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This photo of Kilmarnock’s Main Street and the Rappahannock Record building (right) is believed to have been taken in 1920. The upstairs was used for apartments 
or rented rooms and the office on the left front corner was also rented out for many years. The separate door on the left was removed and the large street-front 
windows downsized in a later remodeling. Two additions were added later to the rear of the building.

The front page of the first issue of the Rappahannock Record, published October 4, 1916.
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Welcome to this special section marking the 100th anni-
versary of the Rappahannock Record. 

Since the first paper appeared on October 4, 1916, 
we have published over 5,000 issues informing the public about 
goings on in the lower Northern Neck of Virginia. As noted on 
the front page of that first issue, it continues to be “Published in 
the Interest of People and Things Worth While.”

At the outset, may we say thanks to all who have, in turn, con-
sidered our weekly paper to also be “worthwhile” over the years. 
Without the support of subscribers and readers everywhere, 
advertisers, printing customers, and contributors, the paper would 
have disappeared years ago. 

From the current generation, with all our modern conveniences, 
we say thanks also to those ink-stained forerunners who labored 
long and hard in the Record’s “industrial age” to begin it and 
keep it going despite many challenges. Frankly, I can’t imagine 
how they did it.

Many of us, I’m sure, wish now we could go back and ask our 
parents or grandparents a few questions about circumstances in 
their lives, their work, or the world in which they lived. I would 
love to ask the founders of the Record to explain how they pro-
duced a newspaper using the thousands of individual pieces of 
type needed to fill a page. Who among them had any experience 
in such an undertaking? Was there a trained journalist in the 
group?

I would also have a few questions for my reserved father-in-
law, Emory Currell, who ran the paper for nearly 66 years until 
his death in 1993. For instance, I read in his notes for a Rotary 
Club speech that when he became editor in 1927, “Four pages 
were ready print furnished in Baltimore and four pages were 
printed here, two pages at a time on a press operated by a gaso-
line engine with the exhaust pipe sticking through the back wall.” 
Can you picture that?

Looking through the pages from that era it’s difficult to deter-
mine the Baltimore ready print, which presumably arrived by 
steamboat. Some pages include national news items and generic 
items known as “boilerplate,” but those pages also included local 
advertising. Either the Baltimore items arrived already cast in 
lead, as molded cardboard stereotype mats from which they could 
be cast into lead here, or the ads were sent to Baltimore to be 
printed. Knowing about how paper can react after being exposed 
to temperature extremes and moisture, say during a trip down the 

Chesapeake Bay, I like the first version.
However it was done, the Record apparently started out in a 

nice, new building…and it has never moved. In recent decades as 
we’ve dealt with moisture problems, falling plaster, etc., we’ve 
talked about moving or building anew, but on this occasion I’m 
glad we’re still at 27 North Main Street. It adds a bit more per-
manence to a business that has steadfastly served the local com-
munity for 100 years.

On these pages you’ll find more about the history of the Record 
as we know it, more about J. Emory Currell who was in charge 
for most of our years, more about what our area was like in 1916 
and how it has evolved, and a few comments from readers and 
others associated with the paper over the years. We’ve also repro-
duced several pages related to historic events in our area, the 
nation and the world. 

We also announce in this section the new availability of early 
copies of the Record through virginiachronicle.com, a program 
provided by the Virginia State Library. Take a look at the style of 
the Record in the 20s and 30s when social reports from virtually 
every community filled the paper, sometimes even on the front 
page. Set aside some time; it can be addictive. 

What about the next century? Is this 100-year-old community 
newspaper here to stay? 

Given the changes in technology during the past 20 years, the 
future is hard to predict, but the need for an unbiased source of 
community news in some form will continue. Other than the 
newspaper, there is no other local entity with trained reporters to 
gather and report local news affecting our citizens and serve as a 
watchdog over local government. Notice the emphasis on “local;” 
there are lots of national news sources but they don’t cover the 
lower Northern Neck of Virginia.

I am a bit concerned that a new generation will perceive social 
media, such as Facebook, as a legitimate local news source. A 
truly informed society can’t depend on tweets and posts that may 
contain bits of news but without any depth or background, not to 
mention accuracy. That is a challenge we must face.

In the meantime, “People and Things Worth While” remain in 
our area, and we pledge that the Rappahannock Record will keep 
on serving them in print, online, or whatever it takes!

Celebrating the 100th

Fred Gaskins
Publisher

Telling the news never gets old
by John C. Wilson

One hundred years and two 
days ago, on Wednesday, 
October 4, 1916, Volume 

1, Number 1 of the Rappahannock 
Record rolled off the press as “An 
Independent Democratic Weekly,” 
according to the front page flag, “Pub-
lished in the Interest of People and 
Things Worth While” in one corner 
and “It Reaches the Readers and Is 
Read Where It Reaches” in the other.

The front page of the four-page 
broadsheet is a mix of news and adver-
tising. Eubank & Bro. of Kilmarnock 
suggests to “Shoe Your Family for 
Winter Now” and J.J. Crowder & 
Son of Reedville, a veritable depart-
ment store selling clothing, fabrics, 
patterns, notions, rugs, carpets, mat-
ting, linoleum, hats, caps, bedding, 
chairs, mattresses, cut glass, cutlery, 
hardware, stoves, ranges, farm imple-
ments, buggies, paints, flour and feed 
wonders, “Why Wander from Store to 
Store”?

The primary stories were “Latest 
News of the Outside World,” which in 
this issue was entirely on the war in 
Europe (in the lead sentence, the Cen-
tral Powers crushed the Romanian 
invaders from Central Transylvania); 
Lancaster Court news (placed below 
a colloquial ditty); “Good Roads 
Assured,” and a “Cheerful Chirps” 
column primarily promoting the 
paper. Local businessmen advertised 
editorially that no matter what you 
need for your home “You Can Get It 
in Kilmarnock.”

“We have just received a copy of 
the new paper, the ‘Rappahannock 
Record,’ published at Kilmarnock, 
Lancaster County, Virginia” reported 
the Peninsula Enterprise, an Eastern 
Shore newspaper, in its November 25, 
1916, issue. “The general appearance 
of the paper is good and it is newsy. 
It is a Democratic weekly but in the 
recent campaign was very strong for 
Wilson. We congratulate our ‘broth-
ers of the quill’ and wish them a very 
prosperous career. It gives us pleasure 

A century ago

In 1955, the Record invested in a 16-page Duplex press and this scene marked the first paper printed on it in 
Kilmarnock. The staff includes, from left, (kneeling) Gordon D. George, Gilliam S. Lewis, and W. H. “Shorty” 
McCrobie; (standing) Robert M. Lee, Edgar McCrobie, Emory Currell, Jean Dize and Ellen Lee.

to put the ‘Record’ on our exchange 
list.”

The “brothers of the quill” who 
began the Record did so in unset-
tling times. The Great War, the War to 
End All Wars, what became the First 
World War, had been raging in Europe 
since 1914 and the United States was 
drifting at least partly against its will 
into it. Woodrow Wilson was elected 
to his second term a month after the 
Record’s first issue, and within a year, 
after the sinking of American ships, 
he committed the U.S. to the conflict. 
Hundreds from Lancaster County 
would join up and serve, including 
one who would steer the new news-
paper for most of its 100-year exis-
tence, and another – Rob Adams, his 
best friend – who became one of four 
county casualties in the conflict.

Locally in 1916, Kilmarnock 
already had experienced two fires, one 
in 1909 and a second just a year ear-
lier, in 1915. The times were defined 
by fires; another in 1917 destroyed 
part of Irvington, including the offices 
of an earlier local paper of the day, the 
Virginia Citizen. On the water, steam-
boats plied Northern Neck waters to 
and from Baltimore, Fredericksburg, 
Norfolk, and points up and down the 
rivers and Bay. Land transportation 
was beginning to emerge, with new-
fangled automobiles careening down 
rough-hewn roads. Employment cen-
tered on farming, canning, menhaden 
and seafood industries.

Only an image of the first page 
of that first Rappahannock Record 
remains, along with very few copies 
over the next decade. In the June 18, 
1919, issue, in any case, the Kilmar-
nock social column notes that “Emory 
Currell of Weems, who has been 
in France, returned home Sunday 
night.” The paper at the time was in 
its third year, and Currell was return-
ing because the Great War was over. 
The column didn’t elaborate, but later 
in the year, while he was heading up 
a membership drive for the American 
Legion, as reported in a front page 
editorial in the November 19 issue, 
the newspaper also announced that 

“in order to increase our news space... 
Mr. J. Emory Currell of Weems will 
have charge of our subscription cam-
paign, and we beg for him your coop-
eration.” 

His personal association with the 
Record began 97 years ago and con-
tinued for three-quarters of a century. 
His family’s association continues 
today.

 In May of 1919, David A. Strang 
was listed as the Editor and Business 
Manager of the Record but by August, 
Cyrus H. Chilton had moved into the 
job “and under his guidance,” a writer 

for the paper predicted, “the paper 
will, no doubt, become one of the 
foremost sheets of the country.” Offi-
cers for the Rappahannock Record 
Publishing Corporation in 1919 were 
W.A. Eubank, president; R.O. Norris 
Jr., vice president; and J.B. Cralle, 
secretary-treasurer. Directors were 
Robert H. Chilton of Kilmarnock, 
Wilbur T. James of White Stone, and 
Dr. F.W. Lewis of Morattico. Norris, 
Professor F.P. Brent and T.J. Downing 
were later listed as contributing edi-
tors. 

As it had when it first started in 

1916, display advertising dominated 
the front page of the paper as often 
as not; columns in its four pages 
were otherwise given over to local, 
state and national news items, social 
announcements, editorials with a 
generally local flavor, syndicated 
stories printed weekly in serial form, 
personal columns from area corre-
spondents, and the ‘Cheerful Chirps’ 
column which appeared most weeks 
( “If you want to see your name in 
the personals,” touted the very first 

continued on page 4
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The Record’s first Linotype, this Model 1, was 
obtained in 1925. The mass of gears and cams 
revolutionized the printing world, taking over 

where only hand type existed for centuries. 
The Record purchased other Linotype models 

in later years. This machine was donated in 
1996 to the Newseum when it was established 

in Arlington (see the story on page 22).

of these columns, in October, 1916, 
“DO SOMETHING. We don’t advo-
cate murder, but don’t live just to kill 
time”). 

Court news was always important. 
So too was the condition of country 
roads. Poems, sayings, and humorous 
occurrences were dropped in liber-
ally. News type could change size in 
the middle of a story or from page to 
page, growing smaller to squeeze the 
words in; as a rule, the only pictures 
in the paper were those used in adver-
tising, although line drawings at least 
seemed to make their appearance 
on the pages whenever they became 
available. 

In 1919, Currell was reconnecting 
in the community as well as establish-
ing a relationship at the Record. He 
was a charter member of the American 
Legion Post when it was established 
in Lancaster County, and in Novem-
ber of 1919 was elected its Secretary-
Treasurer, a position he held for many 
years; later he served as Commander 
of the Legion’s Adams Post No. 86. 
He also was a charter member of the 
Kilmarnock-Irvington-White Stone 
Rotary Club, and was honored by the 
organization more than 52 years down 

the road, designated a Paul Harris 
Fellow in 1982 along with the only 
other surviving charter member, W. T. 
James Jr. Currell also served as secre-
tary, treasurer and president of Rotary 
over the years, and he remained a 
member in good standing of both 
Rotary and American Legion, his 
attendance at their meetings as regu-
lar as clockwork.

1927: 
A transitional year

In the fall of 1927, the lifelines of 
the Northern Neck were still on the 
water, still tied to the steamboats and 
to Baltimore. But times were chang-
ing. Roads were better, cars were 
more prevalent, trucks were taking 
over some of the shipping, a train was 
chatted up, and earlier that year the 
first Downing Bridge was completed 
across the Rappahannock between 
Warsaw and Tappahannock. Rivers, 
once the carriers, were becoming bar-
riers. The Northern Neck’s orientation 
began going off in all directions, and 
the Virginia State Fair in 1927 was 

A view of Main Street in Kilmarnock from a 
postcard mailed in 1922. The Record office is 
at the lower right and several horse and buggy 
teams can be seen on the street.

continued from page 3
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Until we began researching in 
preparation for the Rappah-

annock Record’s 100th anniver-
sary, little was known about the 
original owners or how the paper 
began. That’s probably because in 
1927, eleven years after the first 
issue, J. Emory Currell took over 
as editor and soon became the 
sole owner. 

When Currell arrived, other 
early investors seem to step back 
from their involvement and even-
tually sold their stock to him. But, 
who were they? A small clue was 
an advertisement in the first issue 
noting that “the Rappahannock 
Record is owned and published by 
forty leading citizens of Lancaster 
County.” Their names were not 
listed, however.

The search was on. Boxes 
long in storage were unpacked 
and, among some family papers, 
a stock certif icate book with 
receipts and original stock cer-
tif icates obtained by Currell 
when he bought the outstanding 
shares, was discovered in July 
by Currell’s daughter, Bettie Lee 
Gaskins. 

She found 32 names instead of 
40. Perhaps some potential inves-
tors had a change of heart.

The death on December 8, 
1925, of J.B. Cralle, a leader in 
organizing the old Rappahannock 
Record Publishing Company in 
1916, may have been a decid-
ing factor in the coming change 
in ownership. From bits of 1918 
and 1919 issues of the Record 
we have found, Cralle was then 
listed as the company’s secretary-
treasurer. At the time of his death 
he was listed as president. 

A  local entrepreneur who was 
described in his obituary as being 
a “pioneer merchant of Kilmar-
nock,” Cralle is likely the person 
who constructed the original con-
crete block building housing the 

The Record began in 1916 with 32 investors
Newspaper Pioneers: 

Rappahannock Record (his name 
and the year 1917 is etched in the 
sidewalk in front of the office). 

Cralle’s obituary notes that he 
owned five mercantile stores in 
various sections of Lancaster and 
Northumberland counties, had 
acquired large tracts of timber 
from which his sawmills pro-
duced materials for his building 
contracting business, and held 
an interest in numerous other 
businesses. He served two terms 
as Lancaster County’s Commis-
sioner of Revenue.

Cralle made the Record office 
his headquarters and when 
needed “has rolled up his sleeves 
and helped to do the mechanical 
work incident to getting out the 
paper, emerging from the press 
room more than once showing 
signs of printer’s ink,” stated his 
obituary. He was 79 when he died 
at his desk there.

Among other early leaders 
and stockholders of the Record, 
David A. Strang was listed as the 
editor and business manager in 
1918 and 1919. 

A bit of a mystery surrounds 
the Strang name. An obituary for 

J.B. Cralle

Joseph Peirce

F.P. McGinnis Sr. holding F. 
P. McGinnis III

Frank M. 
Armsworthy

George Henry Smith

Gordon Eubank

Doctor C. T. Peirce

R.O. Norris Jr.

Robert Hunton 
Chilton Sr.

Walter E. Hathaway

Laura Margaret Strang of Milton, 
Mass., appeared in the September 
12, 1957, issue of the Record. It 
noted she had spent a number of 
years in Lancaster County and 
stated: “While here she assisted 
in the organization of the Rap-
pahannock Record and for a year 
or more edited this paper before 
this responsibility was assumed 
by Cyrus H. Chilton.” Later, the 
obituary mentions her sadness at 
the “passing of her two beloved 
sons, David and Laurie, in their 
early childhood.”

Mrs. Strang left Lancaster for 
a job in her native Boston, where 
she worked until retirement. She 
was buried in a family plot in 
Belmont, Mass.

The officers of the Rappahan-
nock Record Publishing Company 
in 1918, all stockholders, were W. 
A. Eubank of Kilmarnock, presi-
dent; R.O. Norris Jr. of Lively. 
vice-president; J.B. Cralle of 
Kilmarnock, treasurer; and David 
Strang of Kilmarnock, secretary.

Directors listed, also all stock-
holders, were Walter E. Hathaway 
of White Stone, Robert H. Chil-
ton of Kilmarnock, and Dr. C.T. 
Peirce of Nuttsville.

The original Rappahannock 
Record Publishing Company 
stock was issued in 1916 on Sep-
tember 17 and 19, October 15, 
and on December 9.

Other stockholders were 
Eubank and Brother, Farmers and 
Merchants Bank, Gordon Eubank, 
H.W. Brent, Ellis C. Richardson, 
Bonner Brothers, F.M. Armswor-
thy, T.J. Downing, C.T. Myers, 
R.O. Norris Sr., Dr. Frank W. 
Lewis, S.H. Coulbourn, Lacey 
Kirkmyer, H.E. Dunaway, Fred 
C. Smith, H.H. Rundy, J.R. Sul-
livan, A.E. Brent, John Dempsey, 
F.P. McGinnes, Joseph Peirce, 
G.H. Smith, H.U. Dunaway, G.H. 
Talley, J.B. Stakes, and W.E. 
Brent.

 Readers who may have some 
knowledge or photos of these 
individuals are invited to share 
them with us so they can be 
added to our historical archives. 
Call 804-435-1701, email fred@
rapprecord.com or bring them to 
the Record office at 27 N. Main 
Street.

From left are William Samuel (Mr. Willie) Eubank and 
Warner Augustus (Mr. Gus) Eubank.

dF

Ellis Richardson in front of his drug store

This item in the first paper indicated there were 40 owners.

J.R. Sullivan

aware of it, setting aside a “Northern 
Neck Day” in Richmond to recognize 
the area’s contributions.

