
1/14/2021 90-year-old cobbler plies an ancient and struggling trade - The Virginian-Pilot - The Virginian-Pilot

https://www.pilotonline.com/life/vp-db-alex-the-cobbler-20201115-xav45ccbyrdvhe2ic4c4riofwe-story.html 1/10

ADVERTISEMENT

LIFE & CULTURE

90-year-old cobbler plies an ancient and
struggling trade

By JOANNE KIMBERLIN
THE VIRGINIAN-PILOT | NOV 15, 2020

 Get the latest news in the palm of your hand   DOWNLOAD THE APP

Virginia might have your
long-lost money. Here’s how
to check.

Lizzie Borden house, site of
1892 ax murders, listed for
sale at $2 million

Virginia moving to 
marijuana sales, N
says in proposed b

SECTIONS
Your daily horoscope

Click here

https://www.pilotonline.com/life/#nt=taxonomy-article
https://www.pilotonline.com/vp-joanne-kimberlin-staff.html#nt=byline
mailto:?subject=90-year-old%20cobbler%20plies%20an%20ancient%20and%20struggling%20trade&body=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.pilotonline.com%2Flife%2Fvp-db-alex-the-cobbler-20201115-xav45ccbyrdvhe2ic4c4riofwe-story.html
https://www.pilotonline.com/subscriptions/text-to-download/?market=vp&source=index#int=toaster_digital_app4__retent
https://www.pilotonline.com/government/virginia/vp-nw-virginia-escheat-20210114-rcozchtg6jctdeiodmq7p4n36q-story.html#nt=tertiarynavbar&nt=ticker
https://www.pilotonline.com/life/real-estate/vp-nw-lizzie-borden-house-for-sale-20210111-p2iizcibv5a7zpu3ookmuzsxaq-story.html#nt=tertiarynavbar&nt=ticker
https://www.pilotonline.com/government/virginia/vp-nw-virginia-escheat-20210114-rcozchtg6jctdeiodmq7p4n36q-story.html#nt=tertiarynavbar&nt=ticker
https://www.pilotonline.com/life/real-estate/vp-nw-lizzie-borden-house-for-sale-20210111-p2iizcibv5a7zpu3ookmuzsxaq-story.html#nt=tertiarynavbar&nt=ticker
https://www.pilotonline.com/business/marijuana/vp-nw-marijuana-bill-2021-20210113-uepuwgn4mng5fbfyubp2zn2vdu-story.html#nt=tertiarynavbar&nt=ticker
https://www.pilotonline.com/?#nt=mastheadnavbar
https://www.pilotonline.com/horoscopes/#int=toaster_digital_horoscope__retent


1/14/2021 90-year-old cobbler plies an ancient and struggling trade - The Virginian-Pilot - The Virginian-Pilot

https://www.pilotonline.com/life/vp-db-alex-the-cobbler-20201115-xav45ccbyrdvhe2ic4c4riofwe-story.html 2/10

Gnarled fingers. Stained smock. The smell of leather. Piles of shoes.

Like a scene from Dickens, 90-year-old Alex Bredologos is in his workshop, a
cobbler bent to an ancient and struggling trade.

Advertisement

Alex’s Shoe Repair in Virginia Beach is a relic of a bygone age — a time when things
got fixed instead of tossed.

Expect no décor. No froufrou. No cream or sugar for the coffee brewing in the back.
And in the half century he’s been in this small Hilltop storefront, no remodeling.

A master of his trade
Alex Bredologos, 90, fixes the zipper on a boot Friday, October 16, 2020. The cobbler, originally
from Greece, has owned his shop at Hilltop in Virginia Beach for nearly 50 years. (Stephen M.
Katz/The Virginian-Pilot)
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Same brown carpet. Same vintage machines for stitching and finishing. Same iron
tools and hand-written receipts and dusty displays of shoestrings, polish and
cleaner. A calendar on the wall is from 1988.

The shoes are all that matter, and they’re everywhere. Stacked in boxes to the
ceiling. Crowded onto countertops. Waiting on shelves and work benches. A jumble
of boots, heels and oxfords kept in orderly procession inside his head.

“Some days I think I might retire,” Bredologos said, the sounds of his native Greek
still heavy in his speech. “Then I think, no. To work is good.”

He holds up a fine, Italian-made shoe. “Quality. This is what I like. Good leather.”

