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~Foreword~
This is a story about my parents, James Curtis Lester and Annie Mae Simmons, and the home
they made for me and my brothers, Fredric, and David.
The house that we called home was the house that my father built with his own hands in 1947.
It is located at 917 Deep Creek Boulevard in Chesapeake, Virginia. I will cover that venture in
detail. It is an interesting story, and Dad kept a ledger of the material and labor costs and the
names of the men who assisted him. I have made use of the ledger information in my account.
We moved into the house on January 1, 1948. My parents lived there almost 40 years before
they passed away.
My parent’s story is that of a Depression Era middle class couple from farming backgrounds.
Their families lived in Floyd and Montgomery County, in the mountains of Virginia. They
were accustomed to hard work and a self sufficiency rooted in the heritage of the familyowned farm.
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~James Curtis Lester~
My father, James Curtis Lester, was born on December 19, 1912. His birth was attended by
Mary E. Lester, midwife, of Sowers, Virginia. His parents, Juanita Iris Lester and Wilmer
Hulen Lester were 2nd cousins. They were married February 25, 1912. Iris was 15; Wilmer, 20.

When Dad was born, Wilmer gave his occupation as
"farmer" and Iris, as "house wife.” They were living on
what is now State Road 738 just south of Little River, in
Floyd Co. In 1983, I took pictures of the house where they
had lived. The house has been razed, now.
Dad's mother, Iris, died January 15, 1919, at the age of 22,
during the influenza epidemic. He had turned 6 on Dec 19,
1918. After his
mother died, Dad
lived much of the
time with his
paternal
grandparents
Hulen and
Nanzella Lester
on their farm in
Floyd Co., Va.,
also on SR 738.

Two pictures of the house in which Dad
was born. Photo taken 1983, after years of
abandonment.

Vera, his sister,
who was just
over a year old
when their
mother died, was
cared for by their
maternal
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James Curtis Lester
grandparents, Letcher Lester and Abigail Howell Lester who lived in Oxford, Pennsylvania.
Letcher had left Montgomery Co. and moved to Pennsylvania when his home on SR 602 in
Montgomery Co. burned in 1913. (See the family chart on the next page.)
Dad’s father married
Grace Richardson a
little over two years
after Iris’s death, on
April 30, 1921, but they
did not make a fulltime home for James
and Vera, which seems
odd. Anita was born to
Grace and Wilmer in
1925, so there was
plenty of time for them
to take Dad and Vera
back from their
grandparents, even
before Anita was born.
Wilmer and Grace
Hulen B. Lester’s former home as it appeared in 1968
made a home on
Harliss St. in
Christiansburg and later at 511 E. Main St. Wilmer worked as a timber buyer for the N&W
Railroad, and he traveled a lot doing that. I was told that Dad accompanied him to Iowa once.
Dad attended high school in Riner, Va., while living with his grandparents and at
Christiansburg High School while living with his father. Likewise, he attended grammar
school in the two
locations.
As a boy, living with
his grandparents, he
built the little car
pictured. The car was
admired by his
cousins who
continued to make
reference to it when
they were adults.
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James Curtis Lester
Dad got farming experience while living with Grandfather Lester. The following picture is of
his mother’s brother’s threshing operation. His uncle, Lathie Lester, followed his father,
Letcher to Pennsylvania and was a successful farmer and prominent person
there.
Dad didn’t adapt to schooling, perhaps
because of his unsettled home life. So, at
19, he joined the Navy. He served from
January 4, 1932 to January 4, 1938. Except for a period of training, he served
onboard the destroyer tender WHITNEY,
AD-4. The WHITNEY was home ported
in San Diego. I have Dad’s Navy photo
album and posted an Internet web site
about it:
http://jerrylester.com/
NavyPhotoAlbum/
Dad’s uncle, Lathie Lester’s threshing operation. Dad is
seated on the wagon, drawn by the two mules. C. 1925

Chart showing James C. Lester’s parents, grandparents, and great-grandparents. After his
mother died, he lived with his paternal grandparents, Hulen and Nanzella, much of the time.
His sister, Vera, lived with their maternal grandparents, Joseph Letcher and Hetta Abigail, in
Pennsylvania. Great grandfathers, Charles David Lester and John Floyd Lester, were
brothers, which made Juanita Iris and Wilmer 2nd cousins.
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~Annie Mae Simmons~
My mother, Annie Mae Simmons, was born June 28, 1914, 18 months after Dad. She was born
in Sowers, Floyd Co., Va. She was the fifth of six children born to James W. Simmons and
Callie Annlandrous
Edwards Simmons. Her
siblings were Mildred Ethel,
Opal Estelle, Arnold
Edward, and James Earsley.
Her middle name is given
as “May” on her birth
certificate. But, Mother
didn’t like the spelling and
used “Mae” all her life.
Actually, she broke from
the Southern tradition of
using the first two given
names, and went by “Ann.”
Never was there a gentler
woman than Mom. She was
always very defensive of
her boys when one was
“falsely” accused of a
wrong doing. But, it was
not in her nature to be able
to orally accost an accuser.
She would become
emotional in the process,
sometimes crying. She was
such a sweet woman.
Mother was a good
homemaker and a very
good cook. She wasn’t fond
of jewelry and didn’t bother
to plant flowers. She
advised but Dad did the
landscaping and we boys
The home of James and Callie Simmons from 2-10-1919 to 11-1-1936. I
maintained
it.
was born here June 27, 1936, while Dad was in the Navy. I was told I was
born in the bedroom with the 2nd floor window on the right. Mother said
that when she lived here, the siding was white clapboard and the roof shin- She learned to drive a car in
gles were wood, a much nicer looking house. The house still stands on SR the 50’s, when she was about
617 in Montgomery Co. I took this photo in 1958. I visited it last in 1990 40.
with Mother’s sister, Mildred Richardson. She was 81 at the time.
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Annie Mae Simmons
Granddaddy Simmons was a farmer. Granny Simmons was a homemaker all her life.
Mother was valedictorian of her Auburn High School Class. I was salutatorian of mine at
Deep Creek High School. She passed down some good-student traits, I suppose.

Annie Mae Simmons - c. 1932

Annie Mae and brother, Arnold,. C.
1934. He died in a vehicle accident on
Little River, 2-1-1935
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Annie Mae Simmons

Bonnie and Clyde? No, James and Annie Mae at Auburn H.S. , Riner, Va. - c. 1931.
They were married June 29, 1934.
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~Marriage—Getting started~
James and Ann were married on June 29, 1934 by L. A. Cummings, Minister of the Primitive
Baptist Church, at his home in Riner, Virginia.
In March of 1935, Mother traveled to San Diego by train to be with Dad, where he was
stationed. That was a long first journey for country girl from Montgomery County, Va.

Wedding day picture at Grandfather Hulen B.
Lester’s home

San Diego, 1935

I was born June 27, 1936, while Dad was
away in the Navy. Mother was then living
with her parents in Montgomery County.
The house where I was born is pictured on
Page 7.
Mother traveled back to San Diego when I
was 6-months old. We took a train there,
and I found in her mementos a Greyhound
Bus itinerary for the trip back on August
21, 1937. What a trying trip that must have
been with 14-month old infant.

San Diego, 1935 (Same dress, so pictures probably made the same day)
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Marriage—Getting started
These pictures are from an album that Mom assembled for me shortly before she died in 1986.
She made one for each of her boys.

Mom, Dad, Me - 1937
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Marriage—Getting started
These are more pictures from the album taken while Mother was in California with me in 1937.
I’ve never been to California since that time.
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Marriage—Getting started
It was tough going after Dad got out of the Navy in January of 1938. He worked until July of
1938 for the Blue Ridge Overalls Co. in Christiansburg for $15 a week ($0.38 per hour). We
lived in an apartment over Graham’s Store on US 460/US 11, called the “Roanoke Road.” He
set up tables and machines
in proper arrangement to
accommodate work operations, and made repairs on
the machines. He left
because of “irregular
work, ” as he later entered
on a federal work application. I read it that we
were “starving.”
He moved us back to his
Grandfather’s farm where
we lived until March of
1940. Brother, Fredric
Arnold, was born there on
December 26, 1938, which
Fred’s birthplace on Grandfather Hulen Lester’s farm. Photo 1958. It was
proves
that life goes on,
being used to store hay.
regardless of one’s
I’m sure it looked somewhat better when we occupied it
neediness. When Fred
was born, we had moved out of Dad’s grandparent’s
nice house into a little cottage on their property. Dad
told me that it was a bitterly cold night when Fred was
born and he had taken the afterbirth across the road and
dumped it down the bank.
Apparently, the farming venture didn’t work out very
well, either, so we moved to Jefferson St. in Pulaski, in
1940, where we rented a house. Dad worked for the
Christiansburg Canning Co. starting March 24, 1940. He
started at $12 a week ($0.30 per hour), but when he left a
year later to take a job at the Norfolk Naval Shipyard, he
was making $25 a week ($0.62 per hour). According to
the federal job application form (Form 57), he operated
trucks in the delivery of merchandise, assisted in the
preparation of orders and loading of trucks at the
warehouse. Dad told me it was back-breaking work:
loading large bags of flour and salt and heavy containers
of other items onto and off of a truck. Dad wasn’t a big
man: 5’-10-1/2” and 140 pounds. He told me he hurt his
back while working there, and was unable to lift the
Fredric, 11 months; Jerry 3 years-5 months
very heavy items. He recovered, fortunately.
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Marriage—Getting started
I vaguely remember living at the house in Pulaski. There was a creek near by. I found some
old books that had been disposed of at the creek, and I claimed them and dried them out. I
remember going with Dad to pay the landlord. And, I remember a radio playing country
music as Dad was eating breakfast before going to work. I was not yet 4 years old, but I swear
I remember these things. But, who knows, maybe I don’t. Maybe these remembrances are
from another place, another time. Not important, really. But, I also remember being at a
family gathering when apple butter was being cooked in a big cast iron kettle outdoors, also
about the same time. I’ll bet anything it was at Great-grandfather Hulen Lester’s. I don’t think
I would have dreamt anything like that. But, it could have been apple sauce and not apple
butter. I will concede that.
Dad applied to the Norfolk Naval Ship Yard (NNSY) for a job as a boilermaker in 1940 and
began work there on March 31, 1941 at $7.44 per day. Ten years later, he was making $14.40
per day ($1.80 per hour). This job proved to be our salvation. He had learned to be a boiler
maker while in the Navy. He attended school in Hampton Roads Virginia and served five
years in the Boiler Shop of the destroyer tender U.S. WHITNEY, AD-4 doing boiler repair
work. I got this information from a Federal Job Application, Form 57, that he saved.