Camp meetings at Wharton Grove 
— near Currell’s birthplace at Weems 
— had been in full swing for 35 sea-
sons until this year of 1927, when 
the camp’s founder, Dr. H.M. Whar-
ton, died. Only two years earlier, 
another nearby part of King Carter’s 
once-grand estate at Weems had been 
broken up into 144 lots and sold at 
public auction. On water, the all-
important menhaden industry was in 
its coal-burning days, and watermen 
were otherwise making their living 
on crabs, oysters and fish, including 
pound netting and shad and herring 
runs. On land, tomatoes were a pre-
dominant crop and canneries were 
prevalent. And in the air, from vari-
ous local airstrips came the airships, 
objects of novelty and fascination. 

Kilmarnock’s last fire was a dozen 
years in the past, the Depression two 
years in the future. 

On September 29, 1927 – the last 
issue of the Rappahannock Record’s 
11th year – J. Emory Currell is listed 
on the masthead as editor for the first 
time. From Thomas J. Keane, who 
had been editor since 1925 and who 
went from here to the old Potomac 
Interest in Colonial Beach, Currell 
had bought, he thought, whatever was 
owed to the paper in his name. Keane 
also had been secretary-treasurer of 
the Rappahannock Record Publish-
ing Corporation, and by 1927 A. A. 
Cralle was its president and principal 
stockholder. When it came time the 
following month for the corporation’s 
Board of Directors to appoint Currell 
as editor, Cralle asked whether he was 
interested in buying his shares. Cur-
rell said that he was interested, and 

on that basis “I bought it but I didn’t 
know it.” The casual, offhanded offer 
was instead a firm deal, and with no 
money down Currell became editor, 
owner and publisher. He bought out 
Cralle’s shares and those of others 
over the years, except for one woman 
who held on to one share of Rappa-
hannock Record Publishing Corpora-
tion stock until the 1980s. 

In 1925, Keane paid $1,100 
for what he called in the paper a 
“mechanical marvel” – a 2.300-
pound Model 1 Linotype. The line 
casting machine had quickly become 
the industry standard after Otto Mer-
ganthaler invented it in 1883, as it 
enabled typesetting to be done line 
by line rather than letter by letter. 
“When employed in the composing of 
advertisements, newspaper headings, 
booklets, catalogues and various other 
kinds of printed matter,” Keane wrote, 

Emory Currell burning the midnight oil at his cluttered desk.

The large Duplex press obtained in 1955 required large rolls of paper and 
a pit beneath it was required for threading the web and maintenance. If 
the web feeding off the roll of paper happened to break during a press run, 
no one was happy. But it replaced a press that produced just eight pages, 
created when four pages were printed on one side of a large sheet of paper 
and another four on the reverse side after it was flipped over. Then the 
large sheet had to be folded to the traditional newspaper size in another 
machine. To produce 16 pages prior to 1955 required four press runs, two 
folding runs, and inserting the two sections by hand before the papers 
were addressed and mailed. 

“our new machine enables one opera-
tor to set in the same time more type 
than ordinarily could be produced by 
five or six men or women doing the 
work by hand – and the composition 
is incomparably better.”

The mechanical marvel (the 
“eighth wonder of the world, accord-
ing to Thomas Edison) is a rhythmic 

mass of intricately moving parts – a 
collection of moving gears and levers 
that pick up, transport and drop brass 
matrices and spacers into place with 
an almost musical quality, all at the 
command of a 90-character keyboard 
few people would recognize; once 

continued on page 6

by Fred Gaskins
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the line of type was pressed against 
melted lead to create a mold, the gears 
and levers returned the matrices to 
their places to be used again. From 
the linotype the lead molds of type, 
headlines and photo engravings were 
locked in place, making a single page 
weigh up to 100 pounds. The page 
was then hauled to the press, and after 
paper was pressed against it to create 
the printed version, the lead was 
melted down to be used again.  

Winter H. “Shorty” McCrobie, who 
began at the paper about 20 years after 
the linotype purchase, recalled being 
told that this particular Model 1, built 
in 1893, was shipped by steamboat 
from Baltimore to Kilmarnock Wharf 
– as reflected in an expense receipt of 
$65 for freight and to “haul Lino. from 
Whf.” The linotype, printing press, and 
other equipment were powered by a 
gasoline engine, by way of a huge belt-
and-pulley system hung from the ceil-
ing and connected to other belts and 
pulleys distributed to the machinery. 
While an electric motor later replaced 
the gas engine, the belts and pulleys 
remained in use for years.

The 1930s 
and 1940s

During his first few years at the 
Record, Currell boarded at the 
Kilmarnock hotel. He had one 
employee, Hugh Norris, who had suc-
ceeded Meredith M. “Tap” Northern 
in operating the linotype, but within 
Currell’s first year Norris’s father died 
and Hugh left to take over his busi-
ness. “I thought of the pupils I’d had” 
[during an earlier teaching career], 
Currell said, and he thought of Gil-
liam Lewis, freshly graduated and 
working in a canning factory. He 
visited and offered him the job, and 
while Lewis said he had never seen a 
linotype before, he also said that he 
bet he could operate it. He did, and 
would for 60 years; at the time of his 
death in 1989 he was among the last 
nationwide to be practicing the trade. 
Lewis, whose pipe smoke mixed with 
the aroma of molten lead, liked to spin 
yarns while reading type backwards 
and directing the machine’s music. 

He knew the machine well, both 

the Model 1, which had only one type 
style, and its successor, the Model 8, 
which handled several typefaces with 
more ease. He said in the 1980s that if 
a problem surfaced somewhere in the 
equipment he could recall that “years 
ago that happened, and this is what 
we did….” His troubleshooting paid 

A gathering of the Record production crew in the 1960s. From left are 
printer Shorty McCrobie, ad salesman and photographer Bill Haislip, and 
linotype operator Gilliam Lewis. 

off. Over the six decades, the Record 
spent a total of $53 on machine main-
tenance.

During those early years at the Rap-
pahannock Record — and for the most 
part extending beyond the time of the 
Second World War — there was a sort 
of flavor about the place that the paper 

was existing by the seat of its pants... 
and was the richer for it. The build-
ing was about half its present size, and 
of that the upstairs was apartments 
and one of the rooms downstairs 
was given over to W.F. Booth’s used 
clothes business (until about the time 
of the 1952 fire, when Stokely Win-
egar relocated his shoe repair shop 
there, briefly). Journeymen printers 
passed through for employment, and 
for some years that meant the work-
force at the Record would swell 50 
percent or more. Before oil heat there 
were two wood stoves, and the first 
job on winter mornings was to load 
and fire up the one in the boss’s room; 
frequently, the rollers on the presses 
had to be taken off and carried to the 
stove to be warmed up enough to hold 
the ink. There was newspaper work, 
job work, and two grades of beans 
from the family farm stacked up on 
one of the inside walls and sold from 
the office. Relics from the First World 
War—guns, swords—hung about the 
walls and floor in the front room, and 
were constantly picked up by custom-
ers. By 1937 there were two full-time 
employees, and on days when Emory 
Currell was out selling ads they could 

1974

continued from page 5
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On July 20, 1972, the final issue of the Record to come from the old Duplex press was published. The paper 
switched to a new offset printing process the next week and the paper began to be printed off-site. The presses 
of the Free-Lance Star in Fredericksburg were used then, and are used now, but the paper has also been printed 
in Gloucester, Williamsburg and Newport News over the years. Posing with the old press, since removed and sold 
as scrap metal, are (from left) Chris Brown, Robert M. Lee, W. H. “Shorty” McCrobie, Gilliam S. Lewis, Ovid R. 
“Sonny” McCarty Jr. and Bill Haislip.

When the Record shut down its press and switched 
to offset printing, news and advertising items were 
produced on photographic paper instead of lead. 
The paper items were then trimmed with scissors, 
coated on the back with wax, and pasted up on 
layout sheets the full size of a newspaper page. 
Shorty McCrobie (foreground), who spent his 
earlier career using a lot of hand type (individual 
metal letters) to create printed items, never 
missed a beat. Sonny McCarty is pictured in the 
background of the Record layout room. 

Tanyua Dickenson, center, was an adventurous reporter/photographer 
for the Record from 1985 until her death from cancer in 2000. Above, 
she is preparing to join area emergency personnel and enter a burning 
building during a training session. She wrote a first-person report about 
the experience that appeared in the Record. Dickenson was an active 
volunteer with many local organizations and the community raised funds 
to help with some experimental treatments for her esophageal cancer. 
She lost the battle, however, a little more than a month after her diagnosis.

Excerpts: 
Educational and 

entertaining

For a third of a century, 
Henry Lane Hull (above) has 
supplied a weekly column to 
the Record. From barnyard 
tales to Russian history, 
travelogues, frequent eulogies, 
and adventures with his Good 
Wife and the BEs, he keeps his 
contributions interesting and 
meaningful. 

be called on to set type, lay out some 
ads, keep the books, sell produce, or 
engage in a sword duel with a visitor 
passing through the front. 

That second employee was Robert 
M. Lee Jr., who — with the exception 
of four years with the Navy during 
the Second World War — worked 
at the Record from 1937 until his 
sudden death in 1985. His position 
was untitled (most at the paper were) 
but among many things he was an 
exceptional printer, production man-
ager and master mechanic. He and 
Gilliam were there when the motor 
that ran the linotype and presses 
broke down, and a system of pulleys 
and belts was concocted, connected 
(through a hole in the back wall) to 
a tractor engine behind the building. 
They were there when a man in one 
of the upstairs apartments committed 
suicide, his blood dripping down on 
huge stacks of paper awaiting press 
work. They and others were there 
on those late Wednesday afternoons, 
readying the presses and awaiting 
the paper, while Emory Currell laid 
out the front page. He’d fill all but a 
part of one column in the corner, stop, 
put on his coat, and walk across the 
street to Rob Sherman’s store — the 
general merchandise, local gathering 
place — for that last bit of news for 
the week’s issue. Often, employees 
took the opportunity to slip down the 
street for a Pabst Blue Ribbon break. 

Over The Years . . . 
In 1931 Currell was married to 

Harriet Cobrun Broun, and for the 
next 14 years the couple lived in 
Irvington. In 1944 they purchased a 
home on Kilmarnock’s Church Street 
for $3,500 (had he bought more prop-
erty then “I’d be a rich man now,” he 
said in 1985). Life took a rough turn 
shortly after remodeling and moving 
in, however, when his wife died in 
1947, leaving two children, Clara 
Hayward, 6, and Elizabeth (Bettie) 
Lee, 3. His half-sister and her hus-
band, Emma and Bill Haislip, moved 
in to help out. 

Even as the Record environment 
began to change, certain rituals of his 
continued unabated. As he would for 
years, he carried around a bag of green 
apples, and until he stopped smok-
ing, took a 9 a.m. trek to the tobacco 
shop, returning to pack down the Old 
Gold and light up. Meanwhile, as the 
Record grew larger the old four-page 
press grew only more inadequate, 
requiring several late night press runs 
to get all the pages printed. For a time 
the press runs were split, half the 
paper printed Wednesday night and 
the other half early Thursday morn-
ing. Printing commercial job work 
for local customers followed the press 
run. Especially during and a little 
after the Second World War — when 
Robert M. was in the Navy and when 
Gordon D. George Jr. with Gilliam 
and, in 1945, Shorty McCrobie were 
the employees — Currell doubled up 
his duties, helping with the mechani-
cal aspects while also selling ads, 
writing, and gathering the news. He 
operated the mailer and the folder, a 
machine used to pull paper through 
to crease it; more than once, it pulled 
his necktie through too, yanking him 

What were we thinking?! For Lancaster County’s 350th birthday in 2001, 
the Record staff entered the parade in Lancaster and decided to hand out 
balloons to those lining the street. In a high school classroom assembly 
area are, from left, K.C. Troise, John Wilson (mostly hidden), Linda Troise, 
Bettie Lee Gaskins, Fred Gaskins, and Robb Hoff. By parade’s end, most 
of the strings were in such a tangle we were handing out balloons by the 
dozen.

The Record staff in December 2004 included, from left (front row), Robert Mason Jr., Joseph Gaskins, Fred Gaskins, Bettie Lee Gaskins, 
Susan Simmons and son, Chas; (middle row) Brenda Burtner, Kathy Shrader, Lisa Hinton-Valdrighi, Gladys Larson, Reid Armstrong, 
Anna Ticer, Ann Shelton, Gloria Bosher, and Chris McClintock; (back row) Robb Hoff, Wayne Smith, K.C. Troise, Rachael Gano, Bill Fix 
and Sharon Daniel. Not pictured are Marilyn Bryant and Kate Oliver.

with it, and an employee had to cut 
the machine off and untangle him. 
A “Tuck your tie in, Mr. Currell” 
reminder often preceded his stepping 
up to the machine. And, McCrobie 
noted, no matter what he was doing 
“you’d have to shake him down for the 
news, ads and mats” because he had 
them stuffed all which-a-way in his 
various pockets. Even in the 1980s, 
from time to time he’d pull from 
somewhere in his clothing an obitu-
ary or news item needing to be set in 
type, often just before press-time on 
Wednesday.

When the Record’s first computer-
printer was purchased in 1983 (for 
the mailing list), his first question of 
the salesman was how to cut off the 
machinery if someone’s necktie got 
caught in the printer. “You cut it off 
over here,” the salesman said, point-
ing to the computer. “How do you 
cut it off over there if you’re caught 
over here?” he asked a little testily, 
pointing to the printer. The salesman, 
bewildered with the line of question-
ing, had no answer. 

On the old four-page press itself, 
sheets were laid flat on it, printed 
on one side and then flipped over en 
masse; one employee remembered 
trying to print and then flip too many 
at once (to save time), and instead 
tumbled — paper and all — through a 
nearby window. But for years, Robert 
M. kept the press rolling along, join-
ing in the clickity-clack of the lino-
type, the mechanical hand presses, 
and the thunks and thuds of the huge 
paper cutter. At length, after the build-
ing housing the Record had been 
added to twice, a new, 16-page Duplex 
flatbed press was installed in the very 
back of the building, and from Octo-
ber, 1955, until July, 1972 (when the 
paper moved to a new offset print-
ing process and began to be printed 

at a central plant) 
employees wrestled 
and sweated with 
the paper, the print-
ing and the press 
itself. All of them 
were glad to see it 
dismantled, espe-
cially glad to end 
the once-a-month 
delivery of four to 
six rolls of paper, 
each weighing a 
thousand pounds or 

more. All employees turned out for 
the deliveries, usually joined by a few 
on the street, to maneuver the rolls off 
Eddie Coppedge’s truck and into the 
building; and all of them at one time 
or another narrowly escaped serious 
injury doing it. 

For moving other equipment into 
the building — including the 16-page 
press from Charles Town, West Vir-
ginia — Currell relied on his right-
hand man, Lacy Bush, a farmer near 
Brown’s Store who had a truck big 
enough to haul it. If he had to have 
something shipped, he’d take care to 
order enough (even if there was no 
intention of ever using it) to avoid 
freight charges, as the company would 
usually pay the freight if the order 
was big enough. He paid his bills in 
cash to get a discount, and on the 5th 
of each month, without fail and with 
no interruption from his staff, he paid 
his monthly bills for the same reason. 
And, when he made up his mind on 
a major decision, it was invariably on 
a Tuesday, in the thick of getting the 
paper ready for press. 

Currell bought the paper in the 
Roaring 20s and managed it through 
the Depression, the end of the steam-
boat age, World War Two, the Cold 
War Era, the Civil Rights Movement, 
and the dawn of new technologies. 
From the paper’s start, columns writ-
ten by correspondents in specific 
locales were spread throughout the 
pages. The columns chronicled who’s 
in town, who’s sick, who’s visiting 
whom and especially in the early 
years more communally newsworthy 
events – what fish are running, who’s 
catching them, where crops are thriv-
ing, what roads are impassable, where 
storm damage occurred. Occasionally 
opinionated, they generally affirmed 
community pride. Over the years, as 
travel and communication became 
simpler and more effortless, the col-
umns grew fewer and more social in 
nature, continuing into the 1970s and 
1980s; a similar weekly column titled 
‘Colored News’ ran under that head-
ing well past the days of desegrega-
tion.

While the columns evolved with 
the times, in some ways the more 
things changed in the outside world 
the more they stayed the same at the 
Record. For six decades, Currell went 

Thanks to all who have shared photos and memories 
for this publication. Special thanks to Carroll Ashburn 

and the Kilmarnock Museum for assistance 
and the loan of several items. 

continued on page 8
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J. Emory Currell was born on February 27, 1896 (had it been two days later it’d have been on 
Leap Day) in an old farm house on Indiantown Farm in Weems, situated on 600 acres that had 
once been a part of King Carter’s estate. His brother Clifford was born two years later, but two 

years after that, in 1900, their father Elzye died of tuberculosis. Again two years later, their mother, 
Emma Hayward Currell, married Collin B. Smither. By then Emory was attending the Weems 
Graded School, a place he’d return to in not too many years to become its principal. When he was 
ready for high school (which he completed in three years since he’d received credit for some of the 
work done at Weems), he was obliged to travel to the distant village of White Stone. 

White Stone High School, itself begun only since 1909, had grown from nothing to being fully 
accredited by the time of Currell’s 1914 graduation, the building enlarging from three rooms to six in 
which all grade and high school work was done. His class of 1914 produced the school’s first annual, 
the Cat’s Paw, and since there were only five seniors that year, they each received a fair amount of 
attention. The producers of the Cat’s Paw poked gentle fun at themselves. 

The annual recounted Currell’s first year at White Stone (1911-12): “Weems had learned of the 
school, and sent one bashful boy here. You would scarcely recognize him now, but he gave his name 
as Emory Currell. He… came only for the day’s session, and could scarcely be persuaded to even 
stay for a drama or entertainment given by the school...” Getting there, and back, may have been one 
of the reasons. During his first year, he and a friend, Milton Cross, rode bikes and rowed boats to do 
it, cycling a couple of miles, taking their bikes with them in a boat up Carters Creek to Capt. Dump 
James’ landing near White Stone, and pedaling the rest of the way to classes. It was either that or 
walk, and they did it year ‘round. 