He’s remarkably healthy for his years, with a straight back and strong hands, even a
full head of silver hair. His labor in this humble shop supported his family and put
both of his kids through dental school. The 10-hour days he does now — closed only
on Sundays— are a cutback.

His daughter and son, in dental practice together on Laskin Road for 30 years,
spent much of their childhoods helping at the store.

“If we didn’t, we didn’t see him,” Maria Mendrinos said. “He was gone when we got
up and he was still gone when we went to bed.”
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Her brother, Stelianos “Steve” Bredologos, remembers being “so small that Dad had
to put a box at the counter so I could work the cash register.”

But “he never pressured us to follow in his footsteps,” Steve Bredologos said. “He
always just wanted us to do something that made us happy.”

That’s typical these days, said Jim McFarland, president of the Shoe Service
Institute of America, a trade group of about 500 cobblers.

“This is a hard business where you’re standing up all day,” he said. “People don’t
really want that for their kids.”

McFarland figures half of today’s cobblers are over age 50 and about a quarter are
75-plus.

The industry has been dwindling for decades, a victim of mass-produced footwear
that became cheap enough to replace instead of repair. Shop counts have fallen
from 120,000 in the 1930s to about 5,000 now. An exact number in Hampton
Roads is hard to come by, but an internet search turns up less than 20.

“A lot of people don’t even know cobblers still exist,” McFarland said.

All those shoddy shoes wind up in landfills, “more than 300 million pairs a year,” he
said, “and they’re mostly manmade materials that’ll take hundreds of years to
degrade.”

Bredologos learned his craft long before the throwaway era. He was a teenager
living in the shadow of World War II in Greece when a shoemaker near his family’s
house offered to teach him the trade.

In 1967, he and his wife plus a handful of family members immigrated to the U.S.,
heading to Hampton Roads, where a relative lived. He went to work for a repair
shop in Virginia Beach, opening his own in the early 1970s. Get the latest news in the palm of your hand   DOWNLOAD THE APP
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At the Hilltop West Shopping Center, “he’s the only original tenant left in their
original spot,” Steve Bredologos said.

Leanne Stone, a longtime nurse who lives in Bay Colony, has been a customer for
years.

"I used to go in there with my parents,” she said. “It just reminds me of when I was
a kid — just a basic, old store — and he hasn’t aged one bit.”

At its peak, the shop hummed enough to keep two assistants busy in addition to
family.

“While other kids were at football practice or out playing we were at work,” his son
said. “But we didn’t mind. We never even thought about it. It’s just what you did to
help the family.”

After sister and brother went off to college, their mother, who died in 2015, filled in.
Business slowed along with the national trend, but the door still swings open often
enough to keep their father occupied.

The parade was steady on a recent day: men in need of new soles for classic shoes
that never go out of style; women picking up boots that Bredologos had tailored to
fit their narrower or wider calves.

One job called for him to install zippers in a pair of cowboy boots to make them
easier to get on for the wearer, who’d been disabled in an accident. Another request:
restore a $2,000 pair of Christian Louboutins that had been chewed on by a dog.

“I fixed them for $55,” he said, grinning as he described how "the lady was so
grateful she said ‘I could kiss you!’”

Lee Ann Smith was among the flow of customers. She’s a regular, bringing purses
and belts in addition to family shoes.

“My husband has a pair he’s had for 30 years,” she said. “He just keeps getting the
soles and heels replaced.” Get the latest news in the palm of your hand   DOWNLOAD THE APP
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McFarland, at the trade association, said more folks are coming around to that kind
of thinking. Before the pandemic hit, repair shops were enjoying a revival.

“I never thought I’d see this come back in my lifetime, but young men have started
investing in really good shoes all of the sudden,” he said.

Well-made men’s leather shoes, which can range from several hundred to several
thousand dollars, “have become, like, a fashion thing again,” McFarland said. “In
the first few months of 2020, we’d never seen numbers like we were doing.”

COVID quashed it. Shops were closed for months. Work and dress shoes are idled in
closets.

“I hope these shops can make it,” McFarland said. “There’s a lot of promise for the
ones that survive.”

Bredologos seems equipped with patience. He collects when the work is done — no
credit cards, please — and he’ll hold shoes for up to a year waiting for owners to
return.