Attended Engineering Artificers School-April through October, 1932
“Artificer”: A skilled worker who practices some trade or handicraft
15
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~Moving to Swanson Homes in Portsmouth For the Navy Yard Job~
We moved into Swanson Homes in the Prentice Park section of Portsmouth, Va., on May 31,
1941. This was prior to the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941. We lived
there for the duration of the war, celebrating VJ Day (Victory over Japan Day) on August 15,
1945. I was only 9, but I remember the
excitement. People were running from
their apartments and cheering and hugging. Some were crying. Mae Pureer
lost a son during the war in Europe, on a
bombing mission over Germany. She
lived in the adjacent unit on Swanson
Parkway, the same one the Barnes
family lived in. The Barnes family had a
corner apartment in their unit, as did we
in ours, so we were next door neighbors
in adjacent units. They were good
friends of Mother and Dad’s. They had
a little girl, Margaret, as I recall, but she
was too young to play with and, at the
time, I preferred not to play with girls,
anyway... of course.
One of my many playmates was Al
Kravitz, who lived on Merrimac, by the
Norfolk and Southern tracks. One day
when we were walking home from
Robert E. Lee Elementary School, I found
a wood file. I began flipping it so the
point the handle is normally slipped
over would stick into the ground. I suppose I thought I was pretty good at it, so
I challenged Al to stick his foot out so I
could show him how close I could stick
Fredric, Mother, Dad, me, about 1942, in Swanson Homes. the file. The file pierced his shoe top, foot,
Our apartment is the corner one behind us.
and came through the sole of his shoe. I
quickly pulled it out as he writhed on the
ground. Later there was the confrontation, my parents, me, his parents and Al. All was
forgiven. We remained close childhood friends. After we moved to Deep Creek Boulevard,
we rode our bikes to each other’s homes. His parents moved to the Highland Park area off of
Deep Creek Boulevard. His father was a ham radio operator and had a really tall antenna
adjacent to his house.
These apartments were not luxurious by any stretch. Ours had two bedrooms and a bath, upstairs. Downstairs there was a living room and kitchen with eating space. They were heated
with coal burning - free standing stoves. There was no air conditioning, of course. Coal was
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delivered to the street and wheel barrowed to the coal bin at the back of the unit. Windows
were steel casement type. Floors were concrete.
I recall that Mom and Dad had a lot of friends there and got together for cards and some beer,
occasionally.
Dad rode a bicycle to work at the Shipyard—until he got hit by a car. He was not seriously
injured, but after that, he found other transportation.
Dad was active in the Masons. He was awarded the degree of Master Mason by the
Portsmouth Naval Lodge, No. 100, on February 7, 1946. He subsequently became Worshipful
Master of the lodge on December 5, 1957. See Appendix E.
The Swanson Homes days were good. Our apartment bordered the playground. There was
baseball, football, swing sets, and monkey bars. There was plenty of concrete paving for roller
skating. There was a wading pool with two sprinkler heads that sent up showers of water.
We weren’t allowed to use it because of the Infantile Paralysis threat at the time.
I loved football. I read books about it and played aggressively. Jimmy Puryear, Mae’s son,
gave me a set of shoulder pads, a helmet, and some pants. I wore them whenever I played.
Jimmy played for Presbyterian College, and when he visited his mother, he watched me play.
He was very complimentary of my abilities.
I played organized football for the first time when I was in the 5th Grade. I played for the
Prentice Park team in the Midget League. In our first game, I caught a pass and ran 40 yards
for a touchdown. We beat Newtown 6-0. When the report came out in the Portsmouth Star, it
listed a boy by the name of Key as having scored the winning touchdown. Mother saw how
disappointed I was and called the newspaper, and they printed a correction. I didn’t do
anything memorable the remainder of the season and I never played organized football again.
I only weighed 75 pounds at the time, and only 150 pounds when I graduated from high
school, even though I was 6 foot-3-1/2 inches tall. (I played varsity high school basketball at
Deep Creek High School my junior and senior years. My physique was more suited to
basketball.)
Occasionally, Bobby Macarthur would sit on a swing and talk to us kids. Bobby was the
quarterback for the Woodrow Wilson High School Presidents football team in 1946, and his
family lived in Swanson Homes, too.
Public schools were segregated then, by law. All our athletic role models were white, at the
high school level and the college level. In fact, all of our heroes in every walk of life were
white. We felt naturally superior to colored people, but Mother and Dad were tolerant and
didn’t demean the coloreds to us.
Colored people lived around the apartments but not in them, as this was a time of racial
segregation. Coloreds sat in the back of the bus and had separate toilet facilities in public
buildings and went to different schools than whites. We were aware of all this, but we didn’t
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mind playing football with them on a lot over by the swamp, not the main playground, of
course. We also enjoyed watching their funeral processions on South Street. They were long
processions which included bands and various organizations marching in groups. The sound
of the music told us they were approaching and we raced to get a good view.
Weekly, Dad led Fredric and me across the Norfolk and Southern Railroad yard to the A&P on
High Street to buy groceries. It was all we could do to carry one bag and Dad would carry a
couple of big ones. It seemed like a long way back, and you had to be careful walking over the
tracks so as not to trip. The grocery bill was seldom more than $8, but Mother always
lamented how groceries were going up. Still, it was necessary to replenish the bread every day
or so. So, she sent me to Holzsweigs, a neighborhood grocery store which was across the
intersection of South Street and DesMoines Avenue. A loaf of bread was 10 cents. There was a
lot of traffic passing through that intersection, but once I’d made a few trips safely, I suppose I
became “qualified” and it was a routine matter for me to go pick up something for her.
The big treat from Holzweigs was Fleer’s Double Bubble gum, but it was almost never in
stock. And, as soon as it came in, it sold out. It was so cherished that once you had some, you
never threw it away, well almost never. You stuck it behind the headboard or maybe stored it
in a glass of water. I saw other kids actually pick up a wad on the ground and take it home to
wash and re-use it.
Another treat was provided by the ice cream man. The ice cream man had a freezer
compartment between the rear wheels of a big tricycle. He had popsicles, fudgesicles, and
chocolate covereds. He kept them cold with dry ice, which is frozen carbon dioxide. There
was also a Snow-Cone man who dispensed crushed ice in a paper cone that was flavored with
colored syrup. These vendors would announce their arrival with a simple bell or a handle-bar
mounted bicycle ringer. As soon as we heard the vendors, we began begging Mother for
money to buy something. We didn’t always get our wish. It was “too close to supper” or “you
don’t need that sweet stuff” or “you had one yesterday” were standard rejections.
David was born July 24, 1945, while we were still living in Swanson Homes. David was a
“surprise,” as 3rd children often are. He was 9 years younger than I! I always kidded Dave
that he had the best of everything. Mom and Dad were better off when Dave was growing up.
I used to say, “Dave got the chicken breast. I got the back and wings. Dave is the fair-haired
boy,” I said.
By the way, there was no TV at the
time. Somehow, I acquired a small
Emerson radio of my own. I
listened to “Superman” at 5:15 and
“Jack Armstrong, the All American
David in stroller with neighborhood kids at
Swanson Homes, 1946. The Barnes girl,
Margaret, is on the left. Coal bins are conspicuous. The coal burning stoves in these
apartments would not hold a fire all night,
according to Dad.
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Boy” at 5:30, except when I chose to listen to “Captain Midnight.” Tough choice because
Captain Midnight offered things like decoder rings that would allow decoding a message at
the end of an episode, so you would have an idea of what was going to happen in the next
episode. I ordered the decoder ring. I could hardly wait for it to arrive, so I asked Mother to
tape a note at the back door when it came so that I would know, even before I came inside.
Every day I would come home from school, anxiously expecting to see the note. Six weeks
passed and the ring had not come. I gradually forgot to look for the note. Then, one day I
arrived home and mother asked, “Did you see the note?” I had not but I was so elated, you
wouldn’t believe. The ring had arrived.
“Tom Mix” came on at 5:45, but I seldom got to listen, as Mother would call supper.
Supper at our house required all to sit at the same table and eat what she had prepared,
regardless that you may have disliked a dish. I gagged more than once when forced to eat
green beans or hominy grits or turnip greens. Didn’t matter. Had to eat one more bite, it
seemed: “Just one more bite.”
There was no fast food then and we never, and I mean “never,” went out to a restaurant to eat
when we were at home. If we were on an auto trip to Christiansburg (back home for Mom and
dad) or returning, we might stop to eat at a restaurant with whomever we were riding. That
was a really big deal. I could see the concern in my parent’s faces over the prospect of having
to spend more money than they felt they could afford.
I was listening to my radio in 1946 when I became hooked on Big League Baseball. The Boston
Red Sox were playing the St. Louis Cardinals. Boston had a player that was called the
“splendid splinter. “ His name was Ted Williams. I think I liked him immediately because he
was said to be thin, hence the moniker, “splendid splinter.” I was self conscious about being
skinny, even at the time, so I related to Ted Williams. (I used to call Fred “Fatty Fanny,”
because he was slightly chubby and I guess I was envious. I made Fred’s life miserable, but he
did mine, too.) Stan Musial was the Cardinals’ best player. He had a good series. Ted
Williams managed only one hit, a bunt single. The Cardinals won in seven games, but that
didn’t matter. I was a Red Sox and Ted Williams fan forever. I once sent him a letter asking
for a picture. He sent me an autographed 8 x10 B&W glossy. I sure wish I still had it.
Back then, we used the radio for entertainment the way people use TV, today. Except, the
amount of time we spent listening was far less than the time spent watching, today. I’ve already
mentioned the serials that I listened to. Mother listened to serials, also. Like now, they were
called soap operas. “The name Soap opera refers to their origins as radio broadcasts in which
various soap manufacturers such as Procter and Gamble, Colgate-Palmolive and Pepsodent
were the show's sponsors . The programs were broadcast in weekday daytime slots when
mostly housewives would be available to listen, thus the shows were aimed at and consumed
by a predominantly female audience.” I remember one show: “Stella Faces Life” because I
listened regularly, too.
There were also Sunday afternoon broadcasts that were for the entire family: “The Shadow”
and “The Thin Man.” We all gathered around the radio to listen. In retrospect, they were
good times.
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Fredric - 2-1/2 years- 1941

