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When sorting items for the archives, we ran across a small booklet titled “NiNi”—that was part
family history and part autobiography—written by Margaret Trull (1919-2011).

Margaret—or Peggy as she was known to parishioners here—was the first woman elected Senior
Warden. That was in 1989. The first woman elected to the vestry—seventeen years earlier, in
1972—was her friend of nearly six decades Elizabeth Collins (1912-2002)—or Boo as she was
known. Their friendship began in the Pacific Theater of World War II when both were officers
in the Women’s Army Corps. Perhaps those wartime leadership experiences later played out in
their willingness or determination to play a more active role in the life of St. Matthew’s.
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As the 75th anniversary of the end of World War II is observed this year, it occurred to us on the
Parish Archives and History Committee that it would be interesting to look at the major
challenges and transitions that the parish and the national church encountered from 1945 until the
“modern era” at St. Matthew’s, beginning in 1990. One of those transitions would be the
emerging role of women in governance, worship and other areas of parish life previously limited
to men. Peggy and Boo will be part of that story.
First, the big picture. In war’s aftermath, American society began changing radically. The war
itself was a catalyst for both the civil rights and women’s rights movements. The return to
normalcy brought a growing consumer society; greater access to education and home ownership
which along with increasing mobility promoted the reorganization of family life; a growing
secularism that challenged religious faith.
Let’s look specifically at some of the challenges and transition at St. Matthew’s. An issue that
had been put on the back burner during the war was the matter of space. There was a growing
need for spaces for Christian education, for administrative offices, fellowship and outreach. In
an oral interview, Isabelle Webb remembered that classes were held in pews in various parts of
the sanctuary and in the balcony. The rector’s office—as well as the only restroom—was across
the street in the rectory. Serious discussion of expansion began in 1947 during the rectorship of
Robert C. Masterton. Treasurer Oscar Parsley pointed out the need for more land. The purchases
of two tracts of land between the church and what’s now the Board of Education from Miss
Rebecca Wall were completed by 1951.

The Rev. Robert C. Masterton
Rector, 1942-1953
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A generous bequest from Elizabeth Hayden made possible the land acquisition and the
construction of a parish house. After wrangling over architectural plans and the siting of a parish
house, construction began and was completed in 1957 during the early years of the ministry of
Lauton Pettit (Rector, 1954-80).

Original Parish House before renovation and expansion

The Rev. Lauton W.
Pettit, Rector 1954-1980

As the civil rights movement gained traction in the 1950s, St. Matthew’s commitment to social
justice was revealed in a vestry discussion about the use of the new parish house. One vestryman
moved that use of the parish house or any other church property be denied for any “inter-racial
meetings” Dead silence followed. The motion died. St. Matthew’s continues to renew and
strengthen its commitment to racial justice, reconciliation and healing.

Another big change occurred in the governance of St. Matthew’s. From the earliest days
members of the vestry came from the men of a small group of prominent families—Ruffins,
Webbs, Grahams, among others. Some were elected annually for a decade or more. Indeed,
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Paul Collins retired as Senior Warden in 1957 after having served on the vestry since 1908 with
30 of those years as Senior Warden! Samuel Tate Latta retired from vestry after fifty years,
fourteen of which he was Senior Warden. A. H. Graham retired as Senior Warden in 1961 after
thirty-three years on the vestry.

As Hillsborough grew the congregation at St. Matthew’s became more diversified over the next
decade or so. Discussion of how to ensure that the vestry more accurately mirrored the
congregation slowly gained strength. In 1965 nominations from the floor were entertained, but
the current nine were reelected. (Incidentally, the rector, Lauton Pettit, reminded parishioners
that women were also eligible for election to the vestry under canon law. But that wouldn’t
happen for another seven years.)