“His mind is like a computer,” his
daughter said. “He knows exactly
where everything is in here and what
belongs to who. He knows who’s
military and might go away for a long
time before they can get back to pick
up their shoes.”

As many as 300 pairs a year wind up
abandoned. He gives them to
charities or the needy who
sometimes show up hopeful at his
doorstep. Forgotten single shoes —
not everyone brings in both — aren’t
much use to anyone.
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Joanne Kimberlin, a 2007 Pulitzer finalist, is an enterprise writer at The Virginian-Pilot. She
writes about all kinds of subjects, from mercenaries to moon rocks to mental illness.
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Words. Countless words. They’ve poured from this building for 83 years, carrying
the stories of the people of Hampton Roads and the world around them.

This weekend, The Virginian-Pilot handed a developer the keys to the newspaper’s
Norfolk headquarters, following an industry trend that has papers abandoning their
traditional downtown edifices for smaller, leased space elsewhere.

Advertisement

But in the same way that words are more than the letters that form them, the sticks
and bricks assembled long ago at 150 West Brambleton Avenue created more than a
mere building.

Fortress. Mothership. Downtown Font of Knowledge. Or something unprintable.
Whatever nicknames the place collected over the years, it’s been a sturdy, watchful
presence — a beehive for generations of journalists and staff critical to the job of an
independent press.

The Virginian-Pilot
Caution tape blocks construction workers from entering a room containing bound archives of
the newspaper on the third floor of The Virginian-Pilot in Norfolk on Monday, April 13, 2020.
Construction workers had begun demolition on the floor and the tape protected the room's
contents until they could be moved. (Kristen Zeis/The Virginian-Pilot)
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An army that, over the passing decades, managed to still harbor affection for its
increasingly eccentric, aging quarters.

Constructed in 1937, the original structure grew into a building that’s nearly a city-
block deep — a built-onto, cobbled-together Frankenstein of a complex with
forgotten passages, odd half-floors, ghostly sounds and leaky roofs.

"I remember them opening up some walls here and there and finding long-lost
hallways,” said Roy Bahls, who started work as a copy boy in 1977. “We joked that
someday they’d find someone slumped over a desk from decades ago.”

Tom White, a longtime sports editor, spent years working in an office where rain
outside meant rain inside. Says he loved it anyway.

“Water didn’t just leak into this office; it poured in at times,” White said. “Funny
thing is, this office wasn’t even on the top floor.”

Newcomers were baffled by 150 West Brambleton, intimidated by its size and
labyrinthine warrens.

“But once you learned how to get around, it felt like someone had let you in on a
secret,” said Victoria Bourne, a former reporter.
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After that, “I learned to appreciate her for what she was,” Bourne said. “Funky, old,
slightly dysfunctional.”

___

The former office building of The Virginian-Pilot is photographed on Friday, May 1, 2020, at 150 W. Brambleton Ave. in
Norfolk. (Kaitlin McKeown/Virginia Media)
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The architect who designed the original 68,000 square feet, Finlay Ferguson,
dropped dead of a heart attack the day after the 1936 groundbreaking.

His fingerprints are on other landmarks — houses of worship in Norfolk like First
Presbyterian in Ghent and the Virginia Museum of Fine Arts in Richmond.

The architectural style chosen for 150 was “modified modern, with neo-classical
ornamentation stressing simplicity and strength.”

That description was plucked from special sections published when the building
opened in October 1937 — yellowed broadsheets now so fragile they rain confetti in
your hands.

They announced the new home of Norfolk Newspapers with trumpeting headlines:

“Specially Designed Plant One of Finest in Country – Beautiful In Design, Modern
In Appointments And Equipment”

And flowery prose:

“Without extraneous decoration or meaningless ornamentation, it yet presents an
impressive appearance and wins admiration for its obvious suitability to its
purpose.”

And page after page of details:

“More than a dozen ultra-modern electric ice-water drinking fountains are placed
throughout the building at the strategic points, and no building in this section can
surpass the lavatory facilities.”

The new headquarters was indeed a big deal, not just for Norfolk Newspapers but
the region — a sign of progress, that the area was no longer small-town.

“It spoke of a time when newspapers were among the principal institutions of any
major city,” said Robert Wojtowicz, an architectural historian and dean of the
graduate school at Old Dominion University.
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Wojtowicz says the design “exudes authority,” an impression Norfolk Newspapers
surely hoped its $350,000 investment — 6.3 million in today’s dollars — would
convey.