Jerry, 6 and Fred, 3-1/2—1942

David - 15 months- 1946
Mother and David c. 1946
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This is another page from the photo album that Mom assembled for me shortly before she died
in 1986. She also put together an envelope of memorabilia for each of us. Mine included my
first through fifth grade report cards.

Fred, Dave, me, c. 1946
Me, Dave, c. 1946

Fred, me-c. 1947

Dad, me, Fred, Dave-c. 1947
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~Building the House on Deep Creek Boulevard~
My father built this house
starting in March of 1947. We
moved in January 1, 1948. We
had no car at the time. In fact,
we did not have a car until
1952 when Dad bought Uncle
Everet Simmons’ 1940
Chevrolet. He used the
Community Bus Service to
travel from the Swanson
Homes apartment complex in
the Prentice Park area of
Portsmouth to the site near
Deep Creek in Norfolk
County, now Chesapeake. The
site is on Deep Creek
Boulevard, just North of US
Route 13. When we moved in,
the address was 6501 Deep
Creek Boulevard; but it was changed to
917 Deep Creek Boulevard, Chesapeake,
Va., 23323. The distance from Swanson
Homes is only 4-1/2 miles. The change
from an urban apartment complex to a
rural environment made it seem so much
further, to me, anyway.
We had to leave Swanson Homes because
it was to become a “low-rent” project. I
recall that the rent was $38 a month. Dad
was making $60 a week in January of 1947
as a boilermaker at the Norfolk Naval
Ship Yard. He netted $51.95 after
deductions for retirement, $3; savings
bond, $3.75; and income tax, $1.30. His
hourly rate was $1.50. This information is
from a journal he kept. He also kept labor
and material costs for the house in this
journal. I’ll make reference to it
throughout this account. I’ve included the
pages that contain entries about the house
as Appendix A. The pictures on the next page are
of the ledger.
23

House location is indicated by the star

Building the House On Deep Creek Boulevard

The ledger in which Dad kept the material and labor costs
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Building the House On Deep Creek Boulevard

The way it turned out
What they wanted the house to look like

A roll of drawings that Dad made to build the house by. He made the
drawings with drawing board, T-square, triangles, and pencil at home. He
created them from scratch. He acquired mechanical drawing skills in night
classes in Portsmouth, Va., while working at the Navy Yard.
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Building the House On Deep Creek Boulevard
A water well was the first project. It was put down on March 29, 1947, according to a ledger
entry. Water was required to mix mortar and concrete, as well as for drinking. The ledger
shows:
12 lengths of 5’-0” well pipe and 1-36”-42 well point…………………..$21.75
Labor to put well down (3-29-1947)………………………………………$53.75
1 Pitcher pump (4-14-47)…..……………………………….………………$7.00
The well water had a lot of iron in it and a disagreeable taste, but we drank it, anyway. The
well was located off the NW corner of the house. A bird-bath fixture was placed over the pipe
where it extended above ground, once we moved in. A pit was constructed on the North end
of the house for the electric water pump. The “pump pit” cover
was constructed of wood and covered with galvanized steel roofing.

The first thing constructed was the "tool house." Attached to the
tool house was the privy, also of concrete block. He needed the
tool house so he didn't have to carry tools on the bus, or ask the
Gregorys, adjacent neighbors at the back, to let him store them.
The Gregorys were a “thorn” of sorts the whole time Mother and
Dad lived there, but an understanding was reached, and they
lived amicably enough as neighbors.
The Gregorys lived in a very small, white frame house on George
Washington Highway. They had sheds behind the house. There
was stuff that wouldn’t fit under the sheds so they left it exposed. It was an eyesore. Dad
planted a hedge along the back of our lot to hide the Gregory’s “mess.”
David at the well - 1947

Then there was always the issue of drainage. Dad dug very neat ditches along both side of our
property and sloped the bottoms to drain to a large ditch along Deep Creek Boulevard, which
our house fronted. That amounted to more than 300 feet of ditching along each side of our
property. The Gregorys merely dug short ditches from the back of their property to Dad’s
ditches, and their water drained into our ditches—and contributed to the flooding of our property in times of very heavy rain. When Dad protested, Mr. Gregory responded, “That’s just
the way the water drains, naturally.” Dad would respond, “On this flat land, water will drain
the way you ditch it.”
The Gregorys eventually built a very nice brick veneer home beside the little frame house, but
they rented out the little house, so it remained a “landmark.” Their son, Charles, know as
“Snookie,” was a big, strong boy who was a year older than I. Snookie did most of the gardening for his family. I was always a skinny boy and I could tell that Dad admired Charles’
strength. (We never called him “Snookie.”) I know that he was tough to tackle when playing
football in the yard. And, he was so strong that John Troyer, a neighbor boy, and I had to gang
up on him one day to whip him. One of us held him while the other pummeled him. He was
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straining so hard that blood came out of his nose, or mouth. I don’t recall exactly which. I’m
sorry we did that.
Mr. Gregory died in an auto accident near Rodanthe, N.C. about 1970 —a drunk driver killed
him. Charles married and built a brick rancher on the other side of the little frame house from
his parent’s home and lives there, now, I suppose. Carrie, Mrs. Gregory, has probably passed.

The plat of our land. Dad put it in Mother’s name: Annie Mae Lester
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Building the House On Deep Creek Boulevard
The tool house and privy had a galvanized steel roof over wood rafters and stringers,
typical construction of the time.

April 27, 1947—Mother and David and the Barnes family, except for Mr. Barnes, from Swanson Homes
who had driven out to see the new homestead. The privy was not constructed at the time of this picture.
The concrete block for the privy are stacked to the right, however.

Dad learned to lay block by doing
jobs for other people. I’m sure he
did this in anticipation of building
his own house. I remember one
job. It was an outbuilding, not
unlike the tool house, for a family
that lived in Prentice Park in
Portsmouth near the Jackson
Memorial Baptist Church, which
we attended while living in
Swanson Homes. It was within
walking distance. That is where I
was baptized, at the age of 6.
(Baptists don’t do infant baptisms.)
The privy is visible in this picture, just over the bow of
Dad’s first boat. Dad and Keith Vickers are pictured after a
very successful Bass fishing trip c. 1960
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With the well down and the tool house built, work began on the house on May 10, 1947. The
last block was laid August 17, 1947, per a notation in the ledger. Work was done on Saturdays,
Sundays and holidays, and some evenings. The log in the ledger shows that work on
Saturdays and Sundays was routinely 10 hours, with some 12-hour days.