One of the strongest voices for change was the outspoken Boo Collins, daughter of Paul Collins.
She took to the floor of the annual meeting of 1971 to move the reelection of the current nine
vestrymen. This action, I suspect, was a calculated move on the part of some members of the
vestry and perhaps the rector to prepare the way for the election of a woman to the vestry in the
following year. (This is the first reported instance of a woman taking the initiative at an annual
meeting.)
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In 1972, the number of vestry members was increased from nine to ten. One of fifteen
parishioners nominated, Boo’s election made her the first woman on the vestry. Other women
followed in subsequent years, including Isabelle Webb, Margaret Trull, Judy Cox, Susan
Frankenberg, Miriam Saxon and the list goes on. Most of you know the women who have
served on the vestry in recent years. History was made in 1989 when Peggy Trull became the
first woman Senior Warden followed the next year by Margaret Lusth and others in subsequent
years.

Another expanded role for women in the church came with their appointment as lay readers and
chalice bearers. A special national convention in 1969 had authorized women to serve in these
roles, but a decade elapsed before this occurred at St Matthew’s. In the early 1980s Bill Price
appointed Lucile Dula and four other women as lay readers. (Minutes of June 22, 1981.) An
early, and perhaps first, woman chalice bearer was Marie Atwell, noted in the minutes of May
25, 1981. Women began representing St. Matthew’s at Diocesan conventions about that time, as
well.

The Rev. William P. Price,
Rector 1980-1983

The procedures for election of vestries took a radical turn in 1973. Long-time vestryman Lucius
Cheshire, Jr., proposed the size of the vestry be reduced to nine and, more importantly, that
vestry members should be elected for three-year, staggered terms. Staggering terms ensured
vestries would always have seasoned members with one or two years of experience as well as
new blood. A further provision that, as of 1975, no vestry member could be elected for a second,
consecutive three-year term guaranteed even more new voices and ensured a more representative
vestry.
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These changes were a pivotal moment in the governance and leadership of St. Matthew’s and
paved the way to more dynamic visions of Christian worship, education, outreach and
fellowship.
1977 was a tumultuous year at St. Matthew’s. Vestry minutes suggest three major changes
adopted by the Triennial General Convention in the previous year met considerable headwind.
Many will remember these issues. They were (1) a new Book of Common Prayer proposed and
adopted for a trial period of three years, (2) the ordination of women as priests beginning in early
1977, and (3) resolutions recognizing homosexuals as “children of God” who deserve acceptance
by the church and equal protection of the laws.

Some parishioners lamented the loss of the 1928 Prayer Book. Three decades after the adoption
of the new Prayer Book, Lucile Dula nostalgically said: “I don’t care what anyone says it’s still
the prettiest one.”

Other issues were more contentious. It is not clear from vestry minutes what exactly prompted a
curt letter to the bishop in late 1977. In this letter, the vestry expressed its concern “with the
general permissiveness and lack of discipline in the national church.” Further, the vestry
informed the bishop that it was withholding St. Matthew’s portion of the diocesan contribution to
the national church. Instead, that money would be spent by the vestry on “other Christian work
outside the parish.” It is not exactly clear when this breach healed, but budgets of the early
1980s indicate St. Matthew’s was again paying its full diocesan assessment.
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Disagreement with the direction the Protestant Episcopal Church was moving prompted some
people to leave the church. In one instance, the Junior Warden, a man who had been on the
vestry for the past thirteen years, felt constrained to resign from the vestry, leave St. Matthew’s
and the Episcopal Church, and affiliate with the Anglican Orthodox Church. In particular, he
was troubled by the ordination of “avowed homosexuals” into the priesthood. In point of fact,
however, the canons of the Episcopal Church permitting the ordination of openly gay priests
were not changed until years later.
As if these issues weren’t vexing enough, the steeple on the church was leaning precariously, the
roof was leaking and either rats or squirrels had taken up residence in the organ.

