
THE SAGA OF CHARLES OVERTON FRANCK, JR. 

INTRODUCTION 

To my children, grandchildren and possibly others who may be interested: 

My life began on August 31, 1929, born at home on Mill Road in Glen Allen (Hunton) Virginia.  My family 
lived at  that time in a house owned by my great-uncle Adolph, with Adolph, my grandfather Charles 
William Franck, my father, mother and two sisters Eleanor and Charlotte.  This was a fairly roomy house 
but just five rooms.  There was a second house, knows as the “summer  kitchen”, which was occupied by 
my aunt Jeanette (my father’s sister), her husband Edward Maxwell and my cousin (2months older than I). 

At a tender age, I survived a poisoning from a product known as “Black Leaf Forty”, a highly concentrated 
nicotine product and the family feared I might die.  My mother had been using it to spray the chicken roost 
for lice, threw the bottle away and like any curious child I picked up and drank the few dorps left.  (This 
seems to have become a legend because I was told about it many times in my life.) 

My uncle Adolph was fond of attaching a nickname to everyone – my sister Eleanor became “Bootie”, 
Charlotte became “Flossie”.  My cousin Edward Maxwell  was two months older than I and  when playing 
together picked on me much as an older sibling might.  There was a comic strip at the time, I understand, in 
which there were two kids in much the same situation and Edward got the name of the tough guy “Mickey” 
and I got the name of the younger  one who, like me at the time, was chubby of “Tubby”  Mickey was 
known by that name by everyone including his work mates at Phillip Morris  to the time of his death  at age 
80 in 2009.  I had difficulty shaking mine and some relatives still insist on using it.  I went through middle 
school (Junior High) by my middle name until high school at which time I became  “Charles”.  During 
those years, I had a weight problem and it did not help when other children who can be quite cruel,  
between calling me Tubby would also expand my middle name to Over-a-ton.  I also began thinning out by 
the mid teens and wanted a new image. 

GRANDFATHERS 

I think it appropriate at this point to say a few things about my grandfathers, both of whom I loved but were 
as different as night and day.  My maternal grandfather, Bert Clapp,  was a farmer, carpenter, laborer, jack 
of all trades and worked hard to the time of his death at age 93.  He also expected everyone else to work 
hard.  My Aunt Beatrice said that she was  grown before she found out that it was alright to do nothing.  I 
spent some interesting times on his farm and learned a lot from him.  My paternal grandfather who I started 
out calling Grandaddy and later  Papa had been a laundry wagon driver (horse team) for the T&E Laundry 
in Richmond.  Two months after my birth, the stock marked crashed and so did the jobs of many of my 
family.  Papa never drove a motor vehicle and the horse and wagon days were fazing out.  My fraternal 
grandmother  Edith Jeanette  Hayward Franck died in the influenza epidemic on October 7, 1918.  She had 
borne him six children – Charles Overton, Edith Jeanette, Ernest Elsworth and Florence Arline (born July 8, 
1918) and two, Christine Warren Franck and Dorothy Elizabeth Franck,  both of whom died in infancy.  
Papa loved my grandmother deeply and was devastated by her death and I believe never got over it.  He 
never had gainful employment during  the time I knew him, never had the benefit of social security and 
earned a little income by truck farming a small garden.  He  was one of thirteen children, greatly loved by 
all of the family, known affectionately as “Uncle Charlie” and spent much time living with one or the other 
of them.  His grandfather and father immigrated from Hanover Germany, both were artisans, guilders and 
cabinet makers whose main fame was the hanging of heavy French mirrors and making beautiful picture 
frames.  They had lived on Hilliard Rd at Brook Road, the home later becoming the Hermitage Country 
Club,  now known as the Belmont Golf Course.  My great grandfather, Lewis Franck sold that farm which  
was considered to be “way out in the country” at the time and moved his family to central Richmond so his 
children could get a  decent education.  Upon the death of Papa’s parents, much of the estate consisted of 
beautiful furniture and his sisters “fought” over it.  Papa just said “I have their memories, I don’t want 
anything”.  This probably explains why he got along so well with them, and was welcome to come and stay 
anytime.   

      Papa loved to fish, a love I probably learned from him.  He lived with us for quite a few years and we 
were “best buddies”  (more of that later) 



CHILDHOOD 

I have no memories of my childhood until about age 3 or 4 after my father and mother had purchased a 
house on Strath Road in the Varina District.  Papa came and lived with us there.  This was a rather small 
house, 2 bedrooms, a large living room, large eat in kitchen another room (which I don’t have much 
memory of what it was for, but we used it as a work room), and a screened in porch.  There was no 
electricity and we as most people did then, had an “ice box” on the porch.  One of  good things that came 
with Roosevelt’s “New Deal” was the REA or Rural Electrification Authority with the goal of getting 
electricity to everyone in the country.  We were one of the beneficiaries and I remember well when we had 
electricity installed.  It was a very simple system of two wires, hot and ground, held with porcelain 
insulators which looked much like a thimble with a nail hole in the middle.  Along with this we got a 
“Frigidair”  and thought we were really living.  Along with this came electric lighting and away with the 
kerosene lamps. 

This was the “GREAT DEPRESSION”.  It was all I had known all of my young life.  We were poor, but so 
was everybody and my daddy had a job driving a laundry truck.  There were many people worse off than 
we were.  On a road back behind the Varina Episcopal Church  there was a settlement known as “Tar Paper 
Village” consisting of shacks, board siding (no plywood back then) and  covered over with “tar paper” 
which you might know now as roofing felt, to keep the wind out of the cracks.  I can remember many times 
going there with my mother to take food, most of which we had raised in our garden, and clothes which she 
had gotten from somewhere to those needy people.   I remember hearing stories daily of people standing in 
long lines trying to find a job.  There was no unemployment compensation then and people were happy to 
work for food or whatever wages they could get.  We thought everyone was poor.   

We had a “little farm” of eleven acres, most of it open, and we had a large garden.  We raised lots of 
vegetables – corn, squash, potatoes, onions, string beans and butterbeans – lots of butterbeans.  Daddy had 
a laundry route which included many commercial companies,  hotels, grocery stores (what is now Safeway) 
the Continental Bakery (Wonder Bread), Swift Meats, a cafeteria, etc.  We raised, picked and shelled 
butterbeans which he sold to the hotels and to Ewart’s Cafeteria which was located on Fifth Street across 
from the John Marshall Hotel. We three children worked along with my mother and grandfather.   