May 31, 1947 - Earl Brown, Earl Cass,
Ilo Vass, SE corner
Dad laying first block, NE
corner. The only discrepancy
in Dad’s records is that he
annotated this photograph,
“First block, June 1, 1947.”
The photo to the right shows
much progress and is annotated “May 31, 1947.”

This above photo is annotated June 22, 1947.
The garden is visible in the background.
Hard to believe that Dad would have taken
the time to plant a garden while constructing
the house, but ledger entries actually support
the fact, and he paid Earl Brown for 4 hours
and Ilo Vass donated 7 hours of work in the
garden on May 17, 1947. He had a garden
every year thereafter until 1987, a year before
he died. We even had a “Victory Garden”
during the war on a small plot, while living
in Swanson Homes.

Door frames in SE corner
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Front, before windows or lintels installed
Dad

L-R: Fredric, David, Jerry. Ceiling joists installed. Chimney layed up above 2nd Floor.
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Dad in garden. A garden was planted and harvested
during the time of construction. Dad loved a garden.

Dad and David

Roof framed
Nearing “closed in”
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Ledger entries show that Tom Chambers, a big, strong colored man was paid $1.00 an hour.
Dad spoke very highly of “Tom.” Seems this big man could carry four blocks at a time and
two buckets of mortar and lift god-knows how much. Dad used to tell me this when I was
helping him.
I mixed mortar and carried block for him occasionally. One time, I helped him build the
chimney by mixing mortar and hauling brick. The brick were easier to carry than block, but it
seemed that he was using entirely too much mortar. All day long, he shouted, “More mud,
more mud.” “Mud” is a term masons use for mortar. I must have helped him when he was
working at the base of the chimney because there’s no way I could have lifted a bucket of
“mud” very high. After all, I was just a skinny 11-year old. We laughed about this many
times in passing years, when fishing together or relaxing at the house at their annual 4th of
July celebration. There was always a cookout and homemade ice cream and croquet.
Dad paid Ilo Vass $.75 an hour. Vass, an Iowan, did masonry work and even worked Dad’s
garden some that year. Vass, as he was always called, became our next-door neighbor to the
North. Dad and Vass worked together as boilermakers in the shipyard and were life-long
friends. Vass visited us in Swanson Homes before the house construction days. Vass was a
bachelor and had a girlfriend, Annie, until the day he died. He brought Annie when he
visited. She and Mother became friends, but Mother felt sorry for her and disapproved of Vass
because he would never marry her. Still, Mother fed Vass when Dad invited him to supper,
but she didn’t like it when Vass appraised the meal by saying only, “That was right good.”
Vass bought the lot directly to our North, but the lot was only 51-feet wide. He built a small
frame house with attached garage. Both were sided with green asbestos-cement shingles. The
lot was so narrow that Vass had to put a full-size garage door on the back of the garage to be
able to drive to the back of his lot without driving on Brown’s property. Mother thought the
little house detracted from our neighborhood. Vass did his thing, anyway, and he and Dad
remained close friends. I remember that Vass had a 1949 Chevrolet, also green, with a twospeed Power Glide transmission. He drove it for years and years. Every evening he would be
seen “going to supper” and I would hear, “Vass is back.”
Vass smoked cigarettes and drank a little. There was always a bottle of whiskey on his dinette
table when I went into his house. He dropped dead on the ditch bank between our houses
one afternoon after working his garden. Heart attack.
Dad asked me if I wanted to go to his funeral. I gave him an inconsiderate response: “I don’t
like funerals.” Thoughtless. I regret it, now. I think he wanted my support. After all, they
were long-time friends.
Dad paid Earl Brown and Earl Cass $.75 an hour, too. They helped with the masonry work. I
didn’t know them.
Dad got the carpenter, Mr. Woodward, on September 6, 1947, to begin work on the 2nd Floor
and Roof, according to the ledger. He had a high regard for Mr. Woodward’s skill. (I wonder
if there was electricity to power a Skil saw?) He paid Mr. Woodward $1.25 an hour. While
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this seems low, consider that Dad was only making $1.50 an hour as a shipyard boilermaker, at
the time. And, Dad was working on the layout table making patterns for steel fabrication, a
somewhat higher-paid job than the ordinary Boilermaker, I suspect.
Some others that helped at some point: Buck Morris (who also had a concrete-block making
business in Broadmoor); Wayman; Andy Jernigan; Pearl Bynum; Ostrander; Mr. Auer; Mr.
Gregory, our neighbor to the back, helped with the carpentry.
Dad logged his time at $1.00/Hr.:
Hired labor, total:
Total labor

$1,003.00
$ 924.93
$1,927.93

Material cost
Land cost

$2,616.80
$ 776.81

Grand total

$5,321.54

Of course, this is just the cost up to the time we moved in January 1, 1948. Mother and Dad
made a nice improvement in the middle 60’s when they added the porch, utility room and
detached garage.

The house as it appeared in 1985
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I have wondered how Dad could afford to buy the property and build a house. While
searching his papers, recently, I discovered cancelled notes for $3,600.00 and correspondence
relating to the payment of them. In other words, he took a mortgage, as most new home
owners do. I’ve got to believe he paid his “help” with the money he borrowed, as he likely did
not have any to spare from his wages.
A letter from W. S. Snidow of Christiansburg, Va., on October 10, 1949, acknowledges receipt
of $394.00 for payment of interest and principal on notes:
Date Made
10-16-1947
10-16-1947
10-16-1947
10-16-1947
Total

Note Amt.
$500.00
$750.00
$750.00
$1,600.00
$3,600.00

Interest Applied
$20.00
$30.00
$30.00
$64.00
$144.00

Principal

$250.00
$250.00

Balance
$500.00
$750.00
$750.00
$1,350.00
$3,350.00

Mr. Snidow notes that, “In addition to the above, you only owe $150.00 on the note dated
March 12 1948.” This was a $300.00 note. Cancelled checks were found showing that $162.00
was paid March 5, 1949 and $156.00 was paid March 3, 1950, retiring the note. The checks are
annotated by Dad to the effect that W. H. Lester, his father, was the endorser.

Note: Picture annotation,
“William” is incorrect. Should be
“Wilmer”

The interest amounts are 4% per year.
Dad annotated the back of the Snidow letter with the amounts paid in subsequent years:
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Date
10-6-1950
10-6-1951
10-8-1952
10-15-1953

Beginning
$3,350.00
$3,000.00
$2,600.00
$2,325.00

Interest
$134.00
$120.00
$104.00
$93.00

On Pricipal
$350.00
$400.00
$275.00
$300.00

Balance
$3,000.00
$2,600.00
$2325.00
$2,025.00

There is a second letter in Dad’s papers from Mr. Snidow dated October 20, 1953
acknowledging the 1953 balance of $2,025.00.
I found a letter from Julius Goodman, Attorney at Law, Christiansburg, Va., written on
December 11, 1953, enclosing a check for $3,300 to Dad in payment for real estate acquired
through the death of his father.
Another letter from the
same attorney on July 31,
1954, enclosed a check for
$1,053.32. This was Dad’s
share of his father’s estate
from checking, savings,
and sale of personal
property, less $200.00
which had already been
advanced to him.
The outstanding balance on
all four notes, totaling
$2,025, was paid December
28, 1953.
Undoubtedly, the inherited
money that he received on
December 11 was used to
pay off the notes.
To the left is the letter from
the law offices of Hillard &
Hillard, of Portsmouth, Va.,
attesting that the notes held
by Mr. Snidow had been
cancelled and the Deed of
Trust released.
His fee was only $10.00.

How times have changed!
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This letter is signed by the same person, Major HiIllard, that I interviewed after high School to
try to get an appointment to the U. S. Military Academy. I thought his title was “Major,” so I
addressed him as “Major,” not Mr. Hillard, during the interview. He must have thought me
impertinent. I didn’t get the appointment.

Canceled notes, in effect, the paid up mortgage
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A mystery to me is why Mr. Snidow’s letters were on a letter head of “Palace Theatre, Christiansburg, Va.” if the notes were on the Merchants and Farmers Bank of Portsmouth, Va. Below is one of Mr. Snidow’s letters. I watched movies at the Palace Theater when visiting my
relatives in Christiansburg, and I can’t for the life of me figure why Mr. Snidow would be associated with the Palace Theatre.