One of the early outreach activities enabled by the construction of the Parish House was to open
the kitchen to an agency that provided hot meals to Orange County kindergartens. Another
activity that deserves praise was St. Matthew’s role in founding and supporting OCIM (Orange
Congregations In Mission) “to feed the hungry, clothe the naked.” Under the leadership of the
rector Bill Price in the early 1980s, St. Matthew’s joined four other churches to establish OCIM
In the late 1990s the meeting room in a new OCIM building was dedicated to Bill Price.

The most tumultuous crisis came during the ministry of Jerry Fisher (1984-88). I want to tread
very carefully on this matter. I will offer my take on this crisis—and I know there were, and
perhaps still are, those who would take issue with this interpretation.
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Basically, I think, the fatal flaw was his style of leadership. I think the root cause was that Fisher
wanted to introduce changes too quickly and failed to bring the congregation along with him
more gradually.

The most divisive issue, ironically, arose from the growth of church membership in recent years.
After only a year at St. Matthew’s Fisher suggested the parish building was too small and needed
to be expanded. He impatiently pushed to have the matter studied. Undoubtedly, space in the
existing parish building was inadequate to accommodate the many needs of the parish:
expanding educational programs; space for adult and youth choirs; gatherings after church and
on special occasions; cramped administrative space. But some vestry members and many
members of the congregation felt events were moving too quickly and lacked adequate planning.

Without a solid financial plan in place—money was to come from borrowing, gifts and
investment interest—construction began. This was hardly a strategic plan guided by a firm grip
on the financial capacity of the congregation. Plans were drastically scaled back and the only
result was an ill-fated pavilion.

Jerry W. Fisher
Rector, 1984-1989
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The story of the next three years was one of continued acrimony and missteps. The turmoil of
the last few years led Fisher, in late 1988, to announce his resignation to be effective in February.
His resignation led the vestry and congregation to begin giving a deliberate, thoughtful and
prayerful consideration of the direction St. Matthew’s should take in the future.
Under Peggy Trull’s leadership, a search for a new rector moved at lightning speed. In January
1990 the vestry called Brooks Graebner who eagerly accepted but who faced the daunting task of
healing and restoring harmony in St. Matthew’s parish. Fortunately, Brooks was blessed with
the diplomatic skills and patience to smooth the way to a new transition.
Let’s return to the story of Peggy Trull and Boo Collins whose wartime experiences and half
century friendship, I would contend, would later contribute to confident, strong leadership at St.
Matthew’s. Moreover, Peggy’s account—written when she was 82, thus around 2001—is a fun
read, sprinkled with humorous, titillating and other things she would probably not have wanted
her mother to know about.

Peggy was born in Tennessee in 1919. Her father died when she was eight. Her mother moved
the family to a farm and worked as a Home Demonstration Agent. Peggy lived with a sister in
Durham briefly while in high school and subsequently graduated from the University of
Tennessee.

9

She was greatly influenced by her older brother Bob who introduced her to tennis, rode a
motorcycle, and concocted homebrew in the basement. These were Prohibition days. She wrote
that she had her first Old Fashion at the age of eleven. An uncle, Bob, taught her how to wager
on horses and, in later years, Peggy and her friend Boo hosted Kentucky Derby parties. Peggy
lets us know that Uncle Bob and Jack Daniels were particularly good friends.
Shortly after Pearl Harbor the Women’s Auxiliary Army Corps (later known as the WACs) was
formed. Urged by her brother, Mort, she volunteered for the WACs and was inducted into the
second class of officer candidates in the summer of 1942.

After commissioning, she was put in charge of a huge mess hall at the new WAC training center
in Daytona Beach. Although she had graduated in home economics she claimed she couldn’t
even boil water.
The woman from whom she rented a room—nicknamed “Mom Pom”—became a lifelong friend.
After the war Peggy and Boo visited Mom Pom in Daytona, and ten years later the trio travelled
to Europe. Peggy told a humorous story about her days in Daytona: Mom Pom’s son, Peter,
took Peggy sailing. Peggy was sunning up front when the wind shifted suddenly. When Peter
came about the jib swept across the bow snagging what Peggy called her bra—but I’m guessing
was the top of her two piece swimsuit—leaving her dangling over the side until Peter could bring
the boat into the wind.
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As American forces hopped from island to island in the South Pacific campaign to liberate the
Philippines WACs were needed to perform support duties. Peggy was in the first contingent of
WACs sent to the Pacific Theater. (In her memoir Peggy says they sailed on the America which
was the name of the liner before entering military service as USS West Point.) Thinking they
were bound for India, Peggy was surprised to disembark in mid-May, instead, in Australia where
she got up with Boo for 5:00 beer call.