During his second and third years he went by himself, and in good weather rode one or another of 
the colts on the farm to get to school and back. “I rode one until it was good and broken in, then rode 
another,” he said. “I’ve had them throw me in every conceivable way, kick me, bite me...” He’s also 
told the story of falling asleep while returning home at night, waking up to find himself still on the 
horse and safe in his barn. In bad weather he boarded with Mrs. Fanny Adams in White Stone, whose 
son, Rob, was Emory’s best friend through high school. The two of them were inseparable, and the 
Cat’s Paw notes it a couple of times. During Lancaster County’s second annual School Fair, held on 
October 31, 1913, in Kilmarnock, White Stone High School took the grand prize in competition 
with schools at Irvington, Lancaster and Kilmarnock, most notably through the efforts of the senior 
class of Adams, Currell, Ida F. Tapscott, Isla B. Thompson, and Frances C. Treakle. “Shortly after 
this,” the annual notes, “the school decided to present a drama, and some of the principal actors had 
to come from the Senior Class, and the inseparable pair, Emory and Rob, ‘did the school proud’ with 
their histrionic ability.” Later, for another drama, “the inseparables... Rob and Emory, a second time 
ably showed their ability as players.” Currell, meanwhile, played on the basketball and tennis teams, 
was a star at pole vaulting during the school’s annual Field Day, and was president of the Athletic 
Department in his senior year. He had by now become “so enraptured with the school that it was 
very difficult for him to tear himself away even for the weekend.” And he’d become enraptured of a 
“Junior lass” (when he was a senior), Lucy Treakle. “Her steps he blushingly persues,” it states under 
his graduation picture, and the matter is alluded to, tongue in cheek, throughout the yearbook. 

But education was taken seriously too, and the school’s motto – “In ourselves our futures lie” – 
reflects it. Currell’s welcoming address at graduation noted that he and his classmates were now “on 
the road to being prepared to cope with the dangers and difficulties which beset every path of life.” 

Currell and Adams, the inseparables, soon separated. One of them lived about 80 years more, 
working in his chosen path; the other, tragically, lost his life in a few short years. Rob Adams was 
one of four Lancaster County casualties in the First World War, and Adams Post 86 of the American 
Legion is named in his honor.

The editor ready for action.  A secretary, Ellen Lee, for many years would compose news stories at the 
nearby typewriter while he dictated.

A young Emory Currell with a Scout troop in Kilmarnock.

Two long-time Record employees, W. H. “Shorty” 
McCrobie and Jean Dize, were present when the old 
Model 1 Linotype bought in 1925 was removed and 
donated to the Newseum in 1996.

by John C. Wilson

Early 20th-century living:
Life before the newspaper

through copy at an old roll-top desk that’s “older than I am, anyway,” he said 
in 1985. At that time he was 89 and embarking on his 59th year as the editor, 
owner and publisher. He still edited copy and read it over before and after it was 
set in type; still wrote headlines, decided on story and photo placement, proof-
read job work, established advertising rates, kept track of expenses, opened the 
mail, answered the phone, dealt with the public, and passed out the paychecks 
each Friday. His duration at the paper borders on a record for Virginia journal-
ism, almost matched by William Younger Morgan, who in 1879, at the age of 
13, became associated with the Northern Neck News when it was founded in 
Warsaw. Morgan was editor and publisher there by 1889 and remained so for 
60 more years, stepping down in 1949 when he turned the paper over to his 
grandson, Marshall Coggin. By that time Currell had been associated with the 
Record for 30 years, the last 22 as editor and owner.

Longevity at the paper was pervasive. Well before the new press arrived in 
1955 (making up his mind to buy it was one of those Tuesday decisions), he had 
gathered together staff members who remained with him for decades. Gilliam 
Lewis began in 1928, Robert M. Lee in 1937, and Shorty McCrobie – hired 
while still in high school to lay out the pages, help with the press run, deliver 
the paper, and operate the hand presses for job work – in 1945; all three con-
tinued working until at or near the times of their deaths in 1989, 1985, and 
1999 respectively. Currell’s sister, Emma Haislip, was a mainstay at the office 
towards the end of his long tenure. Her husband, Bill Haislip, succeeded Brain-
ard Edmonds (who’d been hired shortly after World War II as the paper’s first ad 
man), working as a salesman, pressman and later the staff photographer. Jean 
Dize, who compiled the popular Local News column every week, was the face 
of the front office from 1955 to 1994, along with Ellen Lee who served from 
1954 to 1982. Artist and compositor Ovid R. “Sonny” McCarty was well on his 
way to a similarly long career when his life was cut short in 1983. Even so he 
spent 27 of his 49 years at the Record. Several of them were offered better jobs, 
sometimes repeatedly; none left. Currell believed in his employees, and as long 
as work was caught up and done right he gave them free reign, allowing them to 
set their own patterns within deadlines and to find the best ways to do their jobs.

They often had other matters to tend. Gilliam played and coached in the old 
Chesapeake League in the 1930s, later was second baseman with a semi-pro 
Kilmarnock team, raised Britney spaniels, and created, participated in and pub-
licized the Lancaster County Field Trial Association. Shorty, a 40-year active 
member of the Kilmarnock Volunteer Fire Department, helped launch the Little 
League in 1953 and, after the demise of the Chesapeake League, put together a 
softball team in 1957 that four years later became the well-known, well-traveled 
and highly touted Texacos. Robert M., another lifetime KVFD member since 
1948 with stints as fire chief and president, spent 14 years on the Town Council 
and served on the Lancaster Wetlands Board.

Currell recruited most if not all of his co-workers into indulging in one of 

his great affections, an 18-foot inboard bought for $1,000 from then-Common-
wealth’s Attorney Garnett Mercer. It was “a nice, nice boat,” he said. “People 
on the water admired it when it went by.” He liked to run it full throttle. If 
he wasn’t “just running around doing nothing” in it, other than eating green 
apples, the boat was used for fishing and employees were more than once pulled 
from their jobs to fish with him (only to return that night to complete the work 
they’d missed as a result). When a former salesman paid a visit in the 1980s, he 
recalled the time Currell had taken him out and the motor had stopped, far from 
land. “But what he marveled at was I had gotten it started again,” Currell said, 
adding with a chuckle and a hint of sarcasm. “I was such a mechanic. I changed 
the spark plug. But yes, I gained quite a reputation.” 

His “greatest scare” came in the middle of the Chesapeake Bay one after-
noon, when the engine began to knock and grew worse until he finally elected to 
cut it off. The knocking continued — from a helicopter overhead. It was a sweet 
sound to the boater, who returned home relieved. He eventually sold the boat for 
$100 to someone who said he could repair and take care of it, but the boat had 
rotted out underneath the engine, couldn’t be repaired, and was burned. “It’s a 
damn good thing I sold it when I did,” he said.

1985 . . .
“What happened now, Shorty?”
 “Everything quiet, Mr. Currell.” 
For decades it was a twice-a-day dialogue, the greeting each morning and 

each afternoon after his lunch and nap at home, as he walked the length of the 
building from the parking lot in back, past the presses and linotypes to his roll-
top in the front office. That was when he was driven to work (he still renewed 
his driver’s license but didn’t use it). Otherwise he walked, and was a famil-
iar sight along Kilmarnock’s Main and Church streets. So was his light at the 
Record office each night – although he took care to turn the rest of the lights off, 
sometimes when they were still needed. His presence in town was an institu-
tion, not just at the Record but at Rotary meetings and his twice-a-week bridge 
games, another of his passions. So too was his poker-faced humor. When a 
paycheck for one of his 13 employees was inadvertently written for a sum in the 
thousands one week, instead of the hundreds as it should have been, he asked 
blandly, “Were they all that way?”

Every Tuesday night, after all the copy was set, proofed and corrected and 
the page lay-out process was well under way, he moved from his cluttered roll-
top, piled high with stacks of incoming copy, mail, newspapers, periodicals and 
crossword puzzles, to the production room. There, as he’d done for years, and 
as the layout continued, he read the new issue of the paper, page by mocked-up 
page. He favored one-column, two-line headlines, in the same font and of simi-
lar sizes, shorter articles beneath longer ones, lines along the columns and at 
the end of each news story – stylistic hangovers from the old hot-type printing 
techniques and limitations. As the layout loosened up and varied a bit – larger 
headlines spread across more columns more often, for example – he’d comment 

continued from page 7
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Because of family relationships and some shared 
ownership, the Record and the Southside Sentinel in 
Urbanna have been partners since 1966. We call our-
selves “sister” papers. The Record and Sentinel share 
news items of inter-
est from both sides 
of the Rappahan-
nock River and offer 
a discount to busi-
nesses that advertise 
in both papers.

In the 1970s and 
continuing into 
the early 1990s, 
the papers jointly 
published an insert 
in their Labor Day 
weekend issues 
titled “Summer-
time!” It promoted 
area boatbuilders, campgrounds and local activities 
designed for visitors. Today, several other supple-
ments to the papers continue to be produced jointly.

In 1993, as more and more visitors arrived and 

tourism became a 
major player in the 
local economy, the 
two papers launched 

a separate, sea-
sonal publication 
and named it “The 
Rivah Visitor’s 
Guide.” The news 
and advertising 
staff at each paper 
pitched in to create 
a unique guide to 
the Northern Neck 
and Middle Pen-
insula and a new 
issue appeared 
in June, July and 
August. It was, 
and remains, free 

to all. 
The popular guide is now published monthly, May 

through October, and is distributed to over 500 loca-
tions from the York to the Potomac.
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Fellow newspaper owner and U.S. Senator Harry F. Byrd 
greets Mr. Currell during a visit to Kilmarnock.

Emory Currell continued to edit news copy well into his 90s.

The War Years 
In 1914 Emory Currell left Weems for Charlottesville. He had been among the first in 

Lancaster County called up for the draft, but because of poor eyesight was classified 4-F. 
During his fourth year at the University of Virginia, though, having heard of an opening 
in UVA’s Base Hospital Unit No. 41, he found a way to skirt the obstacle that prevented 
his entering the war. He applied for the hospital unit position, and the night before the eye 
test obtained a copy of the eye chart, memorizing the sequence of letters. He rattled them 
off the next morning (his vision now perfect), much as he rattled them off nearly seven 
decades later in recounting the story.

So in February of 1918, a few months shy of being awarded a diploma but armed none-
theless with a certificate of graduation, Currell left UVA with the hospital unit. After a 
brief training period in South Carolina he was soon aboard a convoy of 14 boats for a two-
week journey across the Atlantic. His ship bore off to the north, above Ireland, and landed 
in northern England; a train whisked them south, and another boat took them across the 
channel to France. 

His unit was stationed in Paris, where he spent most of the next year, during the waning 
of the war. Base Unit No. 41 was encamped on the grounds of a girls’ school that had 
been transformed into a wartime hospital. Each ward consisted of several tents, and each 
of the tents held 50 patients or so. He was trained to be a ward master, but for a period of 
time assisted a doctor in holding patients while the wounds were dressed. When a position 
opened up he was transferred to it, only to have the doctor he had been assisting put in for 
his transfer back to him.

But in time they ran out of nurses and then doctors, and Currell was made one — 
“surgeon-in-chief of the ward,” he said dryly. “I dressed a wound a minute... more wounds 
than all the doctors in Lancaster County put together, I suppose. I never did see a doctor 
in that ward.” The wards continued to grow; more tents were added; some patients came 
in with a half dozen or more wounds each, and in assembly line fashion they were treated 
and dressed; cases he couldn’t handle were sent to the hospital; for assistants he used other 
patients who were able and who also were only too happy to help, since “if they helped 
me they didn’t have to go back to their duties,” he said. He never lost a patient, and was 
among the first to have an appendicitis victim up and walking within a couple of days. As 
a rule, he slept in the ward’s tents. He could hear the blows of war at night, the sounds of 
Big Bertha in the distance. For time off, his $30 per month pay (plus $3 for foreign duty) 
did not go far, often no further than a small French restaurant where he had spent nearly all 
of his first paycheck on a dinner, and where the owner had two daughters, 16 and 18, who 
were interested in learning English. 

As he lived in Paris at the end of the war to end all wars, he was in the middle of the 
Armistice announcement at the 11th hour of the 11th day of the 11th month in 1918, and 
the celebrations that followed. The memories flowed freely on each anniversary of the 
event, for with the Armistice came a lifting, world-wide, of a great and heavy weight. 
He’d known about it a day early, having run into a Frenchman on his way to report that 
the Armistice was to be signed the next day; he celebrated quietly that night and was 
confined to quarters the day of the signing, as were all enlisted men. But he got into Paris 

anyway, and on seeing his 
commanding officer on 
the streets he knew the 
quarantine had been lifted. 
“There were a few million 
other people” there too, he 
said. Crowds flooded the 
city, that day and on follow-
ing weekends, and waves 
of exuberance flooded the 
crowds. On one Sunday, 
he and two others jammed 
through the crowds about 
the Arch de Triumph, got 
to the outskirts and found 
themselves in the middle 
of a ring of women who 
surrounded soldiers and 
demanded kisses before let-
ting them out of the circle. 
In Paris, where had beat the 

heart of the war, these 
were boundlessly festive 
times. 

Because he remained 
in France for a few 
months after the signing 
– he couldn’t leave until 
all his patients could 
– he was there when 
President Wilson visited, 
and with friends scaled 
the side of a building 
to a third floor balcony 
to watch the event. “A 
couple of million people 
were waiting,” he said. 
“They all applauded us. 
We bowed.” 

Leaving France 
proved more difficult 
than getting there. While 
waiting to return home 
he had enlisted in the 
American University 
there with the under-
standing that when the orders came to sail he was to return to his company. When the 
orders did come, he missed a train connection, arriving at port just in time to miss his boat. 
Assigned to another unit, he was to wait indefinitely. Meanwhile, he lost his baggage, and 
on finally returning home “all I had I had on my back.” Nor did he get directly home: he’d 
put in for transportation back to Weems, but as he had enlisted in Charlottesville, Charlot-
tesville was where he was sent. 

“That was an accident,” he said of returning directly to UVA, but he used it to his advan-
tage. It was early June, 1919, when he reached Charlottesville and ran into someone who’d 
been in his unit in Paris and had returned a few weeks earlier, on the right boat. He had 
also enrolled back into school, and suggested Currell do the same, although final exami-
nations were imminent. UVA allowed him back in; essentially, the school was permitting 
him to walk rather blindly into the final exams. For one class, which he never attended, he 
couldn’t find a textbook until borrowing one from the professor the night before exams. 
He read the text and took the test, recalling one question which asked for the cause and 
effects of a war he had never heard of; but the questions were listed chronologically, and 
as he knew the general cause and effects of war during that time “I told him all about it,” 
whatever it was. He passed, received his diploma, and graduated in full before taking the 
last leg of his trip home.

At the time, automobiles – which were heavily advertised – had been around just long 
enough to create serious needs for a better road system, if for no other reason than to 
better accommodate buggies and cars on the same roadway. Currell had gotten his first car 
in 1914, just out of high school, and remembers well that the horse end of the horse and 
buggy was easily frightened. “When you met a buggy you didn’t know what was going 
to happen,” he said. He also recalls having to turn the car around in order to get up a hill, 
and back it up, since reverse offered more power. And, given what cars do to dirt roads 
(and, what the weather does to them after that), paving the highways and byways became 
increasingly important.

Roads weren’t the only big issue. Still, a considerable amount of news in the Rappahan-
nock Record each week came from local correspondents writing about their neighbor-
hoods, along the lines of this December 10, 1919 item: “We understand that a good friend 
of Emory Currell mistook his muscovy duck for a wild one during the past week and as a 
result crept down on him as it was swimming in the creek and wounded the bird severely.” 

For a couple of years after his return home, Currell was the principal of the school at 
Weems which he had attended as a boy. Following that he moved ‘up the county’ and for 
a few more years was principal of Litwalton High School. Later, in 1928, a year after he 
had left the educational field, he served as acting superintendent of schools from before 
graduation that spring until school commenced again in the fall. One of the certificates of 
graduation he signed in that position was for a young man who had also been one of his 
pupils. Gilliam Lewis would share much of Emory Currell’s next six decades, back home 
at the Record.

on it but begrudgingly let it pass. Usu-
ally.

Writer and historian James Whar-
ton – who, much to Currell’s chagrin, 
many years earlier had once rewritten 
a wedding announcement into a poem 
while filling in one week (the bride 
was flattered) – dropped by one after-
noon to see about having something 
he’d written printed at the Record. 
Both men were in their 80s and hard 
of hearing at that point, with strong 
personalities and unique brands of 
persistence. Gruff, prodding and 
stubborn come to mind. They sparred 
loudly for about 20 minutes over 
costs and timeframes, sometimes 
on entirely different pages from one 
another (a reporter at the time turned 
on a tape recorder and then left the 
room), ending matters unresolved 
but energized. The meeting was just 
round one.

Currell left his mark beyond the 
Northern Neck. A charter and long-
time member of both Rotary and 
American Legion, he was secretary 
of the county Democratic committee 
for many years, a past-president of 
the Kilmarnock Chamber of Com-
merce, and a charter member and past 
Director of the Virginia State Print-
ers Association. In 1953 (the Record 
won a Virginia Press award that year 
for excellence of display advertis-
ing), he was elected President of the 
Virginia Press Association, where he 
had already served as an officer and 
member of VPA’s Executive Commit-
tee. The major achievement during his 
term as President was the establish-
ment of Virginia Press Services — a 
profit-making subsidiary of VPA. “It 
was quite an accomplishment,” noted 
Ray Carlsen, VPA’s executive manager 
at the time. 