A little confusing is the fact that the note for $1,600 is listed twice. Actually, it was a single
note, but Mr. Snidow chose to show the interest and principal on this note on different lines.
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~The House That Became Home~
The house was not “finished” when we moved in January 1, 1948. The floors were bare
concrete. Mother had to sprinkle them with water to keep the dust down when she swept. The
interior walls may have been painted. I don’t recall. In any event, the concrete block was
exposed. It was years before they were covered with sheet rock.
The bathroom plumbing was not yet completed, so we used the privy, or “johnny house,” as
many called them. We bathed in a large galvanized steel tub in the kitchen for a short while.
The bathroom plumbing was completed shortly after we moved in. We could bathe in the
bathroom, but we still did not have an inside toilet.
Asphalt flooring tile, alternating squares of brown and tan, were ordered from Montgomery
Ward at a cost of $115.89. The floor tile seems expensive by comparison to other building
materials. Additional tile was ordered from Sears and Roebuck for $52.29. All was installed
soon after moving in.
There was no city sewer (or water) at that time, so a septic tank and grease trap were required.
Dad formed the tank with wood after digging the hole in the ground. The grease trap was a
smaller tank upstream of the septic tank, which caught the grease from the kitchen and
protected the septic tank and fields. It was also formed with wood and both were then poured
with concrete. I don't recall, but the tops must have been made in a second pour, once the sides
and bottom had set up and the tops had been formed. A small lid opening was left in the tops
of both and the lids were formed and poured last.
The septic fields were three long ditches filled in their bottoms with oyster shells with 18-inch
long terra cotta tile pipes laid in them, end to end. The gaps between the ends were covered
on their tops with a strip of heavy roofing paper to keep the dirt out of the line when the
ditches were back filled. Oyster shells were used to cover the pipes once they were laid, and
finally, dirt was used to close the ditches. I remember that the oyster shells were “fresh,”
meaning they still had an odor of decaying oyster muscle.
We used the privy during that first winter of 1948. I recall that we lit a kerosene lantern to
light the trek to the privy and we found the warmth of the lantern to be nice while sitting
there, although the odor of kerosene was unpleasant.
We kept “slop jars” in our bedrooms at night for urinating, but we made the trek to the privy
for anything else.
I don’t wish to make too much of this period of primitive sanitary facilities. The use of the
privy only lasted until the septic system was installed, maybe a year, or slightly more.
I think we took some satisfaction, however, when our neighbors, the Browns, who lived
north of us, had to make a trek to our privy when their plumbing failed. We snickered as we
looked out of the kitchen window, they with their flashlights taking turns at our privy.
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The house had an oil-burning floor furnace, common in those times. It was a Coleman brand
and cost $90.00. A concrete pit in the center of the house enclosed the furnace. A duct of terra
cotta tile embedded in the concrete floor,
led outside the rear wall of the house, to
supply combustion air for the furnace. I'm
not sure why one would have been required when oil- or coal-fired stoves of the
time just used room air. This duct proved
to be a passage for incoming surface water,
as well as air. The property in this area is
low. And, during hurricanes or tropical
storms, the ditches would overflow and
the property would flood. On several occasions, water completely surrounded the
house and ran into the furnace pit through
the air-supply duct. What a mess! After
Dad, wading the front yard after church
the water subsided, Dad had to pull the
furnace and bail the water. One time, he
cleaned and painted the furnace before reinstalling it. He used aluminum heatresisting paint.
I assisted him on another block-laying job
several years after we moved to the
house. He laid the block for two motel
units for Mr. White, who owned the Colonial Motel at the intersection of Routes 17
and 13. I was 13 or 14 then. Same routine:
mix mortar and haul block. Dad paid me
30 cents an hour to help him, which gave
me some spending money. Fred also
worked some, and Dad paid him 25 cents
an hour.

Mother, David, Fredric in North yard

It was about that time that Dad asked Mr.
White if he could have some sheet
metal that Mr. White had salvaged from a
bill board. It was a humiliating day that I
walked beside the wheel barrow that Dad
used to transport the sheet metal from
White's to our house, about a quarter mile.

Mother with Spence’s flooded property in background
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Dad wanted the sheet metal to make awnings for the front and rear doors. Those
awnings are still in place, one over the
front door and one over the garage
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door. Dad was a good sheet metal worker, as well as a boilermaker. He didn't have a brake,
so he improvised with 2 by 4's and other items, which I don't recall, to bend the metal. Could
be that he borrowed a small brake, but I can’t say for sure.

Home-made awning. Still in place, although current owner has
removed the “L”

Note the tank for heating oil

Note open windows. No AC, then.

The Browns were good neighbors. Mr. Brown was a carpenter and built a nice house on the
other side of the lot that Vass eventually built on. Mr. Brown put a “tin” roof (galvanized
steel) on initially, but it has been replaced with asphalt shingles. Now, it seems the trend is
back to metal roofing.
Their daughter, Elizabeth Felton, lived with them, and her daughter, Carol, visited sometimes. I was too young, or indifferent, to figure out why Carol didn’t live with them all the
time. I suppose it was a custody thing. I think Carol was attracted to me. She told me once,
after I arose from a seated position on the ground, that I was very graceful. I repaid her by
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coaxing her to climb one of the Gum trees bordering our lot—ahead of me, and she with a
skirt on. I suppose the sap was fresh in me and maybe the Gum Tree, too.
The Spences lived next door to us on the south side. They were good neighbors, too. Doris
was Mother’s best friend. Clarence Spence had been married before and had a retarded
daughter, Charlotte, who lived with them but later moved to a home in Lynchburg. She
made occasional visits. They had a child, together, Darlene, who was close in age to David.
Clarence laid the block for his house, too. He was a speedy worker according to Dad. He
also had a garden. Everyone in the neighborhood had gardens: Dad, Spence, Gregory,
Brown, and Stitt. I don’t think the Greens had one.
Fred and I worked in the garden routinely. Mother gave us Dad’s instructions: “Spray the
beans. Hoe the corn and tomatoes.” Fred and I never had the same approach to a job and we
fought often. I criticized and berated him until Fred got fed up and drew the hoe back as if to
hit me, or chased me with it and finally threw it at me. Poor Mother: She had to referee a lot.
The Greens lived next to the Browns. They were living there when we moved in. I used to
cut their grass. They had a big yard. Seems I got two or three dollars, though. Mrs. Green
was an alcoholic. They had a couple of mean Chow dogs. Mr. Green was an okay sort. Their
son, Tommy, came home one time, maybe from the service, and got into a fight with Wendel
Lupton’s older brother, Milton, who was a senior in high school. It took place at the Dixie
Drive-In restaurant. Milton just beat the pure you-know-what out of Tommy. Never could
figure how he would be able to do that, but I guess he knew how to fight.
Wendel was a high-school classmate of mine and, ironically, we got into a fight once in gym
class, the only real fist fight I’ve ever had. We hit each other so many times, for so long, that
some of the boys quit watching. He almost knocked me out, but I recovered. In the end, I
did more damage to his face than he did to mine. Coach Brown, our basket ball coach, finally
arrived and broke it up. He took us into his office; looked at our bruised, red faces and said
something to the effect that we’d already punished each other, so he didn’t need to.
Barney Stitt ran the Texaco station at the intersection of Deep Creek Boulevard and US 13, or
Military Highway, as it was known. Occasionally, Dad would send me to “Stitt’s” to get a six
pack of beer. I used to stop at the culvert at the intersection, in front of the old Morton house,
to throw rocks at the big bull frogs that resided there. Can you imagine that anyone would
sell a six-pack to an 11-year old kid, today? But, Mr. Stitt knew it was for Dad, so he sold it to
me, anyway.
The Troyers lived north of the Greens in a little ranch-style house that had roofing-type
shingles on the outside. John and Alice went to church at the Deep Creek Baptist church
where we attended. They had a son and two daughters. The son, Johnny, was a classmate of
mine.
They had a car, and I remember catching a ride to the Deep Creek Baptist Church with them.
They were Mennonites, and they had family gatherings at their house. There was a colony of
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Mennonites in nearby Princess Anne Co. It was interesting to see all the black cars parked
around their house. Seems the Mennonites didn’t choose to have cars that were other than
black, although the Troyer’s car was an older model Chevrolet that was green. It had leather
seats, and when I’d get into the back seat, I always noticed the leather seats, as they felt cold.
The Troyers didn’t have an inside toilet. Johnny used to wait until he got to Deep Creek High
School to do his morning business.
The Hynes family lived next to the Troyers. Betty was my classmate. Her brother, Tommy,
was a year or two older. He was the quarterback on the Deep Creek High School football
team. I’d see him riding his bike to football practice, which was about 2-1/2 miles, south. He
kept the seat low, which was cool, I suppose. If he’d raised his seat, he would have gotten a
better push on his pedals. But, he was cool.
The Lowes lived across Deep Creek Boulevard from the Troyers. Their house was obscured by
trees and bushes at roadside. The boys were much older than I, so I didn’t really know them.
I saw them a couple of times. They ran a dairy farm at one time.
Further north on Deep Creek Boulevard were the Wallers. The boys, John and Paul had
houses on the farm that had belonged to their father. The old Waller house was a big house
that was built above the ground on brick pillars about 4-feet high, classic construction. After
old man Waller died, the big, old house was rented. The Smiths lived there for a number of
years. John paid me to mow his yard and clean the chicken houses and cut corn for silage.
Mr. Smith worked with Dad in the Shipyard after Dad transferred to the scheduling group.
He was a small, skinny man. His wife, Olive, was a large woman. They had five children,
Hetty, Henry, Pat, Oliver, and Candy. Henry and Pat and I played baseball one summer with
some other boys against the colored boys in St. Juliens Creek. We played several times at a
field that belonged to the colored boys. I recall that they beat us. St. Juliens Creek is a community just north on Deep Creek Boulevard. Pat later married Barbara Turney, my future wife
Bettie Kay Turney’s sister.
I also caught a ride to Deep Creek Baptist Church with the Daniels. Patricia was a classmate,
too. They had a Hudson. It was a nice care that advertised a “step-down” design. Her father,
Pat, had been in the Navy. Her mother, Mattie, was 20 years younger than Pat. Patricia’s
older sister, Dottie, was a nice, pretty girl who married Tommy Deal, also a handsome person.
The Daniels lived on George Washington Highway, somewhat north of the Gregorys, so I
would walk through the Gregory’s property to meet the Daniels on George Washington Highway. Patricia married Alvah Cuthriell of Deep Creek.
You know, bumming rides with neighbors at age 14 was not the best thing for a boy’s self
esteem. The Troyers had a car, but didn’t have an inside toilet. We’d had an inside toilet since
1949, or 1950 at the latest. But, we didn’t have a car.
There is a mystery there. Dad had a car when he came to Portsmouth in 1941. I’ve heard
something about an accident. Then he put all of their property in Mother’s name, including
43