(Peggy is in this group somewhere)

Not long after, Peggy and Boo were ordered to Port Moresby, New Guinea—an Australian
mandate--which the Japanese were attempting to wrest from Allied control. Peggy commanded
the 100 WAC officers and Boo, the enlisted women. Peggy’s unit was assigned censorship
duties, reading every outgoing and incoming letter.
It wasn’t all business. Peggy and Boo carved out some time for fraternizing with an Australian
engineering unit. Peggy writes: “Boo made friends with some of them and I did, too, but mine
was not very romantic.” She added, “We had a French woman with us, who had been Charles
Boyer’s secretary, who always seemed to have romance on her mind.”

11

From Port Moresby Peggy was sent to Biak Island which lies off the northwestern end of New
Guinea. The capture of Biak by American and Australian troops was a major step towards
General Macarthur’s liberation of the Philippines. The Japanese put up fierce resistance and
Peggy was apparently on the island while fighting was still in progress. But she and Boo who
was her unofficial executive officer found time for poker accompanied by “hospital alcohol” and
“lolly water.” (Australian term for sweet, fruit flavored soft drink.)
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From Biak, Peggy—now Captain Trull—was transferred to Leyte Island in the Philippines as
commanding officer of another WAC detachment.

Peggy wrote that she learned of the

bombing of Hiroshima when she was still on Leyte. That would have been in early August 1945.
Later, she was ordered to Manila which had been occupied by the Allies since the spring.
Altogether some five thousand WACs who had seen service in the Southwest Pacific bivouacked
in Manila and the surrounding area in trying circumstances awaiting return to the States.

Several months after Japan surrendered Peggy boarded a troop ship sailing for California. Train
tickets were hard to come by, but she eventually made it back to Tennessee shortly before
Christmas.

Peggy had no idea what she wanted to do. But with a college degree and three years of mostly
command responsibility in the WAC, she got a job with the Veterans Administration in
Tennessee. Later, she transferred to Winston-Salem and then to the VA hospital in Durham.
Her career concluded as Supervisor of Child Welfare Services in Orange County in 1982 at age
62. In retirement, she enjoyed golf, bridge, painting, traveling and caring for a dog.

Peggy served two terms on the vestry. In her second term, she was elected Senior Warden which
was both trying and fruitful. St. Matthew’s was, as noted earlier, in crisis with the rector and the
vestry at crossed swords. After the forced departure of the rector, Peggy steered the search
process which culminated in the arrival, in early 1990, of Brooks Graebner and his family.
Peggy wrote they “were sent to us from Heaven.”
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Exhausted from her vestry service, Peggy dropped her church involvement “almost completely.”
She did, however, serve on the planning committee for the new parish house.
Peggy’s close friend, Boo Collins, returned to North Carolina where she worked for a while in
her father’s insurance agency. Boo enjoyed hosting friends at her cottage in Nags Head and
traveling with Peggy and, sometimes, Mom Pom. Boo’s election to the vestry in 1972 ushered in
a new era at St. Matthew’s with women playing an increasingly active role.

Some may have assessed the post-war years at St. Matthews as somewhat troubled and
contentious ones, but those decades might be better reinterpreted as a challenging, but necessary
transition in St. Matthew’s history—in response to the call for more representative vestry
leadership, greater commitments to Christian education and parish fellowship, and engagement
with local and national social justice issues.
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