His life was one of accomplish-
ment too — of an unruffled perse-
verance day to day and year to year, 
always tempered with his wit. When a 
former business associate dropped by 
one 1985 morning he greeted Currell 
warmly on his arrival at work, talk-
ing to him while shaking his hand. He 
drew him a bit closer and spoke a bit 
louder while Currell eyed him a little 
blankly. 

“Do you know who I am?” he asked 
at length. 

“You mean you don’t know?” he 

responded. 
Within a few minutes he was seated 

in front of his cluttered roll-top, at 
work on another day in his 59th year at 
the paper, and the 89th year in his life. 
At the Rappahannock Record, it was 
business as usual, business as it always 
had been. It was business that contin-
ued on up to the time of his death, on 
August 1, 1993, at the age of 97.

. . . To the present
The growing size of the Record, the 

limitations of its 16-page press, and 
economics led to the end of in-house 
newspaper press runs in 1972. Even 
so, all of the inserting still had to be 
done by hand, and each Wednesday 
when the thousands of papers returned 
from the printing press in Fredericks-
burg, a half-dozen souls stationed 
themselves to package up the paper 
sections and inserts for mailing; 
another half dozen addressed, bun-
dled, wrapped and put the papers in 
postal bags; others ferried the papers 
from truck to inserting to mailing, and 

still others loaded up trucks and vans 
to deliver to stores and post offices. 
The hand-inserting lasted into the late 
1980s, when the printing plant took it 
over, but still papers are addressed and 
mailed out of the Record’s back room.  

The Record’s grown up with the 
community, from four pages and then 
16 to usually 30 or more each week, 
evolving as the area became more dis-
covered for its beauty, waters, lifestyles, 
tourist attractions, and idyllic locale for 
second homes and summer homes. It 
has the highest circulation in the North-
ern Neck (the press run is 7,000), and is 
dominated by local issues and advertis-
ing. In an era when nearly all newspa-
pers, daily and weekly, are corporation 
owned, the Rappahannock Record has 
been in the same family for the past 89 
years, reporting on living in the lower 
Northern Neck, reflecting the commu-
nity, and weathering the changes.

As printing moved from molten-
lead hot type and letterpress to offset 
and later to digital (though all forms, 
for a time, existed simultaneously), the 
Record stayed put, making additions 
and renovations to the building to 
accommodate the new technologies. 

During most of those changes, none-
theless, toward the close of the 20th 
century much remained at the Record 
as it had been years earlier. Gilliam 
Lewis, who’d begun on the Mer-
genthaler Model 1 linotype in 1928, 
was still setting his “lin ‘o type” on 
the Model 8 until his death in 1989; 
the room-sized machine clicked and 
clacked along all through the printing 
industry’s letterpress and offset eras. 
While the Record entered the com-
puter age and digital world, Shorty 
McCrobie, until his death in 1999, 
continued feeding the mechanical 
hand presses that lined one wall of the 
building, rolling out printed material 
one sheet at a time. Time-worn tech-
niques for printing, proofreading and 
publishing were as much in evidence 
as more modern methods. Walls and 
files were filled with memorabilia of 
the newspaper’s past. 

Significant renovations came in 
the late 1980s and into the 1990s. An 
upstairs that had been apartments and 
then storage was transformed into 
offices, a darkroom, bathrooms and a 
kitchen, and downstairs the spaces that 
housed hand presses and linotypes 

yielded to accommodate advertising, 
production and circulation needs. The 
original 2,300-pound Model 1 lino-
type – in service at the Record from 
1925 to 1966 – rested next to the still 
operable Model 8 for another 30 years 
until finding a lasting home in 1996, 
when the Record donated it to the 
new Newseum in Arlington (now in 
Washington, DC). A dominating geo-
desic sphere at the original Newseum 
displayed the names of all daily news-
papers in the world and one weekly, 
the Rappahannock Record, due to the 
linotype donation.

J. Emory Currell’s daughter, Bettie 
Lee, and her husband, Fred Gaskins, 
began more hands-on management 
of the Record in the late 1980s as Mr. 
Currell’s health began to decline. They 
saw through the renovations and have 
managed the paper since then, formally 
turning it over to their daughters, Susan 
Simmons and Kate Oliver, earlier this 
year. The Gaskinses also own the 
Southside Sentinel in Urbanna, where 
son Joseph works with a well-seasoned 
team of staff members, not unlike the 
Record over the past century.

In other words, longevity has con-
tinued, by and large. I was an anomaly, 
editor for a mere 14 of my 20 years at 
the Record, and Bob Mason who fol-
lowed is at the 14-year mark already and 
going strong. Lisa Hinton-Valdrighi, 
the Record’s senior reporter today, was 
there for my whole tenure, and Audrey 
Thomasson’s about 10 years in. Henry 
Lane Hull has been writing his Excerpts 
column 51 weeks a year for the past 32 
years, since March of 1984. In produc-
tion and advertising, Gloria Bosher, 
KC Troise and Marilyn Bryant all have 
three decades or more behind them. So 
did Anna Harrison and Wayne Smith 
before retiring earlier this year. 

Ink gets into veins. Employees and 
employers tend to stay.

A hundred years in, the trend contin-
ues. 

Former editor and author John C. 
Wilson wrote much of this article in 
1985 recounting J. E. Currell’s then 
59 years at the helm of the Record, 
and much of the paper’s history. He 
graciously agreed to update that story 
for inclusion in this 100th anniversary 
issue. Wilson is the author of “Virginia’s 
Northern Neck, A Pictorial History,” 
now in its seventh printing.
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Christ Church Parish Episcopal 
Church is celebrating its 350th anni-
versary this year and, although not 
formally part of the event, an ances-
tor of one of the church’s early rectors 
came to worship on Sunday, July 31, 
and commemorated the church’s long 
history.

A while back, Nigel Mac-Fall of 
Middlesex, England, which is today 
part of London, was researching his 
genealogy and discovered one of his 
ancestors, Duell Pead, was a rector in 
Middlesex County, Virginia.

“It will amuse you to know when I 
started researching the history of my 
ancestor, ‘Middlesex’ kept coming 
up,” he said Sunday during the 
10:30 a.m. worship service. “I knew 
Duell Pead had been a minister in a 
church in London, and London is in 
Middlesex, but I couldn’t understand 
the many references to baptizing 
Negroes and being paid in tobacco. 
Then the penny dropped, this isn’t the 
County of Middlesex in England, but 
Middlesex County in Virginia. 

“After that things got really excit-
ing,” he said. “When I found out it 
was Middlesex, Virginia, I looked to 
see if the church was still in existence 
and I could hardly believe it. When I 
Googled it—it came up!”

After this discovery, Mac-Fall con-
tacted Christ Church verger Grace 
Parker and they began communicat-
ing, which eventually led to Mac-
Fall’s visit on Sunday. 

Mac-Fall’s research led to a discov-
ery of a 17th-century portrait (circa 
1661) of Duell Pead as a youngster. 
He obtained a copy and gave it to the 
Christ Church Parish. The church had 
it framed and it now hangs on the wall 
in the parish hall building.

Mac-Fall also presented a silver 
plate to the church with Pead’s name 
and his years of service inscribed. “It 
is such a privilege to come and wor-
ship with you today,” he said. “And, 
in the same building that my ancestor 
was minister. I have a feeling times 
here then were a little rougher than 
what they are today.”

Interim church rector Rev. Stuart 

For the fifth summer, “Impact Virginia” volunteers were in Middlesex, Essex and King and Queen counties last week on a construction mission sponsored through a partnership between Mid-Tidewater Baptist Associa-tion of Virginia Inc. and the Baptist General Association of Virginia.
Crews of teenage workers and adults worked at nine houses, making repairs for those who could not afford to have them done.
The mercury crested 90 degrees by 11 a.m. on July 25, and Impact workers were removing shingles from the home of Sarah Stokes of the Urbanna area.
“It’s wonderful,” said Stokes. “God blessed me really good with these folks because I can’t afford a roof right now.” 
Stokes said some of the shingles on the 23-year-old roof flapped when the wind blew hard. 
“They are a Godsend to me,” Stokes said. “I hope the Lord will bless them and keep them safe.” 
While one crew worked on the roof, others worked below and served as the ground crew for the roofers. 
“We just painted her shed and had fun doing it,”said Alex Cardwell of King George, who is on her first Impact Virginia mission. 
Her friend Makala Richards of Ferry Farm Baptist Church in Fredericksburg was on her second Impact Virginia mission. “We’re chang-ing people’s lives,” said Richards.
Her fellow workers got a laugh when Makala touched her hand to her forehead and left white paint between her eyebrows, which she didn’t real-ize she had done. “You have a unibrow,” one of them joked.
Adult leader Molly Richards, Makala’s mother, said there was a last minute opening that allowed her to participate in her second Impact Vir-ginia mission. “We’re so happy to get the chance to come and help,” said Molly. “It’s very important to give time to God and our community and serve others who need help. He’s blessed us with so much, and we want to repay Him by ministering to others.”
Danny Adams, a youth director at Virginia Hills Baptist Church in 

The Middlesex Water Author-
ity (MWA) has been granted a loan 
application extension while it reviews 
and negotiates with the proposing 
contractor for a central water system 
to serve parts of Deltaville, states an 
MWA press release.

The Virginia Department of Health 
granted the extension on acceptance 
of its low-interest loan offer through 
the Drinking Water State Revolving 
Loan Fund to allow additional time 
for contract negotiations between the 
MBA and Sydnor-Bowman, states 
the release from MWA director Matt 
Walker.

The MWA has been in negotiations 

Josh Holmes Memorial Highway dedicated
by Tom Chillemi

Englishman’s research turns into 
historical gem for Christ Church 

Nigel Mac-Fall (above) recently learned that his ancestor, Duell Pead, served as rector of Christ Church Parish in Middlesex from 1683-1690. Mac-Fall began corresponding with church verger Grace Parker and recently donated a copy of a childhood portrait of Pead to the church. Mac-Fall came from England to visit Christ Church Parish on Sunday, July 31.                                                         (Photo by Larry Chowning)

 by Larry Chowning

Middlesex Water Authority loan 
application extension is granted

with Sydnor-Bowman throughout the 
month of July. 

A letter has been sent to those who 
have signed up to be on the water 
system, notifying them of the exten-
sion.

Originally, Sydnor-Bowman offi-
cials said the proposed water system 
needed 614 customers, but only 424 
signed up through the half-price 
signup period during the summer of 
2015. 

The sign-up incentive was extended 
for 4 months to June 3, 2016, but this 
attracted only 42 more new custom-
ers—giving a total of 466 total cus-
tomers—148 shy of the goal.

Volunteers with Impact Virginia made the area a better place through their week-long mission to repair houses for the needy. Above, a roof is replaced on a home near Urbanna. 
                                                                   (Photo by Tom Chillemi)

Putting faith into action
by Tom Chillemi

(See Minister, Page A8)

(See Baptists, Page A8)

To further honor the late Joshua 
Holmes, the first African-American 
elected sheriff of Middlesex County, 
Oakes Landing Road (Route 618) 
has been designated as “The Joshua 
Holmes Memorial Highway.” 

On June 7 the Middlesex Board of 
Supervisors approved a resolution des-
ignating the road in Holmes’ honor.

The actual name of the road will 
remain Oakes Landing Road and its 
residents will not have to change their 
addresses. 

On August 2 the sign was unveiled 
by Holmes’ daughters Julia Holmes 
Graham and Hallie Holmes with 
nearly 40 well-wishers in attendance, 
including members of the Middlesex 
county Board of Supervisors.

The road intersects Route 33 at 
Saluda and goes past the Historic 
Middlesex Courthouse and sheriff’s 
office, which was Holmes’ headquar-
ters when he served as sheriff from 
1978-1983. Holmes served the unex-
pired term of another sheriff (Ryland 
Hall) and was elected in 1979. 

Stories abound of Holmes’ strength 
and how he fearlessly walked alone 
into tense situations armed with his 
knock-out punch.

Holmes is the only African-Ameri-
can whose portrait hangs in the meet-
ing room of the Historic Middlesex 
Courthouse, alongside former pillars 
of the community.

Pinkie Holmes, who spearheaded On Tuesday, August 2, the sign designating Oakes Landing Road as “The Joshua Holmes Memorial Highway” was unveiled by Holmes’ daughters Julia Holmes Graham and Hallie Holmes, who are pictured above standing to the right of the sign post. Assisting them is Middlesex County Sheriff David Bushey.                                                                                                                                                                      (Photo by Tom Chillemi)
(See Holmes, Page A2)

A 50-year partnership

continued from page 8
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Over a century, the Rappahannock 
Record and the Northern Neck have 
gone through some significant changes. 

Technology has changed the face of the news-
paper and added many conveniences to our 
lives. Virginia’s segregation laws were struck 
down, the economy began to rely more on tour-
ism than agriculture and seafood and the auto-
mobile opened doors to the world. 

At the same time, some of the charm of living 
in a rural community faded over the years.

“There used to be a lot more for kids to do 
around here like movie theaters, drive-in the-
ater and skating rinks,” said Robert Booth, 
whose family has operated W.F. Booth and Son 
on Main Street in Kilmarnock for four genera-
tions. Of course, there used to be a lot more 
children around, too, he added. 

The Record made its debut in the romantic 
era of steamboats running up and down our 
rivers. The nation was on the cusp of an indus-
try that would transform our way of living—
the automobile—with Henry Ford introducing 
the Model T just eight years earlier. But on the 
Northern Neck, most folks still traveled by 
steamboat to places like Baltimore for shop-
ping. There were floating banks and a floating 
theater. Residents used the family skiff to cross 
the creek to visit friends or go on dates.

In a 2007 interview with a former Kilmar-
nock mayor and onetime ad salesman for the 
Record, the late Brainard Edmonds reminisced 
about the floating theater.

“My parents took me aboard Capt. Jim 
Adams’ Floating Theater…to see the play ‘The 
Sweetest Girl in Dixie’,” he said. He recalled 
that Edna Ferber spent a week researching her 
book, Show Boat, on board the theatrical barge 
in 1926.  

The steamboats brought vacationers who dis-
covered the area’s natural beauty along miles 
of shoreline. They stayed at beachfront accom-
modations and enjoyed the many activities of 
small town living, much as they do today.

In 1916, William and Grace Culver pur-
chased the site of an abandoned menhaden 
factory and steamboat wharf on White Stone 
Beach. They converted it into a dance pavil-
ion, built a restaurant and added a number of 
cottages for summer guests. They revived the 
old hotel on the hill overlooking the beach and 
booked big-named bands for the dance pavil-
ion, making White Stone Beach the focal point 
of seasonal recreational activities for the area 
through the 1960s.

“I went every Saturday night,” said Booth 
of his young adult life in the 60s. “The restau-

rant had the best seafood. The dance pavilion 
started up about 8 o’clock to midnight. Then 
we’d go to (William) Crosbys (on Route 3 
between White Stone and Kilmarnock) for 
fried chicken. He didn’t open until 9 p.m. and 
stayed open ‘till sunrise.”

A bit down river on Mosquito Point, another 
popular dance hall was rocking well into the 
early morning hours for young black couples, 
according to Frank and Geraldine Galloway. 
On the same cove of the Rappahannock River 
as the pavilion, that little corner of the North-
ern Neck was filled with loud and lively music.  

In 1916, the Rappahannock Record started 
up in the same building it is in today—27 
North Main Street, Kilmarnock. 

“The Record production was in the back 
on the first floor and there were apartments 
above,” Booth recalled of the 1950s. “Mr. Cur-
rell’s office was in the front, right room. He 
was often asleep with his back to the door. He 
didn’t like anyone waking him up.” 

Booth’s grandfather rented a space in the 
building. “My grandparents didn’t get along. 
So my grandfather (W.F. Booth) rented space 
across from Mr. Currell’s office for a second-
hand mercantile shop, while my grandmother 
(Cloe) ran the furniture store across the street.” 

Fire of ’17
Eight months into the Record’s production, 

events played out that may have changed the 
course of history, not just for the newspaper, 
but for the lower Northern Neck’s commercial 
center as well.

In those days, Irvington was the center of 
commerce. There was an ice cream parlor, 
roller-skating rink, opera house, power plant 
and canning, bottling, fish and shirt factories. 

Irvington wharf was a primary stop for 
steamboats, making it the logical spot for agri-
culture and seafood products going out and 
supplies coming in. The area’s abundant crops 
of fresh and canned tomatoes as well as local 
oysters, crabs and other seafood were shipped 
from the wharf to markets all along the eastern 
seaboard.

On Monday, June 18, 1917, all of that 
changed.

A fire broke out in the untended engine room 
of the power plant on Steamboat Road. In just 
two hours the flames took down the offices of 
the Record’s competitor and the state’s largest 
newspaper, the Virginia Citizen, along with 
eight other businesses close to the wharf. Lost 
to the flames were Lancaster National Bank, 
several medical offices, Gunby’s store, the 

Opera House and the post 
office. Since men were at 
work, it was the women who 
formed the bucket brigade 
and eventually put out the 
fire, saving several busi-
nesses and homes.

But the Citizen stopped 
publishing and the com-
mercial center shifted to 
Kilmarnock.

1920s prosperity
In 1920, passage of the 

19th amendment gave 
women the right to vote. 
The automobile was bring-
ing new freedom as well, 
and women shed their cor-
sets, raised their hemlines 
and bobbed their hair. They 
began moving into busi-
ness, not just as secretaries, 
but opening shops such as 
Mary Kirson with Kirson’s 

Department Store in Kilmarnock and Heaths-
ville. Bold women like Helen Flowers Davis 
took over her family’s business, The Planing 
Mill, while Bertha Norris Bonner opened the 
first florist shop in Kilmarnock.