We raised hogs.  My father got produce trimmings and near spoiling items from the grocery store and bread 
which was being discarded by the bakery and other items from who knows where for hog food and some 
food he had to purchase, but we raised good hogs.  At killing time, we all worked.  My grandfather and my 
father were good sausage makers.  We made “whole hog” sausage – hams and all and the sausage made 
was sold before it was even ground.  It was very good sausage, which would be the envy of Jimmy Dean.  
We got little of it or of the good cuts of meat.  Mostly we got the parts usually thrown away, cooked in our 
cabbage, soups, sauerkraut etc.   

During prohibition, daddy and papa made home brew beer.  After repeal of prohibition, we used the bottles 
and the capping machine for the root beer which we made.   

We had all kinds of livestock – chickens, geese, guineas. Honey bees, but never a cow.  We bought milk 
from a neighbor two houses away.  I would take a quart mason jar over at their milking time and got the 
milk as it came from the cow – then back to our ice box.  I remember the family well – named Pickles.  Mr. 
Gilbert who owned a hotel at 8th & Franklin Streets and was one of Daddy’s customers gave me some 
bantam chickens along with a beautiful “banty” rooster.  He also gave us some pheasants and my father and 
Papa made a special pen for them (wire all around and on top.  Someone gave us some pet raccoons and we 
enjoyed them until one of them got in with the pheasants and killed a couple of them. 

We always had a dog, usually a fox terrier or collie.  The one I remember best was “Jack” a fox terrier  that 
the whole family belonged to.  He would see us off to school and wait for our return.  We each rode a 
different school bus.  One time Eleanor who rode the first bus in the evening stayed at school for some 
reason and when her bus came, he was in the road in front of it and would not move until she got off, which 
of course she did not.  He stayed there until the other busses arrived and we took him out of the road.  He 
just could not understand why his child was not on that bus. 



I was christened a Lutheran at the First English Lutheran Church at Stuart Circle in Richmond where most 
of the family were members.  But – my first memory of church was in the Varina Episcopal Church .  I 
stayed an Episcopalian most of my life.  After I married a Baptist, we tried to compromise on a church to 
raise our children and for years went to the Methodist Church, butoI had some problems with their politics.  
When I retired and we moved to Heathsville, we visited the Northumberland Episcopal Church and I was 
back at home.  However, there have been some problems with the direction the Episcopal Church has taken 
and that church has left the Episcopal church and affiliated  with the Anglican Church. 

Childhood again – I had several playmates in Varina and did get some playtime in – ones I remember were 
Ruby Dalton next door, Bobby Horton up the road a way and Sonny Sutton across the road.  There was an 
old Scottsman named Strath (road named for him) who had an interesting farm.  He had a few cows, a lot 
of sheep and the most interesting were his steam tractor and steam road roller which he allowed me to play 
on.  He and  Papa got to be good friends. 

I learned honesty the hard way.  My sisters were involved in the girl scouts and when I was about 5 were 
selling girl scout cookies.  We had a Chevrolet sedan, about 1932 I think, and my mother was driving  
around to deliver them.  She allowed me to sit beside her and to turn the ignition on and off for her.   When 
we got home she left the keys in the ignition and I stayed there and played with them   In short, I broke off 
the ignition key and just dropped the key ring on the car floor.  When daddy got home and went to move 
the car, of course he found them and the investigation led to me.  I denied doing it, but my guilt was 
obvious.  I probably would have gotten little punishment for doing it, but telling a lie was BAD !.  I got a 
taste of his razor strop and he had to take the car to a mechanic or key smith to get it taken care of (a new 
switch I think)  When he left, I told my sisters “That didn’t hurt”   When he got back home, they  ratted on 
me and I got the strop again.  I learned very quickly not to tell a lie. 

My mother was a wonderful person.  She did a lot of fun things with me, like making valentines, telling 
stories, and I particularly remember how she included me in Christmas decorations.  We always had a cedar 
tree, cut from somewhere on the place and with a cross boards nailed to the bottom.  The tree was put up 
just a few days before Christmas and never allowed to stay up long enough to become a fire hazard.  She let 
me help make a scene under the tree, using moss we gathered, celluloid animals and always a pond made 
using a mirror.   We always had a manger scene.  I was hard on clothes and many of them were repaired or 
“patched” but she always kept me and my clothes clean. 

We did not have a bathroom. We had a privy and a path.  During the winter, trips there were quite brief.  We 
had a stove in the living room and our bath tub was a large galvanized wash tub that my mother used for 
laundry.  On Saturday night, it got set up near the stove and water for it was heated on the kitchen wood 
stove and we took turns taking our bath – usually using the same water.  During the week, we only got 
sponge baths.  When we moved to Richmond, we had a gas water heater (gravity type) and had to light it 
ahead when we planned a bath, and had a real bathtub. 

FISHING 

My father and Papa both loved to fish and this was the most together time I had with my father.  We had a 
favorite fishing hole at Curles Neck.  This is a neck of the James River which was by-passed with a deep 
channel which had been dug.  Fishing was good there and we had permission from Mr. Ferguson, manager 
of the farm to park and walk through the property to the fishing hole.  We were not alone in this, many 
people having the same privilege.  Many times we went there and had good luck bringing home a nice 
string.  My favorite story of this place – Papa was always after the “Big one”.  He would always pick out 
the largest minnow to put on his favorite pole.  We used cane poles, never had a rod and reel.  Well this one 
trip, he picked out a big roach minnow and put on that line.  All day, we were catching all kinds of fish – 
bass, crappie, perch etc. and had a large string.  We had to walk back through some woods and as it was 
close to getting dark, had to leave, so began ro ling up our lines on the poles.  Papa left his favorite to last.  
It had been getting some action during the day, with something occasionally chasing his minnow around, 
but he held out to the end.  He began rolling up the line, and when his pole got about three feet from the 
bobber, down it went with one big jerk.  He pulled out the biggest crappie I have even seen – it must have 
been five pounds and as he pulled it up, it got off the hook, landing on the bank in leaves, dirt, etc.   I laid 
down between the water and that fish which I was not going to let get away, and when we got it under 
control, it was dirty.  On the stringer it went.  We were all very excited and my father decided to clean the 



fish off.  He dropped the string of fish in the water and with one splash, the crappie jerked the string out of 
his hand and there it went  - ALL THE FISH and that big one.  My father could not swim but he nearly 
jumped in to try to retrieve it.  Papa was not happy.  Gone was his big fish and no one would ever believe 
what had happened.   He never let my father live that down. 