Norfolk Newspapers, with roots to 1865, had evolved from a handful of scrappy
startups after the Civil War. In 1933, the company consolidated the largest of the
rivals under one ownership: The Norfolk Virginian-Pilot (morning) and The Norfolk
Ledger-Dispatch (afternoon).

Before the new building, publishing took place across a patchwork of small shops —
Plume, Tazewell, Main streets — that were known to flood during bad storms,
forcing staff to row boats into work at least once.

The parcel at Brambleton was not only high and dry, but it had parking space —
automobiles were booming — and was on the fringe of the core business district.

That was very “forward thinking,” Wojtowicz said, banking “that downtown would
grow right up to its building site.”

Pilings were driven below the water table — 1,039 green-pine 40-foot timbers — to
bear the weight of it all: a four-story office building in the front, a cavernous press
building in the rear, connected by a smaller annex.
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Reinforced concrete was used extensively, a fairly new “fireproof” construction
method at the time. Limestone was quarried in Indiana to finish off the front
section, each piece numbered, shipped and assembled like a puzzle.

The lobby featured Italian travertine. New office desks had “smoothly working
drawers.” Systems were state of the art — presses, telephones, elevators. A
soundproof room muffled the endless chatter of teletypes tapping out stories from
global wires. Pneumatic tubes were installed to whisk copy between news,
advertising and composing rooms.

"No pains or expense have been spared to embody the most advanced ideas in the
newspaper publishing field in these quarters,” a story in the Ledger-Dispatch said.

After a year of construction, Virginia’s lieutenant governor gave an opening day
speech. Both newspapers moved in — 325 employees — without missing a single
day’s publication. The Pilot and The Ledger continued to compete, occupying
different parts of the building, until afternoon papers fell out of vogue and the two
were folded into one in the ‘90s.

In between and after, 150 West Brambleton morphed, swelling to 2½ times its
initial footprint to accommodate new ventures and growing ranks — 1,500 staffers
by the late 1960s. The original place was gobbled up, absorbed into a maze of
additions linked by random ramps, weird walkovers and shoe-horned stairwells.

“We were always building walls or tearing them down,” said George Bryant III, who
retired as director of news operations after 37 years with the company.

Around 1980, the presses were moved to a new plant on Greenwich Road in Virginia
Beach.

The Virginian-Pilot archive
Bill Abourjilie, The Virginian-Pilot photo department manager, on the phone in the early 90's. (L.
Todd Spencer/The Virginian-Pilot) 1 / 11
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But before that, Teresa Annas, a former reporter who started in 1976, says she knew
exactly when the press was rolling.

“I can still hear it kick in — chun-CHUNK — followed by a low, ongoing rumble you
could feel in your feet,” she said.

Erica Smith, a copy and books editor, remembers when the tube system was still
being used to ferry copy.

“The pneumatic tubes whistled and wheezed as a container shot through toward the
news desk,” she said.

The container landed with a bang in a wooden box, and almost invariably, one of
Smith’s co-workers “would jump and breathe, ‘Mercy!’”

In more recent years, the building has grown emptier. Technology and changing
times have thinned staff. Entire floors have gone dark. Vacant sections seem to echo
with long-gone footsteps.

And “any time it was really windy,” said Sean Kennedy, a digital producer, “some
giant noise would emanate from some central core of the building.”

Some spots were downright eerie.

“There’s an old room down where the photo studio is that has a TV dimly on,”
Kennedy said. “There’s almost nothing in that room but the TV, barely alive. It was
spooky.”

Carl Fincke, with 40 years in the newsroom, said he once had an office that was so
remote few people could even find him.

“Toward the end, the building was kind of a mess,” he said, “but it was our mess.”

___
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Night falls on The Virginian-Pilot headquarters in Norfolk on Monday, April 13, 2020. (Kristen Zeis/The Virginian-Pilot)

The Virginian-Pilot will keep covering Hampton Roads, only now from a
headquarters in the City Center of Newport News — leased, sleek offices shared with
its sister paper, the Daily Press.

Similar moves have played out across the industry, with papers like The
Philadelphia Inquirer and Chicago Tribune, whose parent company now owns both
Hampton Roads’ dailies, shedding the overhead of their iconic downtown buildings.
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“And the New York Times is on its third building at least,” said Wojtowicz, the
architectural historian. “As institutions evolve, their architecture must evolve with
them for their future success. New kinds of flexible spaces are the order of the day.”