In the decade before the stock market crash, 
the local economy thrived. Some 30 local 
corporations were chartered, including five 
automobile companies, several new banks, 
the Kilmarnock Candy Company, Kilmar-
nock Theatre Corporation, several construc-
tion companies, a variety of seafood, general 
merchandise, retail and clothing stores as well 
as an entertainment business that provided 
movies, vaudeville, poolroom, bowling alleys 
and soda fountains. 

Ferry service was the only way across the 
lower Rappahannock River. If you missed the 
last ferry of the evening, you had to drive to 
Tappahannock/Warsaw to cross on a two-vehi-
cle platform towed by a boat before the Down-
ing Bridge was built in 1927.   

While big cities were glowing from Thomas 
Edison’s invention of the incandescent light 
bulb and power utilities, electricity was slow 
to come to the Northern Neck. Without power, 
there was no air conditioning or fans. People 
headed to the beach for relief.

Camp meetings were popular, like the 
10-day religious revival camp on the beach at 
Wharton Grove in Weems. Wharton’s camps 
ended in 1927, after the death of H. M Whar-
ton. Camp meetings also fell victim to better 
transportation and bigger churches with more 
church sponsored events, eliminating the need 
for revival-type meetings.

Storm of ’33
The 1930s provided a great many changes 

for the Northern Neck. The hurricane that hit 
in August 1933 was called the Storm of  ’33. It 
destroyed all of the wharfs and put the steam-
boats out of business.  Automobiles and truck-
ing evolved as the main form of transporting 
people and goods.

New federal programs designed to end the 
Depression brought some positive changes. 
The first electrical lines for rural areas were 
approved in 1935 under President Franklin 
Roosevelt, and by spring of 1938, 140 miles 
of power lines began lighting up the Northern 
Neck. 

If you weren’t a waterman, and even if you 
were, farming seemed to be a part of most peo-
ple’s lives.

Dr. Morgan E. Norris was the area’s only 
black doctor. He was also into farming, accord-
ing to his son, Dr. James E.C. Norris. 

“My dad believed that boys should work. He 
had a farm and he also farmed other people’s 
land,” said Dr. James Norris, who was out there 
farming with his dad. 

It was a time when farm families pulled 
together to help each other out. Men went 
from farm to farm to help each other harvest 
the crop. Corn-husking parties were one way 
everyone celebrated a good crop.

By the 1930s, citizens recognized the value 
of tourism to the economy and increased 
events and accommodations to attract visitors. 
Irvington Beach Hotel and White Stone Beach 
hotel accommodated 105 and 80, respectively, 
while Wharton Grove Hotel took in another 50 
guests. The overflow found rooms in private 
residences. 

A popular attraction for residents was 
Kilmarnock’s Fairfax Theatre (now the Sports 
Centre) where folks could enjoy a movie or the 

Through highs and lows, 
time and the Record travel on

Information in the following article was gathered from John Wilson’s book, Vir-
ginia’s Northern Neck: A Pictorial History; Carolyn Jett’s history book, Lancaster 
County Virginia: Where the River meets the Bay; James E.C. Norris, M.D.’s book, 
Fight on My Soul; the Rappahannock Record, museum records and the long memo-
ries of residents whose families settled here generations ago. 

 
by Audrey Thomasson

Among the favorite events in Lancaster 
County of 100 years ago or so, were the 
annual Wharton Grove camp revival 
meetings. Begun in 1893 and continu-
ing until 1927, they attracted people to 
Weems from all over the Chesapeake Bay 
area. Some came for religious purposes, 
others for social ones. The founder’s son, 
James Wharton, wrote years after Whar-
ton Grove’s closing that “It was carnival 
time laced with sermons, hymns and good 
old time gospel fellowship.” As many as 
10,000 people attended the meetings each 
year, many arriving by water to tie up at 
Wharton Grove’s quarter-mile pier on the 
Rappahannock River.

Depending on the size of the vessel, steamboats could have 
12 to 50 crew members. Jobs included captain, clerks, pilots, 
engineers, boatswain mates, stewards, cooks, barkeepers, 
barbers, waiters, firemen and deckhands. Courtesy of the Steamboat 
Era Museum

Wharton Grove

Gathering for the Wharton Grove Camp Meeting, pictured from the 
steamer Mobjack.

The tree-shaded cottages at Wharton Grove.9

The James Adams Floating Theater, launched in 1914, brought stage productions to 
communities around the bay. Courtesy of the Steamboat Era Museum

Young boys race a steamboat on the river. Courtesy of the Steamboat Era MuseumYY



occasional live performance up until it closed 
in 1989. African-Americans were not admitted 
until the 1960s, so many went to White Stone’s 
movie house where they could watch from the 
balcony.

“Movies ran two nights,” said Booth of Fair-
fax. “If you paid for the first night, you got in 
free the second night.” There was also a draw-
ing for a cash prize. But you had to be there if 
your name was drawn. Otherwise, you couldn’t 
collect. Several local businessmen contributed 
to the theater to keep it open for the commu-
nity, he added.

1940s
World War II dominated much of the 1940s, 

with young adults going off to war while 
those at home dealt with food rationing. But 
they also became part of the effort to salvage 
things that could be used to make explosives. 
A grease collecting can became a staple in 

every kitchen. Also collected, tin cans, alumi-
num foil—anything metal was flattened and 
saved for the metal collector. In July 1942, the 
Record reported that local citizens had col-
lected 63 tons of rubber.

Prior to the war, the Northern Neck had 
begun to decline as a farming community.  
In 1940, farming was no longer the principal 
occupation of local citizens. There were only 
700 farm dwellings in Lancaster and 1,183 in 
Northumberland. About 80% lacked running 
water while 86% had no bathtub or shower; 
90% had no telephone; 43% no radio or auto-
mobile; and 74% were still without electricity.  

The area had fallen behind the rest of the 
country in terms of progress and conveniences. 
There were pockets of extreme poverty. The 
area had one of the highest infant mortality 
rates in the state. In Lancaster, the number of 
tomato canneries went from over 50 prior to 
the war, down to 15 soon after, with only three 
remaining by the 1970s as the industry shifted 
to California’s fertile soil.

One bright spot of the decade was the addi-
tion of The Tides Inn resort on Carters Creek, 
which brought fame and more vacationers to 
the area, creating some much needed jobs. 

Fire of ’52
At about 2 a.m. on Saint Patrick’s Day, 1952, 

the Hazel Building on Main Street caught fire. 
Gale-force winds raging outside fanned the 
flames which jumped the street when one side 
of the building fell away onto Main Street, 
igniting several shops across the way.

“The buildings on the east side shared one 
common attic and roof,” said Booth. All the 
buildings on the east side of the street from 
Church Street north caught fire. “All the way to 
the grocery store next to our shop,” he added. 

Lester Brent Jr., of Lester’s Barbershop in 
Kilmarnock, said he was a boy at the time and 
could see the fire from his bedroom window. 
“Guys played poker upstairs in the old hotel 
till late at night.” While the cause was never 
determined, Brent speculated it could have 
been started by a cigar left behind by one of 
the players.

Eleven businesses were destroyed. Flames 
were visible in Reedville and the fire’s glow 
could be seen from the Downing Bridge in 
Tappahannock. Volunteer fire departments all 
the way to Callao responded.

“We didn’t have a bridge then, so Middlesex 
couldn’t respond,” said Booth. After the fire, 
town officials decided to move all the burnt-
out buildings on the east side of North Main 
Street 15 feet back, which was easy to do since 
most shops were destroyed. However, W.F. 
Booth’s furniture store had survived the fire. 

“They used convicts to remove the front 15 
feet of the store…and build another 15 feet 
onto the back,” said Booth. 

The move not only straightened out Main 
Street, it also widened the roadway. With the 
town rebuilding, the Record, which was not 
damaged in the fire, added a brick facade to 
the building.

Another big event of the 50s, was the open-
ing of the Robert O. Norris Jr. Memorial 
Bridge in 1957, linking Middlesex and Lan-
caster counties and further opening the door to 
new opportunities.

Civil rights and social changes
World War II, which had blacks and whites 

sacrificing their lives on the battlefields, 
brought an awareness to the injustice of seg-
regation. 

However, when the troops returned, segrega-
tion laws were still in effect, including separate 
schools for white and black children.

At one point, A.T. Wright High School 
for black students (1919-1959) was the only 
accredited high school in Lancaster County. 
Morgan E. Norris Graded School (1933-66) 
was built under the leadership of Dr. Morgan 
E. Norris, who also took out a personal loan 
to complete the school after the county school 
board refused to contribute the needed fund-
ing. The Record’s front page headline for Sep-
tember 13, 1928, read: “$5000 drive now on 
for colored school.”

The late J. Allen Ball began his career in 
1952 as teacher/principal of the two-room 
Merry Point School for African-American 
children. When asked in an interview if the 
school had running water, he replied, “Oh, yes. 
Every day I ran outside to the pump in the yard 
and then ran back in with the pail of water.”   

While black schools may not have had run-
ning water, in many cases their teachers were 
more qualified than at white schools. 

Dr. James Norris verified that during his 
school years, all the teachers at A.T. Wright 
and Norris elementary had college degrees.

Current Lancaster County supervisor Wally 
Beauchamp grew up at the same time in Callao. 

“My mother taught in Northumberland 
County schools for 41 years, but didn’t gradu-

ate from college. She did have a teaching cer-
tificate,” he explained. “None of my teachers 
from first through the seventh grade were col-
lege graduates.”

Once formed as one school division, Lan-
caster and Northumberland split during deseg-
regation. They were the last two districts to 
integrate in Virginia, becoming fully integrated 
in January 1970.

Current Lancaster County supervisor and 
board chairman William Lee remembers 
attending Lancaster High in 1968 and 1969 
under partial integration, when only a few 
black students were allowed to enroll. After 
attending Norris Elementary and Brookvale 
High School, he was one of the students 
assigned to Lancaster High for his junior and 
senior years. 

“Nobody gave me any trouble. There weren’t 
that many black students at Lancaster under 
that system,” Lee noted.

Prosperity returns 
The 1970s and 1980s brought prosperity 

back to the area when waterfront property 
prices began escalating. Land valued at $360 in 
1956 jumped to $40,200 in 1983 and $130,200 
by the year 2000.  The population grew and so 
did income, with Lancaster County ranked the 
11th highest county in the nation in terms of 
dividend income in 1999.

Facilities for an aging community began 
cropping up. The addition of Bon Secours/
Rappahannock General Hospital in the mid-
1970s and several retirement facilities, estab-
lished the area as the place for retirees to live 
out their golden years.

About the same time, tourism was growing 
and retirees were moving in; the dance halls, 
movie theaters, drive-ins and skating rinks 
vanished. 

Those features have been replaced with all 
the amenities that Belle Isle State Park has 
to offer, plus area festivals, parades, farm-
ers’ markets, and a variety of entertainment 
venues. The annual Kilmarnock Volunteer Fire 
Department’s Firemen’s Festival continues to 
draw folks for 9 days every summer.

While area museums satisfy visitors’ nos-
talgia for the good ol’ days, evolving tourism 
trails focus on wine, oysters, cycling, boating, 
antiques and shopping. 

The newspaper industry has seen many 
publications fold since the emergence of the 
internet and social media. But through all the 
changes, good and bad, linotype to digital, 
newsprint to smart phone, citizens have con-
tinued to rely on the Rappahannock Record 
for accurate reporting of community news, in 
print and on the web.

“I love the paper, the staff,” said Beauchamp. 
“It’s great to walk in the office and hear ‘Hey, 
Wally, how are you?’ I send the paper to friends 
and potential property buyers and they all say, 
‘This is a wonderful, rural, hometown paper.’”
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At 12-years-old, Lester Brent 
Jr. was delivering newspapers. In 
high school, “Mr. Currell gave me 
a job at the Rappahannock Record. 
I worked after school. I ran the 
presses. Well, all but the linotype. 
Mr. Lewis wouldn’t let me run that.”

From 1951-54, Brent worked two 
hours in the afternoon on Mondays 
and eight and a half hours on Tues-
days and Wednesdays, staying until 
11 p.m. to get the paper printed. 
“Thursday and Friday, we ran sta-
tionery and on Saturday we cleaned 
up,” he said.

“I was hired by Mr. Currell at 
$15 a week. But during the summer 
I worked full time for the same 
amount as some of the others, $35 a 
week.” He guesstimated circulation 
in those days at about 2,000. Brent’s 
other after-school jobs included 
lawn mowing, working at his 
father’s pool hall next door to the 
Record office, and at the gas station 
on weekends.Lester Brent chats with customer Peter Epp. 

Photo by Audrey Thomasson

After-school job at the Record

Grocery shopping ad from the April 14, 
1932, Rappahannock Record:

Ads for groceries included the fol-
lowing items for the nine Nation-Wide 
stores operated by R.M Sanders and G.R. 
Dunton Jr.,White Stone; A.E. Haydon, 
Irvington; A. Noblett, Kilmarnock; H.U. 
Dunaway, Lively; H.E. Dunaway, Otto-
man; C. H. Doggett, Nuttsville; J.L. Corn-
well, Lancaster; and Pearson & Bittner, 
Weems.

This Afro-American Fair advertisement appeared in a 1959 
edition of the Rappahannock Record.

After the Virginia General Assembly passed the Massenberg Act 
in March, 1926, “requiring the separation of the white and colored 
persons at…places of public entertainment and public assem-
blages,” local physician, Dr. Morgan Norris, gathered a group of 
black leaders and organized the Afro-American Fair on property at 
Route 3 and Pinckardsville Road. 

The fair continued for three days every fall from 1927-59. 
People filled the grandstand to watch harness racing, pig chases, 
foot races, potato races, shooting matches, mule races, merchant 
exhibits, crafts, cooking and canning with awards for all the win-
ners. There was also an education day.

“I remember it was always really crowded,” said Dr. Norris’s 
son, Dr. James E.C. Norris. Young Norris especially enjoyed the 
merry-go-round and other rides. “It was a marvelous event. We 
looked forward to it every year.”

Joe Curry remembered the year the elder Dr. Norris was upset 
with the condition of the track for harness racing. “No one had 
dragged the track,” said Curry. “We got a hold of Sweet Potato 
Butler, who worked for the highway department, and he dragged 
that track with highway equipment. We’d probably go to jail if we 
did that today.”

The Afro-American Fair

The R.H. Chilton car dealership on Main 
Street, Kilmarnock, ca 1910.

Ferry boats in Irvington, circa 1930.

Lou Baker, a familiar sight in 
Kilmarnock until he was struck by a 
car and killed in 1980.

James Wharton, son 
of the Wharton Grove 
founder, entertains 
on the piano.

Steamboat Potomac at Irvington dock.
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The Rappahannock Record 
debuted in 1916 during the 
pinnacle point of the seafood 

and agriculture industry.
Throughout the years, the sea-

food and agriculture industries have 
changed due to modern advance-
ments, but sadly, the industries are 
not as popular as they once were; 
new jobs came into town and interest 
went elsewhere. 

However, like the Record, many 
seafood houses and farms have 
passed through the family from gen-
eration to generation. 

People of the Northern Neck have 
also seen a great deal of change with 
the area’s infrastructure and daily 
living in the time span of a century.

Seafood 
The seafood industry has always 

been a significant contributor to the 
economy in the Northern Neck. 

Former editor of the Rappahan-
nock Record John Wilson wrote in 
his book Virginia’s Northern Neck: 
A Pictorial History,  that “the age-
old oystering, crabbing, and fishing 
industries are as vital now as they 
have been for centuries.” 

Reedville became the center for 
the menhaden industry. The Morris 
Fish Factory was one of the first in 
the area to process the small bony 

This circa 1959 photo shows a Northumberland County harvest operation. 
Photo from the Rappahanock Record files

The East Hampton was part of the local menhaden fleet in the 1920s. 
Courtesy of the Reedville Fishermen’s Museum

Seafood and agriculture make the news
by Madison White Franks

fish into fertilizer, oil, and meal for 
poultry. 

“The way of catching the menha-
den has changed, improved, and has 
been modified. It is more efficient 
now,” said Wendell Haynie who 
was in the industry for 18 years. 
“The most innovative invention in 
the industry was the spotter planes. 
The nets have changed, the purse 
boats changed, everything has gotten 
bigger and better. It has been a big 
change but it was sort of a gradual 
change than what it was one-hundred 
years ago and the scope of the indus-
try has changed. It used to be thou-
sands of people working with menha-
den but now it’s only a few hundred.” 

“There is only one fish factory in 
existence now and that is 103 years 
old and that’s Omega right here,” said 
Donald George. 

“I think 1912 was the heyday for 
menhaden fishing — big houses, big 
boats, and automobiles being bought. 
At one time there were 18 factories 
on this creek [in Reedville],” said 
George. 

Haynie indicated the industry now 
is more environmentally friendly 
than it used to be due to the modern 
advancement in technology.  

“There’s always someone making 
money from working on the water 
but it’s not as many as it used to be,” 

said Haynie. 
The oystering industry has not 

been as successful as it seems to be 
today. As indicated in Carolyn Jett’s 
book Lancaster County Virginia: 
Where the River meets the Bay, in 
the 20th century, oyster populations 
varied from decade to decade. 

In 1959, more than a million bush-
els of Chesapeake Bay oysters died 
within a few months time due to 
a parasite-borne disease known as 
MSX. 

“Oystermen were hard-hit by this 
disaster. Throughout the Chesapeake 
Bay area, the catch in 1960 was nine 
million pounds less than the aver-
age catch in the previous 10 years, 
and totaled only 41% of the catch in 
1908,” Jett wrote. 

Tommy Kellum of W.E. Kellum 
Seafood in Weems indicated that 
when his grandfather, Ellery, and his 
uncle Joe ventured into the oyster 
business, they collected scrap iron 
from menhaden boats and took it to 
Richmond to get it turned into mate-
rials for the new oyster plant. 

