Vernetta in August
1946. The Belvin land is still owned by the

Missouri Butler, b. Nov 21, 1943

JosephHenry ‘Dick“ Belvin Jr., b. Jan 10, 1902, d.

1994
Nannie Mae Belvin, b. 1940
Vernetta Belvin, b. Aug 1946

Emma Bonniville
Frank Via Belvin Jr., b. 1932
Carroll Wilbur Belvin, b. 1937

Joseph Henry Belvin Sr., b. Aug 28, 1861, m. Nann

Ellen Grace Belvin, b. Feb 20, 1895, d. Aug 16, 1974
Thomas Henry Belvin, b. Feb 3, 1896, d. July 12, 190
Daisy Linda Belvin, b. Aug 21, 1899, d. June 14, 197

Dec 7, 1985, m. Mattie Lee Bonniville, b. 1910, d.

Annie Pearl Belvin, b. May 14, 1904, d. Dec 14, 1981
Frank Via Belvin, b. Nov 18, 1907, d. Jan 27, 1984, n}.

family today. Itis interesting that the
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Peachie Lee Belvin, b. Nov 18, 1912, d. Apr 5, 1947,
m. Joseph William “Dick” Bonniville
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