 Magnificent Matthews 

by

Eyes Right

Matthews, NC – It is always a joy to visit a suburban town that has managed to retain at least some of its original trappings.  Matthews is such a place.  It is one of the yuppie hot spots exploding in population as Charlotte grows beyond its seams.  

Matthews is an old farming town perhaps 20 miles to the southeast of downtown Charlotte.  All the usual fast food and national chain stores are here now.  In terms of food or shopping choices, I may as well be home in suburban DC.  However, Matthews has also managed to preserve its downtown heritage, complete with a set of active train tracks through the middle of town.

What first caught my eye as I drove through the downtown area was Renfrow Hardware.  It takes up most of the north side of the center block of Trade Street with at least 5 old brick storefronts connected together.  It has been in business for 105 years now, selling much the same merchandise now as in 1900.  Today the chalkboard sign proclaims “Mators.”  For those of you unaccustomed to the southern dialect, please allow me to translate: tomato plants for sale.

Inside Renfrow’s is a wonderful assortment of general store items, most in old wooden bins, or hanging from hooks on the walls.  It still serves the few remaining farmers in the area with sacks of seed, feed, and fertilizer, while selling plumbing and electrical parts and typical hardware items to the newly arrived thirty-somethings for their tract houses and associated lawns and gardens.

Some of the merchandize in Renfrow’s is truly from another era.  There is an entire section devoted to canning supplies and one wall contains nothing but cast iron cooking ware.  That area of the store is, of course, directly past the baby chicks, two varieties, Rhode Island Reds and Guineas. 

Directly across the street from Renfrow’s is Kaldi’s Koffee House (not a typo!).  Run by an older couple, KKH is in “the bank building,” where an actual bank existed before it moved, or folded, several years ago.  Now it serves as a thinking person’s Starbucks, complete with better, and less expensive lattes, and displays of craft items of local artists for sale.  While we enjoyed a mid-afternoon lunch of home-made black bean soup and an egg salad croissant sandwich, two Pakistani youths were playing chess at the next table.  There were two internet café connections and a middle-aged customer was using his own laptop at a table near the door.

When I asked the owner if his name was Kaldi, he laughed.  “Kaldi is the fellow in folk lore who discovered coffee as a stimulant,” he explained.  “He was this goat herder in – well, there is a lot of argument about where – some say Arabia, others Yemen, some Ethiopia – anyway, when he woke up, his goats were not to be found.  So he went looking, and found them dancing near a bush with shiny leaves and red berries.  He tasted the berries and had the world’s first non-goat caffeine high.  He gave some of the berries to a passing monk, and soon no one back at the monastery was falling asleep during evening prayers.”

So I recommend that you get out of your normal environment occasionally and discover your own Matthews.  You never know what you may learn. 

I thought you might like to know.
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