The House That Became Home
the building lots for the new house on Deep Creek Boulevard. And, he didn’t buy a car until
1952. As my physics professor at W&M and VPI Extension In Norfolk, later Old Dominion
University, used to say when he was stumped while solving a problem on the black board,
“There’s a nigger in the wood pile, somewhere.” I don’t suppose I’ll ever know, “the rest of
the story.”
I bought a car the summer of 1953, a 1940 Ford Coupe for $425. I was working at Bert’s Shoe
store in Norfolk on weekends and after school. What a beauty! It had been painted with a
black lacquer. It had fender skirts and lowering shackles on the rear. The seat and door panels
and package tray (It didn’t have a rear seat, just a tray that extended to the rear at the level of
the seat back.) were covered with a leopard-skin and had clear plastic over that. The Window
and dash moldings were chrome plated. This is the car that I courted Bettie Kay in. Dad
bought a new Chevrolet Impala in 1954. Things were looking up.
Surprisingly, we were the first in the neighborhood to buy a TV set, a 10-inch Emerson. It was
about 1951. Our living room was like a theater for several months with neighbors making
nightly visits to watch it, Elizabeth Felton and the Brown’s, primarily. The show Broadway
Open House brought me instant attention because the host’s name was Jerry Lester. Dagmar,
a bosomy blonde was hired to play the role of a dumb blonde to add interest to an otherwise
dull show; but her appeal drove Lester off the show in May 1951 and she replace him until
August 1951, when the show ended.
Richard McClellon and Charles Toler lived on Deep Creek Boulevard south of US 13, or
Military Highway, as we called it. Richard was a year or two older than I and went to Wilson
High School in Portsmouth. Wilson was a city high school and more sophisticated than Deep
Creek High School. Most of the children who went to Deep Creek were from the country.
Richard dressed very nicely when he went to school. He made beautiful model airplanes with
gasoline engines, both free flight and U-controlled. I enjoyed the time in his company. I like
learning about the model airplanes. I even built one myself, a U-controlled model. I bought a
small engine for it: a .049 OK Cub. I never flew it successfully. I tried several times but it
always crashed. Dad didn’t like for me to keep company with Richard. Looking back, I think
he thought he was queer, as we called homosexuals then. But, while Richard was a pretty boy
and a little prissy, he never revealed any homosexual tendencies.
Charles Toler was also a couple of years older than I. He was a short guy, but he played guard
on the Deep Creek football team. The high school class was small and all white. So, all the
boys got to participate if they wanted to, well almost all, anyway. Charles played an electric
guitar and liked Les Paul and Mary Ford, but he thought Chet Atkins was a much better guitar
player. We used to play a board game called Caroms. It had lots of wooden rings and a slick
wooden board with pockets in the corners and a frame around it that served to contain the
rings (caroms). A cue carom was flipped with the middle finger to knock other caroms into
the pockets. We played a lot and were about even. Charles was a nice guy.
The Butlers lived beside the Tolers. Carolyn was my classmate. Her father, Chris, owned a
truck stop at the US 13 and US 17 intersection. This was a very busy intersection and there
were many, many fatal collisions there while I lived at home. Seems that every other summer
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evening, we would hear a crash. We had our windows open or were out in the yard, so it was
easy to hear them. We would race off to the intersection to view the carnage. It was pretty
awful sometimes. Mr. Butler died when the tractor he was using to pull stumps turned over
backwards on him.
The Whites lived across Deep Creek Boulevard and US 17 in front of the Tolers. I have
mentioned Mr. White and the motel he owned and operated. They had a daughter and a
son. The son, Grady, was close to incorrigible, I suppose, and they sent him to Fork Union
Military Academy. Fred and I used to play with Grady. He didn’t even seem to be a bad
boy, to us. He was between Fred and me in age, but Fred associated with him more than I.
There was an incident involving Grady and me, however. We decided to cut down a tree on
his father’s property, but foolishly, to climb up into the tree and try to ride it down as it fell.
So, we chopped and climbed and rocked and chopped and climbed and rocked until the tree
fell with us onboard. It hit the ground with such force that I was dislodged and slammed to
the ground breaking a tooth. The broken portion was removed but in later years, the entire
tooth had to be removed. It is the only missing tooth in my head.
Dad worked very hard while building the house in 1947 and the years immediately following
to make it more livable. Mother helped by ordering material and following up to ensure that it
would be on site when Dad needed it.
Mother once became concerned when Dad had not come home from the house and it was
3 AM. She called the Norfolk County police. The police found Dad finishing floors after a big
pour. The police reported back to Mother that her husband was okay, just working on the
floors. Dad did not lack diligence. To the contrary, he was compulsive when there was a job
to be done.
The house was not completely finished until after Dad retired from the shipyard in 1968. He
worked at the Norfolk Naval Shipyard from March 31, 1941, until March 19, 1968, 26 years, 11
months and 19 days. His official retirement was October 25, 1968, as his annual leave and sick
leave on the books extended his pay until that time.
He later retired from Virginia Department of Highways on March 31, 1978, where he had
worked weighing trucks at a truck weighing station for 7 years.
But, after retiring from the Shipyard in 1968, he began “finishing the house.” He furred out
the concrete-block walls, which had been painted several times by then, and installed sheet
rock on the walls and ceiling. He installed the ceiling sheet rock over the existing insulation
board which had been the ceiling. The original insulation board, crown molding, and batten
strips, used to close the gaps in the insulation board, had cost $75.00, according to a ledger
entry on November 13, 1947.
The “upstairs” had been finished off with sheet rock about 1956. It was insulated with “rock
wool” bats early on. The upstairs flooring was a nicely finished pine. There were two
bedrooms upstairs. At the head of the stairs there was sort of a vestibule, where Dad’s gun
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cabinet resided. Doors off the vestibule led to the two bedrooms, the “North Bedroom” and
the “South Bedroom.” Dave used the South Bedroom. The North Bedroom was used for
guests.
When Fredric and I were still at home, I used the “North End Bedroom” and Fred, the “South
End Bedroom.” We referred to them as “North End” and “South End” because the upstairs
had not been partitioned off into rooms. It was just a big, open area with insulation bats
installed between the rafters and end-wall studs. The only heating came as a result of leaving
open the stairway door. David’s bedroom was downstairs, in the SE corner, a room that Mom
and Dad eventually used as their den.
I left home in January of 1955 when I married Bettie Kay. Fred left home about 1956 upon
joining the Air Force.
Dave eventually took the South Bedroom, and Mom and Dad turned his bedroom into their
den. Dave lived in dormitories while attending Virginia Tech, but he worked summers near
home and lived there. David left home after graduating from Virginia Tech in 1967. So,
Mother and Dad lived alone in the house for about 20 years before their deaths.
They camped at Buggs Island (Kerr Dam) and on Hatteras Island, N.C., in the late 50’s and
early 60’s. David was still at home then. They often camped with the Crofts, John and
Isabelle, who had a daughter, Linda, and a son, whose name I don’t remember. Linda and
Dave were good buddies. David learned to water ski at Buggs Island being towed by the skiff
pictured below. I recall that it had only an 18 HP Johnson.

Dad’s skiff with unusual over-the-top trailer under
which the boat was suspended
Rear: Dad, Mom, Isabelle and John Croft
Front: Dave and Linda

Those were good days for them and David. They
were not affluent but they had recreation equipment
and the money to camp and fish. Fred and I never
knew times as good . That’s why I kidded Dave about being “the fair-haired one, “ the “milk
and honey boy.” I think I felt I’d be better off on my own and I wanted to marry Bettie Kay,
two compelling reasons to leave. I only lived in the house on Deep Creek Boulevard for 7
years and Fred 8, but it became home by virtue of Mom and Dad’s residence there.
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Dave and his “private bedroom”
August 1959

Mom and their tent -August 1959

Mother and Dad made two or
three fishing trips to Cape
Hatteras each year with several
couples who also belonged to
Brent Lox Baptist Church.
Among the couples were PX and
Frankie Moss and Jackie and
Howdy Crawson. The height of
this activity was about 1980.