We also did some salt water fishing.  By the time of my early childhood, the steamboat packets were on the 
downhill slide in the bay and rivers but there were a lot of wharves and piers still in good shape.  Daddy’s 
favorites were Almond’s Wharf and Bowler’s Wharf on the Rappahannock river.  I remember my first fish 
there when I was maybe 4 or 5 years old, using a hand tight line and telling Daddy “I think I have a bite.  
He checked and said that I had a FISH, which when landed was a three and a half pound croaker.  My big 
day.   I learned to like to eat fish and steamed crabs at a very early age.  I remember a man that came 
around every week with his truck, selling fish. Daddy had some friends, mostly from work, who liked to go 
on a party boat and he always took me though it was not as often as I think I remember.  I had a good 
relationship with my father during my early years, but I was afraid of him 

SCHOOLS AND RICHMOND. 

I went to Varina School to the third grade.  Along about that time problems began to develop between my 
parents.  I had a hard time dealing with this and understanding why.  I later learned that it was both about 
money and drinking.  Daddy had a lot of customers (not the businesses) he extended credit to and they 
could not pay – but he had to pay his boss.  He got in bad trouble financially and it resulted in him drinking 
heavily.  Eventually, they lost the house, had to sell the car, and moved to Richmond in a rented flat at 22nd 
and Venable.   I then went to Springfield School.  Things did not improve and my mother left him and 
moved with us children to a rented house at 304 West Cary street.  I then went to Madison School which 
was right across the street.  I will not go into the details, but it was a messy divorce with plenty of fault on 
both sides, and we children were in the middle. 

With all the problems around me, I was pretty messed up about this time.  The teachers at Madison were 
not very good and were probably the “culls” of the Richmond school system.  I ran around with a pretty 
tough bunch of kids and ran all over the downtown area, in some pretty sordid areas, but had a great 
curiosity.  One of my school mates lived on Gambles Hill on south Third street (near present Albermarle 
Paper Co offices) and many of our forays originated from there.  I am very fortunate that nothing bad 
happened to me.  I know that I put a lot of gray hairs in my mothers head. 

I still say that my mother was an angel, regardless of what she may have done.  She worked in a sweat shop 
at Friedman Marks clothing as a seamstress, mostly sewing in sleeves on suits.  She was paid piece work.  
There was no hourly wage, only paid for each sleeve sewed in and if the inspector rejected any part of it, 
she had to do it over and was docked.  Such conditions of course would not be allowed today. 

FAMILY BREAKUP 

The divorce resulted in us children being taken from her.  Eleanor was old enough to be on her own and got 
married.  Charlotte was sent to the Bl e Ridge Episcopal School at Jarrett, VA.  She was extremely unhappy 
there and ran away and went directly to mother’s sister Martha who gave her a home through high school 
until she got married.   The judge ruled in favor of my father but would not let my mother keep us, and my 
father was very vindictive.  His boss at Richmond Steam Laundry took pity on him and worked out an 
arrangement to let him pay off his debt.  He lost his route of course but was given a job inside the laundry, 
supervising and as night watchmen.  He was given a place to live in the laundry, above the office.  Of 
course, that was no place to raise children, so other arrangements had to be made for us.  I felt very 
unwanted at that time, only 9 years old.  My father had visitation rights and we had to see him every couple 
of weeks.  His first question usually was “Where have you been?  Why haven’t I heard from you?” and then 
he would proceed to bad mouth my mother.  It did not make me want to hurry back to see him. 

HIGHLAND PARK 

Cousin Lewis Franck and his wife whom we always knew as Cousin Margaret who had adopted my aunt 
Arlene after grandmother’s death offered to take me for a while anyway.  Cousin Margaret was one of the 
sweetest women I ever knew, loved to have little parties and kept an immaculate house.  She had severe 



physical problems which I did not understand at the time, but I think was intestinal cancer.  She never had 
any children of her own but raised and spoiled Arlene.  Cousin Lewis was shop superintendent for the C&O 
Railroad in Shockoe Bottom and earned good money.  The first thing she did was to take me to buy new 
shoes which I was allowed to pick out myself.  I had health problems myself and they paid to have my 
tonsils removed at the Dooley Hospital, later to become part of MCV.  They treated me very well and I tried 
to be good, but with her health as it was, it was just too much for her, so other arrangement had to be made.  
Their home was on fifth avenue in Highland Park. 

When I went to live with Cousin Margaret, I transferred from Madison to Highland Park Elementary.  The 
other children there were so far ahead of what I had been learning at Madison that I was absolutely lost.  
This was the fifth grade, which I failed miserably. 

CUMBERLAND 

I then went to live with my uncle, Luther Bismark Franck, a retired episcopal minister and his son Philip.  
Philip was married to Ethel Vogel and having no children, they offered to be my guardian.  Life here was a 
mixed bag, living with these hypocrites.  I was expected to work, and that I did, feeding and watering 1500 
chickens, helping to milk 12 cows twice a day, gardening and it seems like a lot of other things.  I did learn 
a lot about caring for stock and gained a sense of responsibility.  I was given a heifer to look after and 
entering a 4H essay contest at school, won a Berkshire pig which I raised, paying back with one of her pigs 
when the time came.  This was my first experience at record keeping.  I had to record daily care, what and 
how much was fed and how much the stock grew. 

There was an old black man there, named Beverly Carter, who as the result of a childhood injury had lost a 
leg and had a wooden “peg leg”.  He did more work with one leg than most men I have known with two 
good ones.  He was known to me as Uncle Beverly and I loved him.  He always let me help with harnessing 
and hitching up a team and ride with him on the wagon.  I learned how to handle a horse or a team of 
horses, plow, cultivate etc. and had a lot of interesting experiences.  This was a large farm or 1,100 acres, a 
beautiful old house on Rt. 45 about three miles beyond Cumberland Court House.  They had an electric 
pump and indoor plumbing which was unknown to me for a house in the country. 