“My grandmother Rubinette also 
deserves a lot of credit for being right 

with them when they began the busi-
ness on the administrative and finan-
cial side of things,” said T. Kellum. 

He also indicated that the regula-
tory side of the industry is the most 
difficult hurdle.

“In the 1990s, the Northern Neck 
oyster industry was decimated, leav-
ing only a few plants,” said T. Kellum. 

In a Rappahannock Record article 
dated January 22, 1925, “one oyster 
in a shipment from Irvington to Bal-
timore caught the attention of the one 
who received it. The oyster measured 
eight inches in length, and was six 
inches wide. It weighed over four 
pounds, and when shucked, the meat 
weighed more than a pound.” 

In November 2015, VAOyster-
Country.com conducted a contest to 
find the region’s largest oyster. Com-
mercial waterman John Balderson 
of Mathews brought in a 11.25-inch 
oyster. 

Within the crabbing industry, the 
way crabs are caught has changed. 
Before crabpots were invented in 
Northumberland by Benjamin Frank-
lin Lewis in 1928, shellfish trotlines 
were used. Wilson writes “today’s 

designs vary with people who make 
them but they all look the same, 
made and braced with wire and pre-
served from rusting with the place-
ment of zinc bar inside them. Crabs 
today are harvested either by pots, by 
crab pound nets, by hand or dipnet 
and by toothless, lightweight scrapes 
in some areas.”

Agriculture 
During the decade that the Record 

was established, the industry was 
viewed as the golden age for Ameri-
can agriculture. With more money in 
their pockets, farmers were able to 
purchase farm equipment, making 
their farms more productive and effi-
cient. 

The Northern Neck had many 
farms in the early 1900s. Statistics 
show that in Lancaster there were 
an estimated 700 farms in 1940 and 
in 2007, it had dwindled to only 64 
farms. Also, in Northumberland 
there were an estimated 1,183 farms 
in 1940 and in 2007, there were only 
129. 

Around the 1950s, the prominent 
agricultural crops were corn, wheat, 
and tomatoes. Today, corn, wheat, 
and soybeans are the prominent 
crops. Farmers in the area have also 
experimented with cotton and canola.

“Farming has changed since I was 
a little girl and it has changed since 
my daddy. My daddy raised tomatoes 
in the fields where I raised my chil-
dren. It has come a long way. My dad 
used horse and buggy and had an old 
tractor,” said the late Luther Welch’s 
wife, Margaret Welch. 

Mrs. Welch indicated that she 
doesn’t care for the modern advance-
ments in farming because it’s too sci-
entific. 

“There are many more governmen-
tal regulations than there were in the 
past. My dad farmed for the love of 
the land,” said Luther Welch’s daugh-
ter, Sylvia Saunders. 

Luther Welch seemed to welcome 
changes in the agriculture world. 

“Too many people have the idea 
that they should follow the way their 
father and grandfather farmed, but 
we are living in a changing world,” 
Welch said in an article by Mark 
Moore in the No-Till publication. 

Perhaps the greatest contributor to the economy of the lower 
Northern Neck over the past 100 years is the Robert O. 
Norris Jr. Memorial Bridge.

When the Record began, the modern convenience of a bridge 
across the lower Rappahannock River did not exist. Steamboat 
ferry service linked Lancaster and Middlesex counties. 

According to an article by Ammon Dunton Jr. that was fea-
tured in the Northern Neck of Virginia Historical Society Maga-
zine in 2007, ferry service continued until a storm demolished 
steamboat wharves in 1933, which led to the end of the steam-
boat era on the Rappahannock. 

Before the collapse of the steamboat industry, a private ferry 
system was established by Harry L. Garrett between Irvington 
and Locklies Creek. In a history compiled by his great-grand-
sons, Garrett said the service was initially offered three times 
daily (8 a.m., 12:30 p.m., and 4 p.m.) and took an hour each way. 
The ferry had a maximum capacity of eight cars or four trucks.  

Garrett later operated a ferry from Irvington to Urbanna in 
addition to his Locklies Creek run.

By the mid 1930s, the Virginia highway department began 
planning a new crossing from Grey’s Point to White Stone and 
two smaller ferries were replaced by larger ferries, the Virginia 
and the York. The Virginia had a capacity of 30 cars, and the 
York, which was a backup ferry, could carry 24. 

In the 1940s, Floyd E. Milby of Saluda was an engineer for the 
state. “I remember that daddy would get a call about the ferry 
telling him that it could no longer run because of dangerous 
weather conditions. He would have to go put signs up notify-

ing the public that it wasn’t in operation due to weather. I even 
remember riding with him,” said Milby’s daughter, Joyce Green 
Reisinger of Tappahannock. 

As the ferry service came to an end, the vessels carried an 
average of 827 cars per day. In 1957, the Robert O. Norris Jr. 
Memorial Bridge opened. The bridge was a product of much 
determination with the formation of the Lower Rappahannock 
Bridge Association, organized in 1938. The Association was 
sponsored by the Town Council of Kilmarnock, the White Stone 
Businessmen’s Association, the Kilmarnock Chamber of Com-
merce, and the Kilmarnock/Irvington/White Stone Rotary Club 
as well as prominent citizens of Lancaster and Northumberland 
counties.

The bridge’s namesake, Senator Robert O. Norris Jr., resided 
in Lively and played a monumental role in the effort to plan and 
construct the bridge. 

The day after its grand opening on August 30, 1957, a toll of 
75 cents per car (one way) was put into place, the equivalent of 
$8 today.

Approximately 1,000 cars crossed the bridge daily in 1957 but 
traffic has since increased to over 11,000 vehicles per day. 

James Raynor Dunton, 2-year-old son of Mr. and 
Mrs. G.R. Dunton III of Wilmington, Delaware, 

and grandson of Mrs. Dunton and the late G. 
Raynor Dunton of White Stone, gets set to cut 

the ribbon on the Lancaster County side of the 
new Rappahannock River bridge. Held by his 

father, the young child is being closely watched 
by his mother and Governor Thomas B. Stanley. 

Photo by Bill Haislip

The ferry Virginia makes a Rappahannock River run prior to 
the opening of the Robert O. Norris Jr. Memorial Bridge. This recent photo shows a workboat heading under the Robert O. Norris Jr. Memorial Bridge. Photo by Lisa Carol Rose

Norris Bridge helps pave way to prosperity
by Madison White Franks
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Since 1736, with the publication of the first Virginia newspa-
per, the Virginia Gazette, newspapers have recorded both the 

dramatic and mundane events of everyday life.
Newspapers have served as windows for citizens to bear 

witness to personal tragedies, far flung wars, and innumerable 
events that contribute to the larger story that shapes a commu-
nity, a state, a nation.

In order to preserve and ensure free access to the invaluable 
legacy of the printed medium, the Virginia Newspaper Project 
(VNP) formally began in late 1993 as a cataloging and micro-
filming project. Funded by the National Endowment for the 
Humanities and the Library of Virginia, the Project over the 
years visited every county and independent city in search of 
newspapers.

After cataloging over 7,000 U.S titles, including about 3,800 
Virginia titles, and after microfilming over 1.5 million pages, 
the Project moved toward digitizing newspapers. This important 
initiative began in 2005 and the Library of Virginia was one of 
the six original participants in the National Digital Newspaper 

Program, also funded by NEH. The project focused attention 
on historical newspapers, titles published before 1923.

In recent years, the Library of Virginia developed Vir-
ginia Chronicle  (http://virginiachronicle.com), a database 
of Virginia - and some West Virginia - imprint newspapers. 
To-date, the database holds over 800,000 pages and 102,500 
issues.

With funding from LSTA (Library Services and Technical 
Act, a federal program that supports libraries), and continued 
support from the Library of Virginia, the  Newspaper Project 
has worked to digitize current newspapers such as the Rappa-
hannock Record, the Southside Sentinel, the Recorder (Mon-
terey), and the Virginia Farm Bureau News. This is an exciting 
development as it has allowed the Newspaper Project to add 
issues that reach into the new millennium!

We plan on adding more current newspapers in the next few 
months, so stay tuned.

A rewarding consequence of working on Virginia Newspa-
per Project initiatives is that newspapers are easily accessed. 

Patrons visit the Library to look at original and microfilmed 
newspapers and, of course, they use Virginia Chronicle, which 
receives over 650 visits a day.

With a few taps of the computer keyboard, Virginia Chronicle 
offers over 800,000 pages of a wide array of newspapers. Along 
with the classic “papers of record,” such as the Richmond Dis-
patch and the Alexandria Gazette, you can also search a varied 
list of titles including The Jewish South, the Labor Herald, and 
the Soldier’s Journal, which was published by a woman, Amy 
Bradley, during the Civil War. There are titles with intriguing 
names such as the Christian Observer, the Genius of Liberty 
and the Richmond Planet, an African American newspaper pub-
lished in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, whose publisher, 
John Mitchell Jr., was so daring, dynamic and forward thinking 
that he seems to be a work of fiction.

The Library of Virginia and the Newspaper Project invite you 
to read all about it by visiting Virginia Chronicle.

Errol Somay is director of the Virginia Newspaper Project at 
the Library of Virginia in Richmond.

Fred Gaskins (right), publisher of the Rappahannock Record, thanks Errol 
Somay, director of the Virginia Newspaper Project at the Virginia State 
Library, for his efforts to get microfilm copies of the Record back to 1925 
digitized for online viewing. All of the Record’s bound volumes visible in 
the background can now be viewed on computers and devices such as the 
iPad Gaskins is holding.

Mailing your paper:
Wednesday night teamwork is important

Record archives back 
to 1925 are now online

The Rappahannock Record has a lot for which to be thank-
ful after surviving for 100 years, but one of the most excit-
ing milestones is this: In 2016, every copy of the newspaper 
printed since 1925 is now accessible to anyone with an internet 
connection*. 

Researchers have been coming to the Rappahannock 
Record office for years to pour through the bound volumes of 
our weekly paper. Many of the papers were getting brittle, so 
we searched and found a source several years ago where we 
could purchase some of the past issues on microfilm. Along 
with the annual bound volumes, we began ordering a micro-
film version each year. 

For the very oldest issues, however, microfilm was not avail-
able. 

Enter the Virginia Newspaper Project at the Library of 
Virginia in Richmond, described below by its director, Errol 
Somay. In the 1990s, the library began searching throughout 
the state for old newspapers to be microfilmed, and found the 
Record’s. 

Our old, fragile bound volumes from 1925 to 1949 were 

sent to Richmond, the binding cut off, and each page scanned 
to be put on microfilm. When that project was completed we, 
and the state library, held a complete microfilm version of the 
paper from 1925 to the present.

We bought a cantankerous microfilm viewer that never 
was suitable, and kept searching for a viewer/printer that was 
affordable for very infrequent use.

Now, the library has once again come to our aid by digi-
tizing all that microfilm into online images available through 
a database known as the Virginia Chronicle. The Record and 
many other Virginia newspapers, including our sister paper, 
the Southside Sentinel in Urbanna, can be found there. Go to 
virginiachronicle.com, click on Titles to see the papers avail-
able, and thank Errol Somay, the Library of Virginia, and those 
who provided grants to preserve the unique historical perspec-
tive found in community newspapers. 

* The Virginia Chronicle displays black and white images 
of the Record from 1925 to 2007. Through the Record’s e-Edi-
tion, which requires a subscription, full color pdf pages from 
October 2003 to the present are available.

Virginia Newspaper Project: Preserving our weekly history
by Errol Somay

Whether the presses are running smoothly or suffer a major breakdown that pushes their work hours late into 
the evening, this Wednesday night mailroom crew is an important part of the Rappahannock Record. Clockwise 
from left they are Sylvia Jones, Robert Pittman, Diane Owens, Rodney Ball, Carl Lapasky, Mark Wiseman, Avis 
Ball and Elsie Ball. The papers normally arrive between 6 and 8 p.m. on a truck from Fredericksburg and the 
crew spends the next three hours addressing about 4,000 of them for post offices near and far and delivering 
another 2,000 to area stores and other newsstands. Through rain, snow and extreme dark of night they have 
never missed having your paper at the post office by Thursday morning. 

Mailroom foreman Mark Wiseman, a veteran of 10 years at 
the Record, uses a tying machine to secure a bundle of papers 
for mailing. The mail bag era ended a few years ago and now 
the papers are mailed in plastic tubs on which the lids are also 
secured with the tying machine.

Circulation manager Michelle Smith checks delivery labels 
on the newspaper mailing tubs. Last year she succeeded Anna 
Ticer, who handled subscriptions and mailing at the Record 
for 26 years.

Carl Laspasky (right) unloads a pallet of papers 
destined for area newsstands. He and Rodney 

Ball move the first papers out of the truck into 
their vans for delivery to local stores as soon 
as possible. Later, Ball takes all of the papers 
for our Northumberland County subscribers 

to the Warsaw post office in order to meet 
an eastbound mail truck Thursday morning. 

Lapasky also delivers The Rivah Visitor’s Guide 
throughout most of the Northern Neck.

Photos by 
Robert Mason Jr.
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Notable pages
through the years, and 
community memories

November 4, 1926
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The Rappahannock Record pictured on October l, 1970, the largest vessel 
ever to enter the Rappahannock, the USS Leyte, anchored about 300 yards 
from White Stone Beach to have turrets and overhanging areas cut off for 
scrap. Further, the article mentioned that Leyte’s sister ship, the USS Franklin, 
was sold for scrap in 1967. 

My late father-in-law, James M. Shoemaker (Rear Admiral, USN, Retired), 
was the Franklin’s first skipper and sailed her into Pacific combat. She was 
kamikazed in October 1944. Following extensive repairs, she returned and was 
again hit near Japan in March 1945. Casualties for both encounters totaled over 
900, the worst for any surviving U.S. warship and second only to that of the 
Battleship USS Arizona. 

Ironically, Captain Shoemaker commanded the Ford Island Naval Air Sta-
tion, Pearl Harbor, on December 7, 1941, and lived only about 400 yards from 
the stricken Arizona. 

Two Medal of Honor recipients served on the Franklin. One was a Catholic 
chaplain, Lieutenant Commander Joseph T. O’Callahan. He administered last 
rites, and directed firefighting and rescue parties. The Record reported on May 
23, 1946, that Chaplain O’Callahan, the only Navy chaplain to be awarded 
the Medal of Honor, celebrated mass at St. Francis Church in Kilmarnock on 
Sunday, May 19.

Bill Spicuzza,
Charlottesville

Tangier sports report

Back when the Texacos softball team was in its 
prime, I would always bring the results of weekend 
games to the Record office and give them to Mr. 
Currell to be published.

Mr. Currell would always ask, “What’s new?” 
and on this particular occasion I replied, “The 
Texacos are going to Tangier Island Saturday for a 
double-header. You are invited to go with us.”

I also told him where to meet the team for the 
trip to Reedville to board the boat that the Islanders 
had sent for us. There was no ferry or cruise boat to 
the island at the time.

Much to my surprise, at the agreed time, here 
was Mr. Currell dressed in his suit, as always, and 
tennis shoes. He made the trip, thoroughly enjoyed 
it, and wrote an editorial the following week.

Carroll Ashburn,
Kilmarnock

Reflection from Irvington

 “It is nice that our newspaper reflects an 
interest in God and His people and coordinates 
church activities,” said the Rev. John Farmer. 
Rev. Farmer, pastor of Irvington Baptist Church, 
has contributed his Reflections column to the 
Rappahannock Record since 1993. 

Carrier photo prompts family memory
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Lee family memories

Some of my earliest memories are of the Rappahannock Record where, almost daily, 
I got to see the process of printing the paper and knowing the staff. Gilliam Lewis 
was always at the linotype producing sentences on metal slugs that were used on the 
press. Lester “PoGo,” Brent fed single sheets of paper into the press that produced four 
of the normally 16-page paper. W. H. “Shorty” McCrobie coaxed those single sheets 
into the folding machine that turned them into a four-page section. At the end of the 
press run everyone gathered around and inserted the sections together to produce a 
newspaper. 

Others who passed through the shop over the years were Sonny McCarty, Gordon 
George, Edgar McCrobie, Ray Godwin, Gene Wilson and Nicky Treakle. My father, 
Robert M. Lee Jr., was production manager and worked at the Record from 1937 until 
his death in 1985. My mother, Ellen Smoot Lee, worked in the front office for 28 years 
starting in 1954. Others in the front office included Bill Haislip, Brainard Edmonds, 
Jean Dize and of course Emory Currell, owner and editor who sat at his desk just inside 
the front door. I think I heard Mr. Currell say at least 10 words over the 30+ years that 
I was in and out of the building. 

Times have certainly changed from a shop that smelled of ink, hot metal and raw 
paper that frequently worked late into Wednesday night and sometimes Thursday morn-
ing to get the paper out, to today where everything is done via computer, the paper is 
printed at a remote location and I get mine Wednesday afternoon on my iPhone.

Charlie Lee

Researching at the Record

For me, the Rappahannock Record is a treasure trove of infor-
mation on our local history. For this reason, on a number of 
occasions over the years, I have gone into the Record office to 
look through old bound copies of the paper. I have gleaned much 
information from my searches.

The bound copies used to be stored in the back room down-
stairs. At that time, I would usually go in the back door where 
the copies were kept. One evening, probably between 4:30 and 5 
p.m., I remember Shorty McCrobie telling me as he was leaving 
to, “Let the cat out and shut the door.”

On another occasion, also in the evening, I walked through 
the downstairs offices to let someone know I was leaving, but I 
didn’t see anyone. It appeared they had left me there alone.

I have appreciated the friendliness and courtesy that the staff 
have shown me. Among them were Shorty McCrobie, Jean Dize 
and Ann Shelton. A thanks goes to all the staff I have met over 
the years.

Most assuredly, I will be back in the Record office in the future 
to continue my searches.