Frankie Moss, Mother, Dad — Cape Hatteras, 1980.
Puppy Drum, 6-8 pounds.

Mother did not go Bass fishing
often, but did go with Dad when
the Flounder were running in
Currituck Sound at Poplar
Branch. Her preference was for
surf fishing at Cape Hatteras,
however. She was as good a
fisherman as any, maybe better
than most.

Dad and I fished at least once a year together, usually at Knotts Island or Back Bay for Bass.
However, we were fishing together at Arneuse Creek in North Carolina on November 2, 1966,
when I caught “Old Cecil, ” my 8 lb. 4-1/2 oz. largemouth bass. Dad had to wait until May 10,
1979, to better that. He caught his in Back Bay and it was 1/2 oz. heavier. I was not fishing
with him. Both fish were mounted and displayed in our homes for many years. I caught my
big bass on a Johnson Silver Minnow with pork rind. Dad caught his on a Beetle Spin.
Dad was very active in the Brent Lox Baptist Church, serving as deacon, Sunday school
superintendent, Sunday school teacher, choir member, and on various committees. I’m told
that there is a men’s group named in his honor. Mother and Dad had moved to the Brent Lox
Baptist Church from the Deep Creek Baptist Church where we attended while I was at home.
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Dad continued to have a garden every year, which he enjoyed and which provided us with a
source of fresh vegetables on our visits from Newport News.
Mother and Dad were very fond of restoring and refinishing old furniture. They bought it at
antique stores, used furniture stores, wherever they could find a piece. Dad did most of the
work but Mother helped. Dad learned to cane, as they restored several cane rockers and
dining chairs. I am using a pie safe, glass front hall cabinet, wash stand, an end table and
several cane bottom chairs. David is likewise using many pieces also acquired from the estate.
Most of what I acquired has been divided among our children, Cheri and Curtis. We invited
them to take what they wanted upon retiring and moving to Florida, reserving only the few
pieces I mentioned for ourselves
Dad was interested in our family genealogy, doing a lot of research, much with his father’s
brother, Leonard. He passed the information on to me. I have broadened the information over
the years. I have also assumed the management of the old Lester Cemetery on Rt. 602 in
Montgomery Co., Va. The cemetery dates from 1825. He was active in the care of the
cemetery and introduced me to it about 1955. The following is the address of a web site that I
put up about the cemetery: http://jerrylester.com/Lester Cemetery
Mother and Dad traveled some. Early on, they and David attended Fred’s wedding in Sault
Saint Marie, Michigan, when Fred married Rebecca Mackey in August of 1958. Dad’s Uncle
Lathie and Aunt Isa Lester accompanied them on that special trip. In fact, they traveled in
Lathie’s Studebaker. Lathie was fond of Studebakers. They visited Niagara Falls while on this
trip.
In February 1976, they made a boating trip down the Intracoastal Waterway to West Palm
Beach, Florida, with church friends, PX and Frankie Moss. It was not a pleasant trip, as
Mother and Dad both became sick with the flu. They had run into a storm in Currituck Sound,
early in the trip, that set a bad tone.
In 1978, they made a trip to New England, Nova Scotia, and New Brunswick with Dale and
Anita McDowell. Anita is Dad’s half sister. They enjoyed Dale and Anita’s company. Anita is
81 and my only living aunt. She is in good health, but sadly, Dale, 83, is not. Dale and Anita
had one child, Vernon, who is a year younger than David.
In 1979, they traveled to Florida with mother’s sister, Mildred and her husband, Oakley
Richardson. Mother and Dad returned to Florida the following year, 1980, alone. They went
to all of the Florida tourist spots, including Silver Springs, which we live very near to, now.
Dad had retired from his second job at the truck scales in 1978, and I’m sure they felt free to
do the things they wanted to do. They returned to Florida January 1, 1984 to January 5, 1984,
and visited Disney World, Epcot Center, and the Space Center, among other places. I know
these things because Mother made photo albums of their travels.
They made annual trips to Columbus, Georgia, or Columbia, South Carolina, to visit Fred and
his large family. And, they made many trips “back home” to Christiansburg to visit family.
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Mother was very close to her sister, Mildred, who lived south of Christiansburg, Va., in Riner.
Mildred married Oakley Richardson in 1926 and they had three sons, OJ, Bill, and Larry, and
then, two daughters, Judy and Janet. She was Mother’s oldest sibling. Mildred died at 93,
outliving all of her brothers and sisters. Cousin Larry was just 25 days older than I, and we
were the best of buddies. Of course, we only saw each other a couple of times a year, but what
great fun we had.
Mother’s was also close to her brother, James Simmons and his wife, the former Claudine
Hale. They had five children: Betty, Roger (Buddy), James (Danny), Patricia (Patty), and
David. James did construction work, so they lived in various places, but mainly West Virginia.
Like the Richardson’s, they visited us at Swanson Homes and at Deep Creek Boulevard.
Buddy was a year younger than I and a year older than Fred. Larry and I, being older, paired
up in games against Fred and Buddy which was not fair, of course. But, the four of us had
good times together. Buddy died in a vehicle accident at age 48.
Vera, Dad’s sister, and her husband, Harvey Watson lived in Christiansburg. They had two
chidren, Donna and Mike. Donna is 10 years younger and Mike 15 years younger than I, so we
weren’t playmates. Mother and Dad shared some good times with Vera and Harvey and Dale
and Anita on Claytor Lake which is near Christiansburg. The Lester family shared recreation
property there.
Mother died of breast cancer in 1986 at 71. Dad died two years later of Mesothelioma, an
asbestos-related cancer of the lungs, at 75.
Dad lived alternately with David and me in our homes in Newport News, Va., the last five
months of his life. He knew his condition was terminal when he asked to come live with us on
December 31, 1987.

c. 1984

Annie Simmons Lester (6/28/1914—5-16/1986)
James Curtis Lester (12/19/1912—5/23/1988
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He suggested we begin selling his property, as he knew he’d never return to his home. So,
Dave and I spent several weekends cleaning out the tool house, mowing grass, and moving
furniture from his house to ours. We filled our garages with his possessions. Some furniture
items were sold to friends and relatives at his house or from our garages. He asked that I get
Grady Nelson, a good friend and fishing buddy of his, to sell his fishing boat, which he did. I
sold his 1986 Buick Sedan to my neighbors, Dave and Linda Harvey. Many items of furniture,
were bought by Dave and me at an agreed upon price. What we or other friends or family
didn’t want was sold in a garage “estate” sale. Fred was traveling in his selling job at the time
and was not involved.
Dad signed a Purchase Agreement for $76,000 for sale of the house on May 19, 1988. He died
four days later on May 23, 1988. I signed the closing papers, as executor of his estate, on May
26, 1988.
It must have been distressing for Dad to know that all his worldly possessions, including the
home he had built with his own hands, were being liquidated as he lay dying. But, he did not
lament. I really feel that he thought it was the thing to do, part of “getting on with business.”
Or, perhaps when you know that death is imminent, nothing else has relevance.
Mom and Dad provided a good home for us and continued to nurture after we left home and
had started our own families. We were very fortunate to have had such good parents. I
think of them often. Even after all these years, I think, “I’d like to tell Mom and Dad about
this...or that.” But, I can’t. There are the good memories, thankfully.
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~Epilogue~
Mother and Dad were able to come out of poverty in the hills of Virginia in 1941 to a new
beginning in Portsmouth. They built a house that became our home for only forty-three
hundred dollars, not counting Dad’s own labor. This was made possible by his hard work
and a steadfast commitment to provide his family with a place to live.
Dad was a remarkable man. He didn’t graduate from high school, but he was a good public
speaker and a good writer. He was a leader in church and the Masons. He kept meticulous
records of the house construction project. He cared about his family origins as evidenced by
his interest in his family genealogy. He had dignity, decency, and diligence.
Mother was a stabilizing influence in Dad’s life. The saying, “Behind every good man there
is a good woman” was true in their case. She hovered over our entire family providing a
caring love that permeated one’s soul. There was never any doubt about Mother’s loyalty or
her quest in life. She was totally family centered. Any strife in the family seem to hurt her so
badly and we loved her so much that we tried not to do anything that would upset her, but
sorrowfully, we did at times.
What I took for granted as a boy now seems to be very special parenting by Mother and Dad.
I cannot tell them, but I tell all of you who might read this.
I married Bettie Kay Turney January 15, 1955. We both worked to support ourselves and pay
for my college education. I graduated from Virginia Polytechnic and State University
(Virginia Tech) in 1959 with a degree in Civil Engineering. After working a year at Armco
Steel Corporation in Middletown, Ohio, we moved to Newport News, Va., so that I could
begin work at Newport News Shipbuilding on June 13, 1960. We have two children and six
grandchildren and one great-grandchild. I retired from Newport New Shipbuilding on
November 30, 1993, taking advantage of an early retirement offer. I continued to work at the
shipyard until June 16, 2000, as an independent contractor or as a contract employee . Bettie
Kay and I are living in a retirement community called The Villages, near Ocala, Florida. We
have a good life.
Fredric lives alone in Charleston, South Carolina, and is still working as a salesman, but his
health does not permit a full schedule. Fredric married Rebecca Jo Mackey on August 23,
1958. They had four children and nine grandchildren. They are divorced. Fred worked as a
salesman, mainly in Virginia, Georgia, and South Carolina.
David graduated from Virginia Tech in 1967. He went to work at Newport News
Shipbuilding immediately after graduating. Dave married Sharon Lee Ford at our home in
the Beechwood subdivision of Newport News on March 18, 1972. They have one child.
Dave and Sharon live in Yorktown, Virginia. Dave is on the verge of retirement from
Newport News Shipbuilding. Sharon works at a law practice.
On the following pages there is a record of mine, Fredric’s, and David’s families.
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Jerry Curtis Lester , son of James Curtis Lester and Annie Mae Simmons, was born on Jun 27, 1936 in Montgomery Co., Va.
Jerry married Bettie Kay Turney, daughter of William Manuel Turney and Frances Elizabeth Wise,
on Jan 15, 1955 in Norfolk Co., Va. They had two children: Cheryl Lynn and Curtis Turney.
Cheryl Lynn Lester was born on May 5, 1959 in Radford, Va.
Cheryl married Glen Michael Howe on Aug 21, 1976 in Newport News, Va. They
have three children: Jerry Scott, Kristen Elizabeth, and Glynda Michelle.
Jerry Scott Howe was born on Nov 26, 1980 in Montgomery Co., Md.
Scott married Abigail Horner on May 19, 2001 in Virginia Beach, Va.
Kristen Elizabeth Howe was born on Apr 13, 1982 in Montgomery Co., Md.
Kristen married Jeremy Logan on Oct 30, 2001 in Wilmington, Del. They had
one child: Madison Aubry.
Madison Aubry Logan was born on Feb 13, 2004.
Glynda Michelle Howe was born on Apr 27, 1984 in Montgomery Co., Md.
Glynda married Nelson Gerard (Jerry) Arroyo on Jul 29, 2006 in St. Augustine,
Florida.
Curtis Turney Lester was born on Apr 28, 1963 in Newport News, Va.
Curtis married Lori Elizabeth Bailey on Dec 14, 1991 in Murfreesboro, Tenn. They
have three children: James Carson, Katelyn Elizabeth, and Christian Joseph.