I lived there for three years and went to Cumberland school 5th thru 7th grades.  I enjoyed school there and 
made a lot of friends.  My grades were average but not impressive.  I joined a Boy Scout troop and was a 
4H club member.  My last Christmas there, my father gave me a 410 guage double barrel shot gun, which 
displeased my guardians immensely.  About this time, Ethel had a child, a boy, and I was no longer wanted.  
Uncle Bismark got me to write a letter asking to be sent to the school where Charlotte had been.  The next 
weekend, Mother and Charlotte came up on the bus to visit.  Charlotte told me “don’t let them send you to 
that place – it is horrible.”  I begged to be allowed to go back with my mother who at that time was living 
on Addison Street, now known as Strawberry Street.  At least, my mother wanted me.  The Cumberland 
Francks thought I was a lost cause and would never amount to anything.  (more about that later). 

Papa visited there often and sometimes stayed for quite a while.  I remember once when the family was 
planning an outing – picnic or something of the sort – were not going to take me, but wanted to leave me to 
do the chores of feeding the chickens, milking, etc.  They wanted Papa to go with them but he said that if I 
did not go, he would not go and he stayed to help me. 

There were some good times there, but I was glad to leave and especially to get back with my mother, 
which the courts relented and allowed. 

BACK TO MY MOTHER 

I then entered Binford Junior High School.  They considered the Cumberland schools inferior and put me 
back to the first of the 7th grade.  I was not a good student and did only what I had to, but passed.  I did 
things I am sorry for and which did not make much sense, like cuttting my best liked class.  I took printing 
(type setting and printing), woodworking shop and mechanical drawing which was my favorite.  I 
graduated on time and went on up to Thomas Jefferson High School.  I liked the military and joined the 
cadet corps (Junior ROTC)and did well with it until my junior year  when I entered the DOT program.  I 



was not a good student until my last year in high school.   I was a real problem for my mother who more 
than once had to have a conference with the school principal on my behalf.  I saw no chance of going to 
college but knew that I had to graduate from high school if I wanted to get any kind of a decent job.  I had 
some good teachers and some horrible ones, but it was not all their fault – I simply did not care.  I took 
Algebra 2 three times before I passed it.  In my senior year, I took physics and my teacher in this class was 
my salvation.  I really liked physics and this teacher.  Mr. Jarman sat me down and talked to me like a dutch 
uncle.  He saw potential in me and told me I could do anything I wanted to but that I must try.  He must 
have been talking to my other teachers.  This really turned me around and changed my life.  

Across from our house on Addison Street were various shops, a shoe shop, drugstore, cleaner pickup, 
bakery, Chinese hand laundry, grocery store, five and dime, barber shop and tavern (we knew as 
confectionary – but really a beer joint).  I worked at one time or another in most of them as a delivery boy, 
sweeping  up, stocking beer after hours, soda jerk or anything they would pay me for.  Mother had a hard 
time financially and I had to help out and at least earn my own spending money.  I saved and bought a used 
bicycle for ten dollars and got a paper route, then upgraded to a better route.  I saved and bought a new 
bicycle (wartime, had to get approval from the office of price administration (OPA) with proof of my paper 
route employment to buy it. 

From the time my parents separated, we did not have an automobile until after I went into the Army.  The 
means of transportation were shoe leather, bicycle, trolley car or city bus.  You could buy a ticket on the 
street car for seven cents and the bus for eight cents and transfer from one to the other to go anywhere in 
the city.  This was the way we went including on dates.  If we really felt flush, we could take a taxi for fifty 
cents and that was saved for really special events.  There was also a bus line which went to Seven Pines, 
Sandston and Ashland (which went through Glen Allen and Hunton) for about twenty cents.  We rode the 
street car to Thomas Jefferson much of the time and were able to buy “school tickets” for half fare.   

The street cars went most everywhere.  I remember one severe ice storm when the trolleys sparked on the 
wires and you could see the “fireworks” for miles.  Walking in that mess was difficult, but I still had to 
carry my papers.  I wish I had my “yak tracks” then. 

The court had ordered my father to pay support for both Charlotte and me but it was very little.  He had to 
pay it until I was sixteen.  On my sixteenth birthday, with me having two years of high school to go, he cut 
off the six dollars a week he was giving her.  I knew that I had to get that high school diploma and had to do 
something.  Mother was working for Manuel Derderian , an armenian, at his cleaners as a seamstress,  
repairing and altering clothing.  She had a hard time making ends meet and took in several boarders to help.  
I decided to take a diversified occupations course (DOT) enabling me to work part time, and get graded on 
it.  I did this for my last two  years in high school.  I worked first as office boy for the W.T. Raleigh 
Company and later in the transit department of the Federal Reserve Bank.   

While working at the Federal Reserve, I became acquainted with a couple members of the rowing crew at 
the Virginia Boat Club on Mayo Island.  I got interested, joined the club as a member of the crew and 
rowed with them for two years.  I was quite thin at the time and had difficulty sometimes making the 
weight of 140 pounds.  I was the smallest on the crew other than the coxswain and rowed in the bow 
position of a racing eight.  I met some influential people there who later made some good contacts for me. 

I was always interested in boats and saved enough to buy a ten foot plywood boat and a seven and a half 
HP mercury motor.  My friends had a truck and we took our boats on some interesting and fun forars on the 
Chickahominy River near Diascond and above the Bosher’s Dam in Richmond.  I also loaned the boat to 
our coach, Joe Call to use as a coach boat when we were training.    

WAR YEARS 

It should be noted that World War II began while I was living  in Cumberland.  I well remember going to 
Richmond on the Greyhound bus, which had to cross the Lee bridge.  There was a traffic stop the the south 
end of the bridge and officials, which were obviously FBI, got on and checked everyone out, looking for 
possible enemy agents.  This was big stuff for a little kid.  Rationing was on virtually everything. The US 
was an oil exporter back then and we had plenty of oil, but there was no synthetic rubber and tires were 
from rubber imported from the Eastern Indies and South America and that was the real reason for the 



gasoline rationing.  All automobiles carried a sticker showing its class of rationing,  Business use got more 
than driving to work, which got more that just pleasure.  Along with this went  a ration book with coupons 
for each gallon.  Meats were rationed using a point system with different points for type of cut and type of 
meat (if you could find it) as well as canned goods, coffee, sugar, and cocoa.  Everyone, even children had 
a ration book.  We all saved newspapers, scrap metal and even grease.  Everyone had a can to collect bacon 
and other animal fats which were taken to the butcher and it was used in the making of munitions.  We got 
ration coupons for the grease. 