Gary Jenkins,
Kilmarnock
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Steady after-school job

I was 15 years of age, and had just finished delivering the Richmond Times-
Dispatch with Shorty McCrobie when I was told the Rappahannock Record 
needed a school boy to work afternoons at the Record.

Shorty told me to ask Mr. Currell about the job, and I did just that. Mr. 
Currell asked me if I wanted to work and I said “yes.” Then he said, “today?” 
And I said, “yes.” Then he took me in the back so the staff could show me 
what to do.

My first job was melting down the lead used for the linotype machine. I 
helped Mr. Lewis with the linotype on Mondays, Tuesdays and Wednesdays 
from 3:30 to 11 p.m., to have the Record published and ready to distribute 
Thursday morning. 

Stationery and envelopes were printed on an automated machine on 
Wednesdays and Thursdays, and sometimes on Fridays. Saturdays were clean-
up days, to prepare for a fresh start again on Monday.

I worked at the Record every afternoon after school, and then full time 
during the summer, until I finished high school three years later. Shorty took 
my job at the Record when I went into the Air Force. 

Lester Brent, 
Kilmarnock

Happy 40th birthday!

For many years it was not uncommon to see Mr. Currell sitting by the front window of the 
Record office at night proofreading the news for the next issue of his paper. 

The LOCAL NEWS was filled with timely items of interest concerning people we all knew: 
their goings and comings and illnesses, etc. It was never a gossip column. Those items never 
made print.

The “Do You Remember” column for five, ten, fifteen, and thirty years ago always had interest-
ing tidbits of nostalgia. Most significant for me was the “Do You Remember Thirty Years Ago” 
that announced “little Nancy Hubbard” celebrated her tenth birthday. It was upsetting to me that 
this milestone was being announced to the world. I felt the milestone of 40 had clearly just ended 
my youth. 

The news coverage with photos of the town fire of 1952 captured the horror of that long March 
night when I was at home from college on spring break. It was truly an awful and unforgettable 
event. 

I have fond memories of several people at the Record office: Winter Harold (as we call him) 
McCrobie was a jolly fellow, always ready to help with any type-set request of special notices. He 
would often take you in the back room for your approval of same. 

Jean Dize was a gentle, sweet and lovely lady who was always accommodating with any news 
items you submitted. 

Bill Haislip was a genial fellow who went about wisely and expertly photographing local sites 
and buildings which now offer us a look back into town history. 

Nancy Hubbard Clark,
Kilmarnock
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Distinctive smells

I was a little girl when my father, Brain-
ard Edmonds Jr., worked for the Record. I 
remember going into the Record office and 
being both scared and excited by the noisy 
machinery in the back. Some of the people 
who “put out the paper” then were Gil-
liam Lewis, Shorty McCrobie, Gordon D. 
George Jr., Robert M. Lee, and of course, 
Mr. Currell.  

I remember Mrs. [Jean] Dize, of course, 
but I’m not sure if she went back that far or 
not. I’m probably forgetting others. I would 
usually say hi to Stokely Winegar too, in 
the shoe-repair shop next door. I can still 
evoke the distinctive smells of both shops.

Susan Edmonds Whitlow

A Record family

To me, the Rappahannock Record has always meant family. 
My earliest memories of the Record were of visiting my grand-
father, J. Emory Currell, my great aunt, Emma Haislip, and her 
husband, Bill. 

The Record has been blessed with many loyal employees who 
take pride in this newspaper just as the three generations of my 
family have. Many of the people who have worked at the Record 
I consider part of my family. Jean Dize, Linda Troise and Ann 
Shelton were longtime employees who took me under their 
wings when I first came to the Record to work in the summer 
months during high school and college. Not only did they indoc-
trinate me into the newspaper business, they taught me a little 
about life as well.

But, the person who has taught me the most about the news-
paper business, and life, is Fred Gaskins, my father. My Dad has 
been guiding and steering the Record since the 1980s when he 
took over publishing duties from my grandfather. You won’t read 
much in this special section about his contribution to this paper 
and that is a reflection of his humble character.

He is a reserved, and highly-respected leader that has guided 
this newspaper through significant changes. He is a big thinker, 
creative and even-tempered. Making the huge change from past-
ing up the paper to computer layout was not only a daunting 
task, but one of excitement for him. As technology has quickly 
changed through the years, he has made sure this small com-
munity newspaper has kept pace. Although my Dad is moving 
toward semi-retirement, he continues to demand a quality news-
paper each week for our community. 

My sister, Kate Oliver, also works at the Record. My mother, 
Bettie Lee Gaskins, and brother, Joe Gaskins, both work at the 
Southside Sentinel (our sister paper) in Urbanna. A fourth gen-
eration of our family can occasionally be seen around the office. 
The past couple of summers my son, Chas, has helped with 
deliveries and office organization. 

The long Tuesday nights laying out the paper, deadlines, plan-
ning and day-to-day work are obviously significant parts of life 
for me at the Record. But, what motivates me is the pride I have 
for this newspaper and its history, our community, and most of 
all the honor I feel to have worked alongside my family. 

Susan Simmons
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Addictive local news

At the Lancaster Community Library, volunteers and staff alike perk up 
on Thursday morning when the Rappahannock Record is delivered.  I’m not 
sure much work gets done for the next 30 minutes or so because desks are 
covered with our local newspaper. The copy of the Rappahannock Record 
designated for the public to read has become a bit of a wandering soul. 
During the week, we may find the Record sitting in any section of the library 
– proof that folks enjoy reading the local happenings and community report-
ing.  

But the Rappahannock Record is more than just another item in our 
library collection, the paper is an important ally and community partner. 
On Thursday, November 6, 1986, Lancaster Community Library presented 
Emory Currell of the Record with a resolution of appreciation for 25 years 
of support. Another 30 years have passed and the folks at the Record con-
tinue to herald the work of the library, as well as many other non-profits, in 
an effort to inform and motivate. I am so proud to live in an area with such 
an outstanding local newspaper – a newspaper that really cares about com-
munity. Congratulations on 100 years!  

Lindsy Gardner

Setting type by hand

I still remember the stories my father, 
Gordon D. George Jr., told about working 
at the Rappahannock Record. He worked 
during the early to mid 1950s and set type 
by hand for the letterpress. 

Dad worked with great people who 
remained his lifetime friends long after 
he left the Record. Some of these special 
people were Shorty McCrobie, Robert 
M. Lee, Gilliam Lewis, Jean Dize and, of 
course, the boss, Mr. Currell. 

Dad is gone now but I believe these 
years with his friends were some of the 
best of his life. 

Doug George,
Madison

Waiting for ‘paper day’

This coming December 4 I’ll reach my 
96th birthday, just short of the first edition of 
the paper 100 years ago. Paper day, as I call 
it, has brought much pleasure to me. 

A most special time when I was 16 years 
old and I was hospitalized in St. Lukes in 
Richmond. While there, I received my very 
own copy of the Record from Mr. Emory 
Currell, the editor. 

I enjoyed reading the clippings about me 
and it felt so special coming from family, 
friends and the editor from my town of 
Kilmarnock. 

I continue to receive this delightful publi-
cation and look forward to Thursdays when 
it arrives. 

Antoinette (Toi) Beane
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Thanks for Ty’s Friends support

Thanks to the Record for featuring our son, Tyrell Nickens, in your newspaper for 
his non-profit group Ty’s Friends during the Christmas holiday season. This Decem-
ber will be the group’s 22nd holiday gift giving and Christmas party.

Tyrell started Ty’s Friends Group by writing a letter to the Record at age 9, asking 
for community help to get needed holiday gifts for his disabled friends in the Middle 
Peninsula and Northern Neck.

The Record first featured Tyrell, at age 2, along with his parents for attending a 
Black History program in 1987. He has since been featured in the newspaper numer-
ous times until last year at age 30. He has been recognized for local, regional, state, 
national and international volunteer awards and honors related to his assistance to 
the disabled. He has been in the Record for meeting and talking to retired basketball 
star Magic Johnson, four visits to the White House, and being featured in Black 
Enterprise and JET JR magazines. 

The Record did an article on his graduation day featuring him and his father, LHS 
track coach Irvin Nickens. He was featured for his internship with former Common-
wealth’s Attorney Jeff Schmidt, and his engagement to his love of his life, Tychier 
Young, was announced in this fine newspaper.

The Record has been a true asset to Tyrell Nickens and his volunteer efforts. Thank 
you for always being there for Ty’s Friends Group And Fund. Happy 100th anniver-
sary, Rappahannock Record, and God bless you for another 100 years. 

Coach Irvin (Nick) and Phyllis D. Nickens

A beehive of activity

My recollections of the Rappahannock Record were mainly during my sopho-
more to senior years at Lancaster High School from 1966 to 1969.

I would occasionally stay after school either to run some errands for my mother 
or after-school activities. I would get a ride home from my uncle, Sonny McCarty, 
who worked at the Record along with Shorty McCrobie, Gilliam Lewis, and 
Robert M. Lee. Sometimes, I would see Bill Haislip, Mrs. Dize, and Mr. Currell.

I remember the newspaper printing press in the very back of the building along 
with the smell of oil and the huge rolls of paper. The previous week’s edition 
was threaded throughout the machine. There was an area near the press where 
archived copies of the paper were kept. I would sometimes browse through one 
while I was waiting. 

The rooms where the employees worked were a beehive of activity. I remember 
the linotype machine, the smaller presses and all of the typesetting supplies. 

I enjoyed reading the columns with regards to the weekly happenings in the 
towns and villages of Lancaster and Northumberland counties in the Record. 
Miss Elizabeth Thomas reported what went on in Ottoman, my hometown. 

Happy 100 years to the Rappahannock Record. 
Rennie Berry, 

Richmond
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Along the ‘ducklings’ trail

I don’t remember when I first visited the Rappahan-
nock Record, but retired employee Ann Shelton used to 
tell me that as a child I would walk through the office in 
a line that reminded her of a mama duck and her duck-
lings. My mother, Bettie Lee Gaskins, would lead my 
older sister, me, and my younger brother through the 
office. 

My first memory is of just passing through the office. 
We three ducklings were wandering around the build-
ing, free of our mama. I remember when the middle 
room, that is now two rooms, was one large room, with 
support beams throughout and it was a maze of desks. 
It must have been after hours, because I don’t remember 
any people being there. I found a Magic 8 Ball on some-
one’s desk and played with it for a while. I must have 
been 8 years old, or so.

I do remember on multiple occasions my grandfather, 
Emory Currell, sitting at his roll top desk in the front 
room and can still hear the envelopes rip as he opened 
them with one long swoop of the letter opener.

I also remember what I refer to as the “bathroom situ-
ation.” The bathroom on the first floor had holes in the 
walls and offered no privacy. So my mother sent us to 
what was, in my memory, one of the scariest bathrooms 
I have ever been in. We had to climb the tall, intimidat-
ing wooden steps up to the second floor, which at that 
time was just used for storage. We had to pass various 
rooms filled with dusty junk and spider webs while the 
floor creaked beneath our feet. Once we made it to the 
bathroom door, the room was so long that walking to the 
toilet was like walking down another hallway. The ceil-
ings were unfinished and very high. It wasn’t the clean-

est of bathrooms, either. I was certain I was in some kind 
of dungeon.

Now that I am a mother, I can see that my mother 
probably enjoyed sending us to that bathroom, as we 
were sure to take care of business quickly and return to 
the first floor. My “bathroom situation” memory prob-
ably doesn’t match the memories that the employees had 
of that bathroom, but it sure did make a lasting impres-
sion on me!

There is a gap in my memories of the Record office 
until, as a teenager, I had a summer job there helping 
Jean Dize and Ann Shelton in the front office. Those 
two ladies made working fun and always had words of 
wisdom for me.

It was at this age that I was shown my uncle’s finger 
by employee and resident jokester K.C. Troise. Part of 
my uncle Bill’s finger was chopped off in the printing 
press and it was preserved in a jar of formaldehyde and 
stored in an office cabinet. K.C. brings it out every now 
and then for show and tell. Stories like this made me 
understand that this business had been a family business 
long before I arrived. My grandfather bought the news-
paper. His sister and her husband, Emma and Bill Hais-
lip, worked there. My mother worked there. My father 
works there. I work there. This summer my daughter 
worked there. We have employees that are like family 
as well. Twenty and 30-some years together makes you 
family.

As an adult, I began to work at the Record office in 
2003. I am a CPA and worked part time there paying 
the bills and doing the payroll. Over the past 13 years 
my duties and work hours increased and I am now a 
full time employee, managing a myriad of things from 
accounting procedures to flooding toilets. 

The best part of my days are when I stop to notice the 
familiar faces, some of whom have been there since I 
trailed through as a child, the well lived in building, and 
the scents of ink and chemicals that linger from the long 
gone printing presses. 

Ten or 20 years from now, I wonder what I’ll remem-
ber from now. The Bob groaning loudly in frustration in 
the room next door? Tuesday lunch out with my dad and 
sister? Calling my mom to tell her my newest idea? The 
employees that have come and gone? Computer server 
or internet problems at the worst times possible? Trying 
to write a restaurant review which only reaffirmed my 
place as an accountant? It’s hard to think of any of this 
as a “memory” when I’ve been immersed in it my entire 
life.

My two little duckling buddies from my childhood 
also work at the newspaper. My sister, Susan, works at 
the Record office and my brother, Joseph, works at the 
Southside Sentinel (the weekly newspaper in Urbanna 
that my parents own). How many people are fortunate 
enough to say their whole family works together? Or 
that their grandfather and father have both been the 
president of the Virginia Press Association? 

Our parents are trying to semi-retire but somehow 
they still have full schedules at both newspapers. We are 
blessed to be involved in this family business. The news-
paper industry is changing so fast we can hardly keep 
up, but we intend to try. There is no dollar value you 
could put on my memories of growing up in a newspa-
per family business. Although we sometimes try to get 
ahead of mama and papa duck, we three ducklings are 
still learning, observing, soaking it all in, and we have 
our own little ducklings that trail behind us. 

Kate Gaskins Oliver 
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Museum piece leaves the Record

The Rappahannock 
Record’s youngest 
employee, Kate Gaskins, 
records the departure 
on video as an over 
100-year-old Linotype 
is trucked away Friday. 
The company’s oldest 
employee, Shorty 
McCrobie, watches 
from the back door 
(right). McCrobie has 
worked at the Record 
for 51 years; the Lino-
type was installed 
there 71 years ago. The 
machine is headed for a 
museum in Arlington.

The Rappahannock Record’s 103-year-old Linotype is lifted onto a truck by workers from 
United Rigging in Beltsville, Md. Visitors from around the world will soon be able to see 
it in a museum.

by Fred Gaskins
Thomas Edison called the 

ma chine “The Eighth Wonder 
of the World.”

Those who operated the 
Rappahannock Record’s old 
Model 1 Linotype, when hot 
metal was molded in order to 
print the paper, probably had a 
few more choice names for it.

The 2,300-pound maze of 
gears, cams and levers, with 
a keyboard layout that would 
baffle any normal typist, did 
its job here for over 40 years, 
however. 

It’s been “resting” at the 
Record since its retirement in 
1966, and now it’s going to a 
museum.

The Record, through the 
estate of the late owner and 
editor J. E. Currell, has donated 
the machine to The Freedom 
Forum’s “Newseum,” a $38 
million project to open in 
Arlington next spring. There, 
along with many other exhib-
its related to journalism and 
the dissemination of news, it 
will be viewed by millions of 
people each year (see related 
arti cle on page A16).

Based on research by Arlyn 
Gill, collections manager for 
the Newseum, the Record’s 
Model 1 Linotype was built 
between January and June of 
1893. The Linotype had been 
invented by Otto Mergentha-
ler only seven years earlier, in 
1886.

Prior to this invention, type 
to produce books and news-
papers was set by hand, one 
letter at a time. The Linotype 
speeded up the pro cess by 
being able to produce an en tire 
line of type. 

The machine used an alpha-
bet of brass matrices and space 
bands, each of which fell 
into place with a touch of the 
mysterious keyboard. When 
the line of words and spaces 

was complete, melted lead 
was forced against them, the 
lead instantly hardened, and a 
mold was created of the let-
ters. The matrices and spaces 
ingeniously returned to their 
proper places to be used again 
and again. 

When all the heavy lead lines, 
headlines and photo engrav-
ings were locked together to 
form a typical newspaper page, 
it weighed up to 100 pounds.

The page was lugged to the 
press, ink was applied, and 
paper was pressed against 
the form to create the printed 
page. For the next edition, the 
lead was melted down and the 

process begun again.
Most newspapers today are 

assembled via computer using 
laser and photographic tech-
nology.

According to company 
records and a February 26, 
1925, edition of the paper, 
the Linotype was acquired by 
the Record earlier that year at 
a cost of $1,100. Nothing is 
known of its prior owner or 
where it was acquired. 

The front page of the 1925 
paper included a line draw-
ing of the Linotype with the 
announcement of its arrival. 
The article began: 

“With a great deal of satis-

faction the editor of the Rappa-
hannock Record [then Thomas 
J. Keane] announces the instal-
lation of a new Linotype. This 
mechanical marvel qualifies us 
to serve efficiently the large 
number of persons who look 
to our publication for enlight-
enment and entertainment, and 
who patronize our job-printing 
department.

“.....Our new Linotype 
enables us to set by machine 
many forms of composition 
that previously necessitated 
tedious work by hand.....This 
installation is a testimonial to 
the prosperity of Kilmarnock 
and the vicinity,” the article 

continued.
“....When employed in the 

composing of advertisements, 
newspaper headings, book-
lets, catalogues and various 
other kinds of printed matter, 
our new machine enables one 
operator to set in the same time 
more type than ordinarily could 
be produced by five or six men 
or women doing the work by 
hand—and the composition is 
incomparably better.”