James Carson Lester was born on Jul 30, 1996 in Newport News, Va.
Katelyn Elizabeth Lester was born on May 23, 1998 in Murfreesboro, Tenn.
Christian Joseph Lester was born on Oct 23, 1999 in Murfreesboro, Tenn.
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Fredric Arnold Lester , son of James Curtis Lester and Annie Mae Simmons, was born on Dec 26, 1938 in
Floyd Co., Va.
Fredric married Rebecca Jo Mackey on Aug 23, 1958 in Sault Saint Marie, Mich. The marriage ended
in divorce. They had four children: Arlene Janice, Annette Rebecca, Douglas Hulen, and Craig Alan.
Arlene Janice Lester was born on Mar 8, 1959 in Sault Saint Marie, Mich.
Arlene married Forrest Warner Sprouse on Sep 10, 1977 in Columbia, S.C. They
had three children: Joshua Jayson, Jessica Dyan, and Justin Ian. The marriage ended
in divorce.
Joshua Jayson Sprouse was born on Sep 14, 1978 in Portsmouth, Va.
Jessica Dyan Sprouse was born on Nov 14, 1980 in Norfolk, Va.
Justin Ian Sprouse was born on Nov 1, 1981 in Wheatland, Wyo.
Arlene next married Grant Lockwood on Oct 5, 1990. The marriage ended in divorce.
Annette Rebecca Lester was born on Jan 8, 1961 in Portsmouth, Va.
Annette married Ernest Hite Miller Jr. on Feb 1, 1985 in Columbia, S.C. They have
two children: Earnest Hite and Cameron Alexander.
Earnest Hite Miller III was born on Jun 9, 1988 in Lexington Co., S.C.
Cameron Alexander Miller was born on Sep 10, 1991 in Lexington Co., S.C.
Douglas Hulen Lester was born on Feb 10, 1963 in Portsmouth, Va.
Douglas married Anita Hope Hook on Jun 19, 1988 in Batesburg, S.C. They have two
children: Fredric Joseph and Rebekah Ann.
Fredric Joseph Lester was born on Mar 2, 1995.
Rebekah Ann Lester was born on Jun 9, 1997.
Craig Alan Lester was born on Apr 12, 1969 in Columbus, Ga.
Craig married Pamela Jo Jones, daughter of Dean Herbert Jones and Margaret Jo
McNeilly, on Jun 15, 1991. The marriage ended in divorce. They had two children:
Connor Alan and Madelain Jo.
Connor Alan Lester was born on Feb 22, 1994 in Hampton, Va.
Madelain Jo Lester was born on Dec 19, 1997 in Aurora, Co.
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David Alan Lester , son of James Curtis Lester and Annie Mae Simmons, was born on Jul 24, 1945 in
Portsmouth, Va.
David married Sharon Lee Ford on Mar 18, 1972 at our former home at 201 Shannon Drive in Newport
News, Va. They have one child: Jonathan David.
Jonathan David Lester was born on Mar 16, 1978 in Hampton, Va.
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Postscript
The house and outbuildings are still standing and hardly changed in the 19 years since Dad
left to come to Newport News to live out his life, staying alternately with David and me for
two-week periods for the 5 months before he died.
I made a pilgrimage to the house in 2004, and talked to the current owner. He wanted to know
when the shingles were last replaced. They were in bad shape. I told him I thought it was
1984, which would have been over 20 years ago.
He lives in the house with his mother.

October 16, 2004

October 16, 2004—Current owner
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Postscript

This is the current property appraisal. It sold to the current owner on 8/6/1998 for $81,000. It
is assessed for $123,400.
Central air has been added, but there is still only one bathroom.
City water and sewer are connected.
The house was sold by Dad’s estate on May 26, 1988, for $76,000 to Willie E. Bly, Jr. and Mary
E. Bly. I presume they sold it to the current owner. If so, they didn’t make much, only $5,000,
as it last sold for $81,000.
The Blys lived in the house only a short time before renting it out.
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Land and Material Cost 1
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Appendix A
Land and Material Cost 2
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Appendix A
Land and Material Cost 3
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Appendix A
Land and Material Cost 4
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Appendix A
Hired Labor 1
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Appendix A
Hired Labor 2

81
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Appendix A
Hired Labor 3
This is labor carried forward from page 81 of the ledger. It includes some carpentry,
plumbing, and wiring done after we moved in. See the entries for 1-17-48 and 3-18-48.
Total of all ledger entries for hired labor is $924.93.
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Appendix A
Hired Labor 4
I am reminded after seeing the notation “S. B. Wellman (Wiring) 1-17-48” that I was
observing Mr. Wellman working one time. He was working in the kitchen, installing an
electrical box near the back door. He was using a masonry chisel to make a hole in the
concrete block when a large chunk of concrete broke off. I turned to Dad and quietly inquired,
“Does he know what he is doing?” Dad chuckled. He reminded me of my query several times
in later years. Mr. Wellman got the wiring done satisfactorily, in the end. He used cable that
had a metal sheath, called BX, I think. Most houses today are wired with a cable that has a
non-metal wrapping.
I also note from the ledger entry that R. A. Wilson did plumbing on 1-17-48. That must have
been when he finished the bathroom plumbing so that we could bathe in the tub in the
bathroom.
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Appendix A
Dad’s Own Labor 1
Most of the long-hour days recorded in the ledger were Saturdays and Sundays. He worked a
full time at the shipyard, weekdays. What a grueling schedule!
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Appendix A
Dad’s Own Labor 2
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Appendix A
Dad’s Own Labor 3
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Appendix A
Dad’s Own Labor 4
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Appendix B
I’ve included a calendar of 1947 that you may use if you want to determine on what day of the
week a particular ledger entry occurred.

69

70

Appendix C
These entries show that you could see the doctor for $3 in 1953.
Beginning with the entry on 7-6-53, there are posts for Fred’s treatment for a burn on his right
leg below the knee. Dad was working with a blow torch at the tool house when gasoline ignited and burned Fred. Fred bears the scars, today, but they are not highly noticeable.
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Appendix D
Federal Income Tax Computation for 1942
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Appendix D
Federal Income Tax Computation for 1942 (Cont.)
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Appendix E

James C. Lester, 2nd from left

Masonic group
James C. Lester, center, front row

James C. Lester
Worshipful Master
December 5, 1957

The clipping to the left came from the Ledger-Star. The Ledger was
the morning paper and The Star the evening paper. The Star had
been the Portsmouth Star, until taken over by the Norfolk Virginian
Pilot. The address in the clipping, 6501 Deep Creek Blvd. was
changed to 917 Deep Creek Blvd. What a headache that must have
been.
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