Few escaped going to war.  Some civilian jobs were considered essential and persons working in those jobs 
were exempted from service. I was too young to go, but as I got a little older, some of my friends who 
looked older lied about their age and enlisted.  At age 16, it might have been possible for me to go into the 
merchant marine, but my mother said no way.   I always had a baby face and no way could I convince any 
one I was as old as I was, much less older. I followed the war by newspaper and radio with great interest.  It 
was a great relief to everyone once it was over in 1945.  The draft was discontinued and the military 
recruited for voluntary service.  As world tensions increased, the draft was threatened to be reactivated and 
it was expected to go into effect again by the beginning of 1949. 

AFTER HIGH SCHOOL-THE ARMY 

I graduated from high school, one of 475 that year at Thomas Jefferson and at age 18 nearing 19 began to 
think about permanent employment.  With the draft eminent, few employers were willing to invest time and 
training of new employees, expecting that they would soon be called up.  A close friend, Clarence Deal, and 
I decided to go ahead and volunteer for two years and get it over with.  The army at that time had a slogan 
“makelit a million”, hoping to bring the army up to sufficient strength with volunteers.  I was old enough to 
go on my own volition but my mother always thought she had to sign for me and I never told her any 
different.  We enlisted on August 2, 1948 with a two year obligation, to be discharged on August 1, 1950. 

I was sent to Fort Jackson, South Caroline, near Columbia, for my basic training of eight weeks.  Having 
had some military training in JROTC, I was made a squad leader.  Tough training in sand that always 
seemed to be knee deep.  My platoon sergeant wanted me to go on to leadership school but I saw what 
happened to those guys.  They just came back to units as cadre to train new recruits and really went through 
basic training over   again. I wanted to get some kind of training that would help me in civilian life.  I had 
some interest in mechanics and applied for auto mechanics school.  My platoon sergeant tried to talk me 
into leadership but relented and endorsed my request.  I was sent to the Ordnance Automotive School at 
Camp Connely, actually part of the Atlanta General Depot at Forest Park, Georgia.  The school was full and 
there was a waiting list to enter so I was part of a make work detachment doing clean up and various 
unpleasant details until there was a spot for me in a class.  One morning the first sergeant came out to the 
formation and asked if there was anyone there who could type.  Up went my hand – here, I can get out of 
these unpleasant duties.  I went to work in the office helping the company clerk.  I must have done good 
and the first sergeant took a liking to me after a couple of days and asked if I would stay on for a longer 
period .  The company clerk was being discharged and he asked me to stay and take the job, offering to 
train me, give me special privileges, promotions as fast as he could. and that if I changed my mind, could 
always go back to the school.  Thus, came a big change in my life.  He did everything he had offered, got 
me off duty jobs, first at the bowling alley, then at the post theatre.  Within ten months of enlisting I was up 
to E-4  (the old buck sergeant) and could join the NCO club.  My first sergeant then used his influence to 
get me an off duty job working at the club snack bar making the maximum of $75 per month, and working 
just every other night.  This later improved to the same rate for just every third night  

I saved my money and was soon able to buy my first car, a used 1941 ford 2 door sedan which ran like a 
scared rabbit.  Boy I was in tall cotton.  

I always liked girls.  So often with young people, hormones replace brain cells and they  go wild.  I was 
always raised to treat every girl as a lady unless she proved herself otherwise and then not have anything to 
do with her.  That I did, but I had my share of girlfriends, a few of whom I got rather serious about, but 
never too serious.  I was always afraid of the consequences and not ready to make a commitment.  There 
were lots of good times in Atlanta and I found the army to be to my liking and it looked like a good career – 
perhaps, but I would have to make a decision soon.  My discharge date was to be August 1, 1950 but in 
June a conflict started on the Korean peninsula and on July 25, I was informed that my enlistment was 



involuntarily extended indefinitely.  Most of my buddies there were going straight to Korea with a brief 
stop in Okinawa for field gear.  Fifteen days later, I got orders, not for Korea but for Germany.  Off I went 
through Camp Kilmer, NJ aboard the Patch for my first ocean crossing.  The ship was crowded.  We slept in 
pipe frame bunks with just about nose room to crowd in and had to clean up the entire ship before we 
disembarked in Bremerhaven.  That city was devastated from WWII bombing.  On to a replacement center 
in Marburg, then on a train to Berlin. The airlift was just over and there were still tensions with the 
Russians.  My travel orders were in English and Russian.  When we got to the checkpoint, after a long wait 
for clearance, Russian guards with submachine guns boarded our car, front and rear, lowered all the shades 
and stood there through the entire trip daring us to move and not allowing us to raise the shades to look out.  
I began to wonder what I was in for.   

BERLIN 

My assignment in Berlin was with the 7880 Military Intelligence Detachment, as company clerk.  Here I 
was one hundred miles inside the Russian zone in an area expected to be the next after Korea, constantly 
being warned about the secrecy of what we were doing and not being allowed to talk about anything there 
evin to other army personnel.  I was not directly involved in our operations, but was required to have a top 
secret clearance.   We had a few uniformed personnel in the office, most of whom worked on the situation 
mapand giving frequent briefings to high ranking staff.  Army personnel were not allowed to wear civilian 
clothing then.  Most of our personnel were intelligence specialists wearing civilian clothing and working 
among sixteen safe houses we had scattered about Berlin where spies mostly from Poland brought 
information, mostly about movements of Russian troops.  They also debriefed Soviet deserters of which 
there were quite a few.  Occasionally we would get documents brought in from workers in sensitive Soviet 
and East German offices.  I helped on occasion microfilming these documents late at night so they could be 
gotten back to the source without them having been discovered.  We had rosters of KGB agents in Berlin 
and I am sure they had rosters of all our people.  Not very comforting considering our location.  It is easy to 
see why the Soviets wanted to put up the wall.  We had to be careful where we went.  There were check 
points, but not on every street and you could easily wander over into the Russian sector.  There were some 
incidents where this happened and the offender was arrested by the Russians and not heard from for weeks. 