The new owners of 150, an outfit called Monument, plan to transform the place into
apartments while preserving the main entrance as a tribute to its past.

Wojtowicz said he’s glad at least that part will be saved, but he’s sorry that papers
like The Pilot must move on.

"There’s value in having an architectural presence that in many ways matches the
importance of the newspaper,” he said.

Last week, former and current staffers formed a processional around 150, circling
the block in their cars, blowing horns, saying goodbye to a quirky, old friend.

In conversations and emails, reporters, editors, photographers, online and copy
desk folks, advertising reps, designers and so on have shared some memories.

After decades of telling your stories, it seems fitting to spare a few words for theirs.

The amber light of a dark room. The singe of hot type. The stain of ink. The musty
smell of old clippings in the library. The taste of champagne after the newspaper
won its third Pulitzer Prize.

Friday nights with lawn chairs in the parking lot, cooling off after putting the sports
section to bed. Bunking down in offices during hurricanes and snowstorms to
ensure the next day’s paper would get out.

The knuckle biting of Y2K. Pushing through the shock of 9/11. The marriages
hatched, friendships formed, funerals borne. The view from the roof.

The amusement of running corrections to a story about the Wright brothers first
flight, 100 years after the story appeared in the paper.
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New jobless claims in Virginia
spike to highest level since
July
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Most Virginians now say they
will get COVID-19 vaccine —
up 13 points from the fall
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Virginia Zoo welcomes
newborn giraffe
2h

There will be a new,
temporary traffic pattern on
I-64 westbound starting next
week, VDOT says
2h

The new Deep Creek Bridge
in Chesapeake now won’t be
finished until at least 2025
3h

The work will go on — new stories
told and memories made.

And old traditions will be hung onto
by each new crop of caretakers.

In one form or another, working
from one place or another, this paper
has been produced.

Every day, for 155 years, without fail.

Joanne Kimberlin, 757-446-2338,
joanne.kimberlin@pilotonline.com

Topics: Virginian-Pilot, move, 150 West Brambleton Avenue, newspaper trends, Daily Press, Monument,
Wright brothers, Robert Wojtowicz, ODU
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Joanne Kimberlin, a 2007 Pulitzer finalist, is an enterprise writer at The Virginian-Pilot. She
writes about all kinds of subjects, from mercenaries to moon rocks to mental illness.
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Signs like this - posted on an assisted living facility on the Peninsula - went up across the state as long-term care
facilities went on lock down this week to protect residents from coronavirus. Photo credit: Joanne Kimberlin (Joanne
Kimberlin / The Virginian-Pilot)

My dad is dying. But he’s still too alive for us to be allowed to come see him.

Long-term care facilities — he lives in one on the Peninsula — closed statewide this
week to visitors, an effort to protect their extremely vulnerable populations for as
long as the coronavirus threat lasts.
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Exceptions are being made for “end of life” situations. My father’s case, like untold
others, doesn’t quite qualify. He’s 86 and under hospice care but isn’t considered to
be “actively dying” — the required stage for visitors to be let in.

Actively dying, hospice has explained, generally means “unresponsive.”

ADVERTISEMENT

No chance for goodbyes.

Millions are facing hardships in this surreal time of pandemic. This is one of those
sacrifices. Barely imaginable just a short time ago.

Unlike paychecks or toilet paper stock, these last few visits can never be replaced.
But we get it. Coronavirus is especially lethal for older folks. And while Dad has
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As pandemic worsens, the
public is still welcome — in

made his peace with death, certainly not everyone in his assisted living facility is as
ready to sign off as he is.

He’s barely eating. Too frail for us to spring him. Too weak to even pick up his
phone and dial. Staffers are doing what they can to help family members like us,
going to his room to hold up their own cell phones so we can have a few minutes
with him over FaceTime.

No, it’s not enough — a tiny screen, made worse by the fact that he’s hard of
hearing.

Mostly we just listen.

“I love you, buddy,” he said last time.
“Don’t worry about me. Just keep the
funeral home on standby and go to
work.”

Yes papa.

I am.

Joanne Kimberlin, 757-446-2338,
joanne.kimberlin@pilotonline.com
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