The article noted that the new 
machine would be operated by 
Meredith Northern, “who has 
been with the Record for many 
years, serving us faithfully in 
practically every branch of the 
business. Our friends are cor-
dially invited to visit us and 
see this remarkable machine in 
operation.”    

W. H. “Shorty” McCrobie, 
the Record’s senior employee, 
said the machine was already 
here when he joined the com-
pany over 50 years ago. He 
was told that it was shipped in 
via steamboat from Baltimore.

Indeed, other company 
records from 1925 include an 
expenditure of $65 for freight 
on a press and to “haul Lino. 
from Whf.” 

Many parts for the Linotype 
were also ordered that year, 
including type, metal, rules, 
border slides and a gas burner 
which was used to keep the 
lead melted until the ma chine 
was retired.

Power to operate the Lino-
type, presses and folding 
machines in the building was 
provided by a gasoline engine, 
McCrobie said. It was attached 
to a large belt and pulley system 
in the ceiling from which other 
belts and pulleys radiated to 
the various pieces of equip-
ment. An electric motor later 
replaced the gasoline engine, 
but the pulley system remained 
in use for many years.  

McCrobie said M. M “Tap” 
Northern apparently left the 
business shortly thereafter to 
join the government printing 
office in Washington, D.C. 
He later operated a real estate 
business in that area. North-
ern was succeeded by Hugh 
Norris, who operated the Lino-
type until his father died in 
1928, and he left to take over a 
grocery business. 

Emory Currell, a former 
teacher and school principal, 
had taken over as editor in 
1927. When Norris left, Cur-
rell recruited one of his former 
students, Gilliam Lewis, to 
operate the Linotype. 

Lewis, and Currell, stayed 
on the job for over 60 years. 

Lewis operated the Model 1 
and later a Model 8 Linotype 
until his death in 1989, and 
some of the “lines ‘o type” 
he created are still used in the 
Record’s job printing depart-
ment. 

The Model 1, limited to the 
use of only one type style, was 
retired in 1966 in favor of the 
newer Model 8 which could 
handle several typefaces with 
more ease. 

Other fancier Linotypes were 
used in later years, including 
one that could operate from 
a punched paper tape created 
on a more sensible typewriter 
keyboard, requiring less train-
ing.

Ann Farrington, a Newseum 
project manager planning the 
exhibits, and riggers from a 
Maryland firm were in Kilmar-
nock Friday to remove both 
the Model 1 and the Model 8 
Linotypes. Two additions to 
the building and a new inte-
rior wall had been constructed 
since the machines were 
installed, so a partition had to 
be removed and the back door 
enlarged in order to accommo-
date the move.

When the Newseum is completed next 
year, its lobby will be domi nated by a geo-
desic sphere display ing the names of every 
daily news paper in the world . . . and one U.S. 
weekly newspaper, the Rappahannock Record.

The Record is being so honored because it 
donated a major artifact — its original Model 
1 Linotype — to the museum’s “news history 
walk,” an exhibition on the mu seum’s top floor.

You can see the Record Linotype and lots 
more in the 72,000-square-foot facility under 
construction at the Freedom Forum World 
Center in Rosslyn, a cluster of office tow ers in 
Arlington.

The Newseum will be a one-of-a-kind educa-
tional facility, the world’s only major museum 
dedi cated exclusively to telling the story of the 
past, present and future of news, and the influ-
ence of the First Amendment. It will feature 
state-of-the-art multimedia presenta tions and 
exhibits designed to ap peal to every kind of 
news con sumer.

The “news history walk” begins with ancient, 
pre-print traditions of spoken news and then 
traces the evolution of print news with arti facts 
such as the Linotype, an 18th century press 
from Williamsburg, TV cameras from Walter 

Cronkite’s studio, satellites from the Smithso-
nian Museum and several historic newspapers. 
Digital video presentations will accompany 
many of the exhibits.

Another major feature of the Newseum will 
be a “news wall” as long as a city block, dis-
playing more real-time news feeds than any 
other place in the world, including daily front 
pages from every state and broadcast news as it 
happens via satellite and fiber optics.

In another area, visitors can create and print 
their own news through role-playing as report-
ers, editors, broadcasters or TV weather per-
sons. They can conduct interviews with news 
professionals and participate in TV or radio 
broadcasts originat ing from the Newseum’s 
glass-en cased studio.

Also included will be a theater featuring a 
signature film about news, shown on the largest 
high-definition screen in the Washington, D.C. 
area.

Already open adjacent to the mu seum is 
Freedom Park, a 68,000-square-foot space fea-
turing outdoor performance and dining areas, 
memorials honoring news pioneers and journal-
ists killed in the line of duty, and several “icons 
of free dom.” 

Among the icons are sections of the Berlin 
wall and the Checkpoint Charlie guard tower, 
a Lenin statue toppled in St. Petersburg during 
the fall of communism, a replica of the statue 
destroyed in Tiananmen Square, the door of 
Martin Luther King’s jail cell, a South African 
ballot box cast in bronze, and a small boat used 
by fleeing Cuban refugees.

Freedom Park overlooks Washington’s monu-
mental mall across the river and offers views of 
the Lincoln Memorial, Washington Monument 
and the U.S. Capitol dome. 

A Washington Metro subway sta tion is just 
one block away from the Newseum.

The Freedom Forum, with assets of more 

than $700 million, is the largest foundation in 
the country devoted to media and First Amend-
ment issues. It was created by Allen Neuharth, 
founder of USA Today and former chairman 
and CEO of the Gannett Company, as a “non-
partisan, international organi zation dedicated 
to free press, free speech and free spirit for all 
peo ple.”

The Freedom Forum sponsors several pro-
grams related to journal ism education and the 
professional development of journalists, as well 
as international press freedom pro grams. The 
Newseum, when it opens next April, will be the 
foun dation’s most publicly visible en terprise, 
however.

See the Record Linotype and more at the Newseum

Rappahannock Record

NOTE: The Newseum has moved to new quarters in Washington, D.C. since this article was written and, at last check, the 
old Linotype donated by the Record was no longer on display.
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It’s not unusual to hear the 
sounds of children’s laughter 
and chatter at the Rappahan-

nock Record office. After all it’s 
a family-owned business where J. 
Emory Currell’s family grew up. 

It was fairly common to see Cur-
rell with one or both of his daugh-
ters sitting by his side as he read 
copy and edited stories back in the 
1950s. 

Over the past half century, Cur-
rell’s grandchildren and great-
grandchildren have also grown up 
at the Record office, spending days 
there while their parents worked 
and sometimes helping out where 
needed in the front office or on 
deliveries. That began when Cur-
rell’s wife, Harriet, died in 1947, 
leaving him to raise two little girls 
on his own. Elizabeth “Bettie” Lee 
Gaskins was only 3 years old and 
Clara Hayward Christopher, 6, 
when their mother passed away in 
1947. Currell’s half sister, Emma 
Haislip, became a “surrogate” 
mother to the girls and she and her 
husband, Bill, who both went on to 
work at the Record, moved into the 
Currell home on Church Street in 
Kilmarnock along with the mother 
of Currell and Emma.

“I remember the story about 
Daddy carrying me on his hip 
around the office and sitting me on 
the edge of one of the back tables. I 
fell off and Gilliam [Lewis] caught 
me,” said Bettie Lee. 

Growing up the daughters of a 
newspaper owner and publisher, 
Bettie Lee and Clara came to real-
ize the odd work hours and the 
time demands of the profession.

“You could probably set the 
clock by him,” said Clara, who 
said on a typical work day her 
father would awake at 8 a.m., eat 
and walk around the block to the 
Record office on Main Street. At 
noon, he’d walk back home for a 
sandwich, then head upstairs to 

the girls’ grandmother. 
“Everyone helped to raise us,” 

said Clara.  
“The first thing I really remem-

ber is Daddy bringing work home,” 
said Bettie Lee, who was 4 or 5 
years old. “Clara and I were help-
ing stuff envelopes and were put-
ting the stamps on. Back then, it 
was two cents for in town mail and 
three cents for out of town. Well, 
I put three cents on everything. 
He told me I had done it wrong 
and I said, ‘All right, I’ll fix them.’ 
Then I just put a two-cent stamp 
on them over top of the three-cent 
stamp.”

“So there was five cents on 
each!” added Clara. 

The girls both worked in the 
front office as teenagers, not writ-
ing copy but helping customers 
and recording checks. Currell did 
all of the writing and dictated the 
stories to typist Ellen Lee. Clara 
and Bettie Lee often helped clip 
obituaries out of the Richmond 
paper for a rewrite by Currell. 

“I still remember the bags of 
beans and produce from our family 
farm that Daddy would sell in the 
front office,” said Bettie Lee. 

The Record also served as an 
outlet for the local schools’ “dis-
tributive education” classes, a 
program that allowed high school 
students to work for course credits. 

“Daddy would always take a stu-
dent,” said Bettie Lee. 

Usually, it was a junior or senior 
boy, and that prompted afternoon 
visits by Clara, who was a little 
younger than most of the hires. 

“There was always an older boy 
that worked here and I would stop 
by after school to see them,” she 
said. 

After graduating from West-
hampton College of the University 
of Richmond with a math degree, 
Bettie Lee married Fred Gaskins 
of Irvington. Clara went to Ran-

dolph-Macon Woman’s College and 
married Gus Christopher of Wic-
omico Church. 

Bettie Lee and Clara assumed 
ownership of the paper after Cur-
rell’s death in 1993. Although Clara 
acts as more of a silent partner, 
Bettie Lee and Fred assumed man-
agement of the Record in the late 
1980s. Currell would still spend 
a few hours at the paper almost 
daily until 1990. Fred served as the 
editor and Bettie Lee, the business 
manager. They served as the gen-
eral managers of the paper through 
nearly three decades until recently 
when they turned over management 
to their two daughters, Susan Sim-
mons and Kate Oliver. 

The Gaskinses were there 
through the renovation of the 
building when former apartments 
upstairs were converted into 
offices, a kitchen, dark room and 
bathrooms. They were also there 
when the Record came into the 
computer age. The paper, which 
stopped being printed in house in 
1972, was then pasted up by hand 
Tuesday afternoons and evenings 
before being hand delivered to the 
printers.

Now it’s sent to the printers with 
the click of a button. But for about 
15 years from the late 1980s until 
2000, on Tuesday evenings, Bettie 
Lee would stop crunching numbers 
to wander to the back room, much 
like her father did every week. Just 
like Currell had done for years, 
she would read and re-read nearly 
every inch of paper in search of 
errors. And although she’s stepped 
away from her general manager 
duties at the Record, she can 
still be found proofreading copy 
weekly at the Southside Sentinel in 
Urbanna and monthly during the 
spring, summer and fall when the 
Record and Sentinel publish The 
Rivah Visitor’s Guide. 

Old habits are hard to break. 
 

Pardon the cliche, “the more things change, the more 
they stay the same.”

Over the course of 100 years, the newspaper industry 
has experienced many changes. But, you’ll have to take my 
word for it.

I may be old-school by today’s standards, I’m not a dino-
saur; I have no firsthand knowledge of linotype machines 
and hot type. But I do have a new iPhone.

I barely recall photo composition machines and if I did, I 
wouldn’t know enough about them to bore you.

Never the techno type, I switch on the computer, replace 
the batteries in my mouse, boot up the software I use on 
a daily basis and access the internet for research. It’s all 
Macintosh to me.

Of course, it wasn’t always like that. When I began my 
journalism career 40 years ago, it was all legal pads and 
ballpoint pens.

As a reporter covering meetings, interviewing feature 
subjects and such, I’d take sloppy notes on one pad, go back 
to my desk and write out a story longhand on another and 
turn it in to the editor.

He’d mark it up, hand it off to a typesetter and I’d see it 
again in column format—like magic— when we pasted it 
up on a page a few days later. From there, the pages were 
delivered to a printer where there was some photo work, 
platemaking and offset presswork and I’d read it next on 
newsprint—like magic—a newspaper.

There were variations: On fieldwork like sports assign-
ments and parade coverage, I’d use a pocket size notebook 
instead of a legal pad.

Over the years, I experimented with tape recording 
devices but they never replaced the pen and pad. Eventually 
I got a manual typewriter, primarily because of my penman-
ship. Along came the electric typewriter, the Mac Plus, the 
first generation iMac, the Cube, the Mac mini and now this 
big screen iMac, wireless key board and mouse.

I joined the Rappahannock Record 25 years ago, some-
time in the Mac Plus era. As editor now, you will still find 
a legal pad and pens on my desk. On the occasional field 
assignment, you’ll see a reporter’s notebook in my hand. I 
even mark up the random piece of copy that comes along 
once or twice a week and hand it off to a typesetter. 

The majority of the news items submitted from the com-
munity for publication these days, 99.9% of it, comes by 
email. Reporters enter their stories into our system from 
their desktop computers, their laptops or by email. I retrieve 
the item from our server, edit it, refile it for the proofreader, 
only to retrieve it on Tuesday evening to put it on a page 
right at my computer. No more trucking pasteup pages to 
the printer. It’s all digital to me. 

We send it by ftp at noon Wednesdays straight to the 

press 80 miles away. Around 7 p.m., a deliveryman drops 
the entire press run at the back door where a crew is wait-
ing to deliver bundles to newsstands or address single 
issues for delivery to the post office. Like magic, we’ve got 
a hard copy on newsprint.

Meanwhile, back in computer land, an information tech-
nology crew has posted a web version at RRecord.com 
and the entire paper in an electronic e-Edition format for 
internet subscribers. It’s all digital. Any related inquiries, I 

forward to them.
On the reporting side, things really haven’t changed 

that much. We’re still covering meetings, ball games and 
parades. We’re still interviewing folks. We’re people watch-
ing and recording it to share with others.

The tools have changed, the processes have changed, but 
the story is the same. 

The rotary dial phone has been replaced by an iPhone. 
But, I still prefer to interview folks face to face. Body lan-
guage says a lot. I can use FaceTime, but it’s not quite the 
same.

The biggest changes—the most time-saving measures—
have come in the area of photography.

On my first day as a reporter at our sister publication in 
Urbanna—the Southside Sentinel—editor Fred Gaskins 
showed me how to load film into a 35mm Nikkormat, how 
to release the shutter, how to activate the flash, how to 
develop black and white film and how to make a print. 

Following that introduction to photography, he sent me 
off to get a “grip and grin” pic at a Middlesex County Lions 
Club meeting. My first assignment as a general assignment 
reporter/photographer was successful and I’m still learning 
how to take better pictures. Along the way I earned a jour-
nalism degree, took a few photo courses, even taught a few.

We shot all black and white, developed all the film, made 
all the prints. We spent hours in the darkroom. When the 
option of color came along, we depended on outside labs to 
develop the film and make the prints.

As digital photography evolved, we no longer needed a 
darkroom. A reporter’s work station now occupies the space 
where the enlarger was. 

I can even take a photo using my iPhone. It’s almost scary 
to think I hold the future of newspapers in my hand. On 
that one handheld device, I can take notes, record meetings, 
interview folks, write a story, edit copy, shoot video, take 
photos, access the internet, and read the Record.

Wait! Nothing has really changed. We’re still processing 
news and reading the paper at our fingertips.

Change is relative. Change brings challenges. Challenges 
bring learning experiences. That’s what makes community 
journalism a rewarding career. 

Every day I learn something new about the community. 
People make the community. Until that changes, there will 
always be a community newspaper. We’re in the people 
business. 

The tools may change, the processes may change, the 
medium may change, but the story never does. It’s all about 
the people.

And until cameras and cell phones are readily accepted 
in the courtroom, there’s still hope for legal pads, pens and 
reporter’s notebooks.

catch a quick nap. 
“He’d say wake me in 10 min-

utes if I don’t wake up,” said 
Bettie Lee. 

He’d return to the Record until 
dinnertime and the 6 p.m. news. 
He’d head back to the office until 
11 p.m. when he came home to 
watch the late news and go to bed. 

The next day was a duplicate, said 
his daughters. 

“I know after our mother died, he 
said that’s how he coped. He threw 
himself into work,” said Bettie Lee. 

The Currells’ Kilmarnock home 
was truly a family home with six 
people living there, including Cur-
rell, his daughters, the Haislips and 

Rappahannock Record: A family tradition

From left, Clara Christopher and Bettie Lee Gaskins have been involved 
with the Rappahannock Record for over 70 years. Their father, J. Emory 
Currell, owned the paper for 66 years. The two sisters are now co-owners. 
Photo by Lisa Hinton-Valdrighi

by Lisa Hinton-Valdrighi

Fiction or Fact from Bob’s Almanac

by Robert Mason Jr.

Robert Mason Jr., with a reporter’s notebook in his pocket.  
He has been the Record’s editor for 14 years and began 
writing the Fiction or Fact from Bob’s Almanac column 24 
years ago on the anniversary of his first year of working at the 
Rappahannock Record. 

    “It’s almost scary to think I hold the future of newspapers in my 

hand. On that one handheld device, I can take notes, record meetings, 

interview folks, write a story, edit copy, shoot video, take photos, 

access the internet, and read the Record.”
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Thank you!
On behalf of those who’ve gone before us, 
the current staff of the Rappahannock 
Record expresses thanks to all readers, 
advertisers, contributors and friends 
for making our newspaper a part of this 
community’s life for the past century.

Here’s to the next 100!

From left, seated: Robert Mason Jr., Susan G. Simmons, Bettie Lee Gaskins, Fred Gaskins, Kate G. Oliver, 

and Gloria Bosher. Standing: Lisa Hinton-Valdrighi, Doreen Hamblet, Madison White Franks, Lindsay 

Bishoff, Sara Amiss, Jessica Michels-Mancini, Stephanie Feria, K.C. Troise, Marilyn Bryant, Michelle Smith, 

Mike Antonio, and Susan Robertson. Not pictured: Audrey Thomasson.