I decided that if I was going to be in the Army for a while, I should make the most of it and decided to 
apply for officer candidate school.  I had to wait until I had been assigned to the unit for two months, then 
applied and it took seven months to go through.  In March it came through and I was given about a day and 
a half to clear post and take the train to Bremerhaven to again cross on the Patch. 

By this time, I had about decided that I would like to stay in Berlin.  It was a fun place and lots to see and 
do.  We had to have someone on duty and in charge 24 hours a day.  Most of our enlisted staff had a 
German girlfriend with whom they were living and wanted to avoid the duty.  I made a lot of money taking 
their charge of quarters duty.  The Germans had a hard time getting luxury items like cigarettes, coffee, 
cocoa etc.  Cigarettes were $1 in the PX and we had a ration of a carton a week plus a pack a day and they 
sold on the black market for a minimum of $7 per carton.  I did not smoke cigarettes then but smoked the 
pipe.  Many of the men had cigarettes shipped to them from home and sold them on the market.   

The German government was making war reparations and paid for staff cleaning the buildings, cooking and 
doing KP.  We had a driver furnished who picked me up from my barracks and took me home daily or 
elsewhere about the military complex as needed.  We became pretty good friends and a couple of us bought 
the makings of a Christmas goose dinner which his wife cooked for us and we enjoyed Christmas dinner 
with them. 

Being in this unit brought some special privileges and extra hours on my pass.  Most troops had to be in 
fairly early but I could stay out about as long as I wanted to.  I was quartered in what the Russians left of 
what used to be an officer training school, similar to our West Point.  Beautiful old buildings with walls 
about three feet thick, storm windows with a section in between that served in the winter as our refrigerator.  
This place was known as Andrews Barracks located on Finkelstein Str. 

Berlin residents were saved from starvation or worse by the Berlin Airlift which had ended shortly before I 
was assigned there.  The Berliners were extremely grateful for what we did and showed it in many ways.  



That and also the Marshall Plan which allowed them to get back on their feet with dignity.  When I arrived 
there most of the city was still in ruins with many streets mostly clogged with debris from buildings 
destroyed.  The Germans are hard working and industrious.  Most of the men had been killed, down to the 
teenagers and the women were doing most of the work, cleaning up bricks to be used in reconstruction.  
There was a man shortage and the women were anxious to latch onto an American who might be her ticket 
to the United States.  Again, a possible turning point in my life.  Had I not come back for OCS – what ?? 

The food in Berlin was wonderful.  Best salads I had ever had.  I loved it all.  I learned to ice skate on a rink 
the army made by putting a dike around the tennis courts.  I liked it and bought me a nice pair of skates and 
tried to get proficient.  As previously said, the airlift was shortly over.  We had saved the Berliners from 
starving or fredzing and they were very grateful and showed it. 

In Bremerhaven, I again boarded the Patch for the trip home, only a couple hundred troops, but we still had 
to clean up the whole ship before we got off. 

OFFICER CANDIDATE SCHOOL 

I went on to Fort Dix, N.J. for leadership school, which was a prerequisite for officer candidate school.  I 
enjoyed it and spent the last couple of months as barracks sergeant for communications school students.  I 
had a radio school group who practiced by talking in code (dit dit da dit ) and a field lineman course, 
spending much of their time practicing pole climbing, in which I took part.  I would not want either of these 
for a job.  I made some good friends and went into New York frequently, and had some good times in 
Queens and on Long Island.   

I then went on to OCS at Fort Riley, Kansas.  I got as far as Kansas City on the train and found them in the 
worst flood in their history to become known the flood of 51.  Stockyards in a terrible mess and the odor 
terrible.  The rails were washed out and had to finally take a bus the rest of the way and at Manhattan, had 
to wait three hours for an underpass to be pumped out. 

OCS was a six month experience.  Classes on everything.   Physical training and I really needed it.  To 
begin with every class was across the post from the next and we double timed from one to the other.  I was 
in terrible physical shape and failed the first two fitness tests.  An extra – because of test scores, I had to get 
up an hour earlier than others, join those who had also failed the test and take an hour of PT.  We took turns 
leading the session.  In addition, on my weekend day off, I put on a full field pack, hiked and ran for 5 
miles.  At the last chance test before flunking out, I passed and did progressively better at the succeeding 
ones which were given at two week intervals.   We had to become thoroughly familiar and proficient with 
all arms we might have in the future including sub-machine guns, 30 cal. air cooled machine guns, pistol, 
rifle, carbine, rocket launcher and qualify on each.  I fired expert and sharpshooter.  We had to be able to 
disassemble and assemble these weapons in dark or dim light conditions.  Leadership classes, speaking 
classes, teaching classes.  We had to prepare and present classes.    Harassment and pressure to see if we 
would stand up to it or quit.  Fort Riley is a HOT place – 116 degrees on the rifle range in July and minus 
25 degrees in the winter.  Last bivouac we woke up in the morning with eight inches of snow in our face.  
Kansa, the indian word for big wind was seen all the time.  Map reading terrain sketching, observation – 
you name it.   I did well and and was determined that I was going to make it.  Thank you Mr. Jarman.!  

We had a test at the end  called military stakes.  This was waypoints where various tests were set up, such 
as coming into a dark tent from bright sunlight and having to assemble a 45 automatic which had been 
stripped, obstacle course, map reading questions etc.  There were about 25 stakes.  I camr in fourth of the 
class which was a surprise to many.  I graduated and was commissioned a Second Lieutenant on January 
15, 1952 

FORT BELVOIR AND PANAMA 

This was a branch immaterial school and we were assigned to various branches.  I was one of 32 assigned 
to the Corps of Engineers, and it was off to Fort Belvoir, then the Engineer Center and School.  While at 
OCS, we were recruited heavily for army aviation, flying a light plane used for observation and  
reconoitering .  I was interested and when I got to Belvoir, applied for it.  I passed the flight physical and all 
other requirements, however when the application got to post headquarters they bounced it back and said I 



had to wait until I was assigned to a unit to apply.  Upon graduation, five of us who had been overseas 
within the past year were sent to Panama. 

Belvoir was fun – surveying, soils classes, building, road repair, bridges, field expediency (making do with 
what was at hand) equipment operation –every piece we might be faced with, airfield construction, 
hydraulics, demolition and more things that I have forgotten.  Also concentration on the fact that combat 
engineers also served as infantrymen. 

Charlie Tluchak was in the OCS class ahead of me and was also assigned Engineers and we went together 
to Panama.  We were assigned to the 370th Engineer Amphibious Support Regiment.  This had been a 
reserve unit stationed at Ft. MacArthur California commanded by Gen. Kellog.  He had wanted to be called 
up for Korea and volunteered his unit, which was called, but without him.   It was filled with drafted troops 
(2 year men) from the Wisconsin and Michigan area for the most part some 15 months before I joined the 
unit.  It had been called up for three years so most of these men were being discharged about six months 
after I joined the unit.  Our replacements were Puerto Ricans who could not, or would not speak English.   I 
had to learn Spanish in order to keep control.  I attended classes, and as my Spanish improved, so did their 
English. 

The regiment consisted of a boat and a shore battalion, the boat battalion equipped with LCM (medium 
landing craft) capable of delivering heavy equipment such as bulldozers and cranes and the shore battalion 
which had this equipment.  We trained in everything we engineers do but could not make anything  
permanent.  We built bridges and took them apart, we built petroleum, food and ammo dumps and tore 
them apart.  Mostly, we guarded the Caribbean end of the canal, the vital installations of oil tanks, slaughter 
house etc., taking turns with an infantry and armored cavalry unit from the Pacific side.  It was an 
extremely damp place with no dehumidifiers or air conditioners.  I never felt dry the entire fifteen months I 
was there.  Nice quarters, great golf course, cheap liquor and good fishing but I was not sad to leave there.  
There were only five white single girls on our side of the isthmus to the best of my knowledge and they 
kept a full book. 

PUERTO RICO 

When the unit was inactivated, I was transferred to Puerto Rico and was given command of another unique 
unit, the 529th Fire fighting platoon.  I had command of the firefighters for every army installation on the 
island and for a small airfield (Losey field), near Ponce.  The job was whatever I wanted to make of it.  The 
two commanders who preceeded me really goofed off and as a result were put out of the service at the end 
of their tour.  The past two command and IG inspections had resulted in unsatisfactory ratings.  I took 
command in September, rallied my troops, brooked no nonsense, and the following spring received a 
superior rating from both inspections.  I reported directly to the commanding general of the Antilles and to 
the Antilles Engineer.  The commander, General Sweeney was high on fire prevention and I quickly gained 
favor with him and got about everything I asked for.  When I started, inspection of my troops on the south 
side of the island was an all day trip, allowing less than an hour there.  I shortly got access to a light plane 
with pilot to make the triprwhenever I asked for it.   

There were those who thought that I did not have enough to do and I was regularly appointed  for pre-trial 
investigations, member of a special courts martial board, Trial Counsel or Defense Counsel for one of 
several courts martial boards regularly appointed.  My main assignment was at Camp Tortugeoro, which 
was the basic training camp for all drafted Puerto-Ricans, and we had enough  AWOL and other charges  to 
keep several courts busy. Trial Counsel was the job of Prosecutor.  This has changed, and today, this 
position is filled by a lawyer. 

I lived at Fort Buchanan, 35 miles from Tortuguero and commuted daily for quite a while, having only a 
“hut” on the post to stay whenever I had OD or other duties requiring me to stay overnight.  I finally 
managed to get appropriate quarters assigned on the post and eliminated the daily grind.  But then, when I 
wanted to go to town in San Juan, I had the drive to contend with.  Before I left there, I shared a fairly nice 
house with two Catholic chaplains. 

I really liked Puerto Rico and there was little of the island that I did not explore.  I made some good friends 
there, one of whom is Juan Ramon Figueroa-Laughier.  Juanra was fresh out of college at Mayaguez, an 



ROTC graduate and I was his first commanding officer.  We have since visited each other a number of 
times, and when he became a colonel and came to Fort Lee as a reservist for logistical exercises practically 
every year, he visited with us.  Ruth and I have taken quite a few trips there and I have been able to show 
her “My Puerto Rico.” 

I had signed for a three year tour when I was commissioned and with my tour nearing expiration, I had to 
decide if I wanted to stay and make the Army a career or to leave.  I had to give six months notice of my 
decision.  I had taken some college through extension courses and had taken equivalency tests which I 
completed for the two year college level and decided I wanted to go to college, so gave notice of my desire 
to be separated.  I was flown home, separated at Fort Meade , MD on January 31, 1955.  My two year 
enlistment had become six and one half years, with three of them overseas. 

BACK TO CIVILIAN LIFE 

My goal was a civil engineering degree at Virginia Tech.  My high school behavior caught up with me.  I 
had taken general courses and only the classes I needed to graduate.  I had to go back to high school, taking 
night classes in Geometry, Trigonometry etc.  But I also needed to work and was saving my GI bill for 
college.  I looked for a job for nine days and nearly went crazy with the time on my hands.  I went to work 
for Retail Credit Company (Now Equifax) as an inspector doing insurance underwriting inspections 
(investigations) for automobile and life insurance companies.  I performed well and was promoted to 
personnel selection specialist, doing pre-employment investigations.  It got hairy sometimes because we 
were not allowed to tell what or who we were investigating for.  Often I had to make a “credit put-up” and 
pose as if it was a credit investigation or just bringing our files up to date. 

Sam Mimms was my trainer when I went there and he was at the time engaged to Judy Trossi who lived 
with Ruth Wilson with an apartment above Mrs. Mortons’ Tea Room.  Having just come back from Puerto 
Rico and Judy being Puerto Rican I just had to go to meet Judy, and of course I met Ruth.  It was not love 
at first sight, but I was very interested.  I had never had a red haired girl friend before.  Love blossomed and 
Ruth gave notice that she was not going to wait around for me to finish college and I could not see how I 
could support a wife and go to college too.  She decided to move back to Greensboro and it took but a short 
while for me to decide that I wanted that girl for my wife more than I wanted anything in college.  I 
proposed (or rather told her that I wanted her to marry me) Christmas of 1955 and we were married on 
February 11.  That was the best move I ever made and, after 55 years, love her more that ever. 

I was only twenty five at the time and I knew from experience that, if the need arose, I would be called 
back for military service so decided again to make the most of it and remain in the Army Reserves.  I was 
assigned to the 934th Engineer Construction Battalion as a platoon leader and shortly became a company 
commander.  One of our company commanders was Leslie Longcrier and my executive officer was Clyde 
Green.  Also in the unit were Charles Moulton and Jim Smith.  This was an excellent recruiting ground for 
Les Longcrier who was with Daniel  Construction Company.  The unit was inactivated in 1959 and I took a 
non pay slot with 1074th Field Depot unit.  I began classes with the 2079th USAR School unit, completed 
Engineer Officer Advanced Course, the Command and General Staff College and the Industrial College of 
the Armed Forces.  In 1972, shortly after I went to the Masonic Home, and having just been promoted to 
Lt. Col., I was asked to come to the 2079th USAR School as an instructor.  I did so and taught the Branch 
Officer Advanced Course (reserve portion) and Command and General Staff College (reserve portion) and 
summer camp as an instructor on active duty with these courses.  I later became operations officer for the 
unit, serving there until my promotion to full Colonel.  I had a couple of interesting active duty tours as 
Colonel, in counter part tours with the Norfolk District Engineer and my last one with the Chief of 
Engineers in Washington DC.  I retired as a Colonel on August 31, 1989 with forty one years and 29 days 
service. 

  Les Longcrier had made several approaches to me about coming to work with Daniel, but in 1960 he 
made me an offer I could not refuse and I left Retail Credit for a business office job with Daniel 
Construction Company  of Greenville, SC which had another office in Birmingham Alabama, in their 
newly opened Richmond office.  At that time we had six employees (including me) in Richmond.  Daniel 
and the job grew.  I eventually had jobs managing the equipment operation, purchasing department, all 
accounting and payroll operation for all jobs in the Virginia division and management of the Daniel 



Building handling rentals and maintenance.  When I left there we had forty-six employees in the office and 
were completing eighty million (1972) dollars of projects each year.  (this was 1972 and a million dollars 
was a lot more then).  Charles Daniel was a workaholic and expected the same of his employees but he paid 
well and while he required work every Saturday and on Labor Day, he would give you a day off just about 
any other time.  After he died in 1964, things became to change and eventually Saturday was not a work 
day, but five of our “key staff” of whom I was considered to be one were required to come in or Saturday 
while the rest of the staff took off.  If I wanted to be off Saturday, I had to stay late Friday for whatever 
briefing was considered necessary on Saturday.  This rankled me and I was ripe for a change .  I had been 
working 60 to 80 hour weeks, travelling a great deal, doing expediting work for the Norfolk Coliseum and 
practically a stranger to my children except on Sunday. 

FREEMASONRY 

My father-in-law was an active Mason, had been master of his lodge, very active with the Scottish Rite, and 
a 33rd degree Mason.  He talked about Masonry a lot with me.  I knew that he loved me as a son, but he 
never asked me to join and I could not understand why.  I finally told Ruth that “someday I would like to 
join the Masons” hoping that she would tell her dad and he would ask me.  She said “Daddy is just waiting 
for you to ask him”.   I did not know that I had to ask, so did so the next time I saw him.  Of course, his 
Lodge was in North Carolina and could not take my petition there.  My boss was a Mason, but in Suffolk.  I 
needed to find a local Lodge and found it right under my nose with my friend Lewis Lane.  I joined 
Metropolitan Lodge No 11, and was immediately put to work and was Master of the Lodge in 1969.  “Prof” 
said that he could not ask me to join Masonry, but once I was a Mason could ask me to join the Scottish 
Rite which I did.  I became Venerable Master of the Richmond Valley in 1974 and later a 33rd Degree IGH.  
I enjoyed the Scottish Rite, was a member of the Guard and for many years chairman of the Education 
Committee.  I started observation of “Education Night” at which we honored outstanding teachers and 
awarded scholarships.  I received my 33rd with Ernest Borgnine right after we had opened our Childhood 
Language Center and I asked Ernest to be our speaker for education night that year, which he accepted.  It 
was a great hit and we filled the auditorium (had to issue tickets). Ernest had joined the Masons while he 
was working Barter Theatre in Abington, Va. 

Lewis Lane approached me in 1972, telling me that a position was opening up at the Masonic Home and he 
wanted me to talk to Carlisle Tiller about it.  I worked for a couple of months as secretary to the board on a 
part time (evening) basis while the board members considered me for the job as business manager and 
assistant administrator.  They made me an offer which included having to reside at the Home.  The 
compensation was a little over half of what I was making at Daniel, but I would have time with my family 
and much less stress.  We took a vote and it was unanimous.  I began working there in June and worked 
both there and my forty-five day notice with Daniel at the same time. This was really where I belonged and 
I loved it.  We very shortly began work on a new care center and expansion of the Home and my experience 
paid off.   

At that time, entry into the Masonic Home required surrender of all assets, provided care and gave residents 
a small spending allowance.  I had problems with this and felt it left them little dignity.  There were sixty 
nine residents and they each shared a room. 

Carlisle and I worked not as boss and subordinate, but as a team.  His weak points were my strong points 
and vice-versa.  I kept the books, supervised construction and maintenance, did speaking engagements and 
together we represented the home. I also served as secretary to the board of governors.  Under Carlisle’s 
tutelage I took an “Administrator in Training” course, for a year, serving time in all the departments as well 
as my regular work and got my Nursing Home Administrator’s License in August 1982.  On December 31, 
1983, Carlisle retired and I became the Administrator.  A lot began to happen.  I pressed for and got the 
board to start taking in residents who could pay their own way; change to allow regular residents to keep 
twenty five percent of their assets and monthly income and as the result of extensive construction to have a 
room to them selves.  I became a hero and we restored their dignity.  My position was that of Chief 
Executive Officer. 

We built a new care center, and started building independent living units (duplex apartments) into which a 
resident could come, with a substantial entrance fee.  I retired on my 65th birthday, August 31, 1994 and 



moved to a home we had built on Cod Creek, which runs into the Potomac River, near Heathsville, VA.  At 
the time of my retirement there were about two hundred residents at the Home. 

I like to think that I have made life better for some people and have raised a good family.  There is little I 
would have changed.  I have forgiven my father for the things he did and the things he did not do.  I have 
forgiven the hypocrites  I lived with.  When I was first commissioned a second lieutenant, I want back to 
see them and let them see what I had done.  When I married Ruth, I took her back up there to show her off.  
When I was promoted to Colonel, I showed that off to them and let them know that the little failure had 
made good, but not because of them. 


