
 
My Dear Friends,   

Just when you think you are moving forward this coronavirus 
seems to come back. We have seen a surge of this virus in our 
city, state and nation. On July 21, the Virginian-Pilot 
newspaper reported 945 new cases in Virginia.  I am sitting at 
my desk and wondering when we shall ever see that silver 
lining. 

The Central Library reopened during the middle of June with 
social distancing and wearing of masks which has helped 
tremendously. We have had visitors and researchers in our 
Wallace History Room since June. However, with a new surge 
of the virus we will pull together again and hope to see it 
finally fade away in hopes that we can get back to normal 
again. 

I am pleased to announce that over the summer months our 
Wallace Room has received many items such as rare books and 
rare news pamphlets from our patrons. Many donations are 
histories of our area. Additionally, Zackary Elder, Central 
Library Manager, has brought in a library intern, Rachel Fiery, 
to help us catalogue our books into the new computer system.  

So, with all of the hullabaloo about the coronavirus increasing 
in our area, I am happy to report that we are still moving on, 
adding to our rich collection with rare books, and serving the 
researcher who wanders into our beautiful Wallace History 
Room. 

Robert B. Hitchings, President 
Norfolk County Historical Society of Chesapeake, VA 
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By Raymond L. Harper,  
Published Author, Local Historian  
and Past NCHSC Board Member 
 
On a recent trip that took me on the outskirts of Williamsburg, Virginia, I saw two large green 
signs across the highway. One gave direction to Williamsburg and the other gave direction to 
Camp Peary. The Camp Peary sign brought back memories of long ago when my young life took 
me to Camp Peary where I spent a cold winter and spring. I boarded a train in Richmond, Virginia 
and arrived at Camp Peary in the wee hours. Needless to say, I didn’t get much sleep that night. 
 
Our quarters were old, dilapidated buildings that were heated by large potbellied, coal-burning 
stoves. When the supply of coal ran out, wooden boards were confiscated from the sides of the 
buildings out back that housed the showers and other conveniences. The day’s activities began at 

“O Dark Thirty” when the cold wind was 
blowing red dust. After breakfast, the day 
was spent acquiring many skills that 
included trips to the pistol and rifle range 
and time in the woods where we carved our 
names or initials in many of the trees. (I 
wonder if they are still there?) 
 
Camp Peary is located in York County near 
Williamsburg and was named for Rear 
Admiral Robert E. Peary, who became 
famous for his work at the North Pole. The 
entire area was comprised of about 11,000 
acres that had previously been devoted to 

small farms. In later years it became known as 
“The Farm.” 
 

Following the establishment of Jamestown, this land was among the first to become populated by 
the white men. In 1660, Major Joseph Croshaw and his father-in-law, Colonel John West, 
established a plantation of 1,750 acres and named it “Poplar Neck.” In the early eighteenth century 
this property was sold to Edmund Jennings. After the death of Governor Edward Nott, Jennings 
served as acting governor of the colony until the arrival of Lieutenant Governor Alexander 
Spotswood.  A circa 1717 reference states that Governor Spotswood had a country place near 
Williamsburg that he had built and gave it the name, Porto Bello. Porto Bello later became the 
property of John Murray, the 4th Earl of Dunmore and the last royal governor of Virginia.  
 
In November 1942, the federal government took over this property and opened the Naval 
Construction Training Center. It was there that more than 100,000 recruits and a large number of 
advanced construction specialists were trained. The graduates soon became known as Seabees. 
Among other constructions, they practiced laying strips of metal mesh roadway to be used in 

Camp Peary, Virginia 

Sign at Camp Peary, York County, VA 
(Photo Courtesy of the Sea Bees Museum) 
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building beachheads and airstrips especially at Normandy and in the islands in the Pacific. The 
112th U.S. Naval Construction Battalion received its training and was commissioned on July 29, 
1943, at Camp Peary, Virginia. 
 
The Seabees left Camp Peary in 1944. After that it was given the name “United States Naval 
Training and Distribution Center.” The center served in that capacity for about two years before 
closing. Porto Bello served as a residence from 1947 to 1952, and the government then boarded it 
up. About twenty years later Camp Peary was given the name “Armed Forces Experimental 
Training Activity” (Activity was the correct name) and Porto Bello was placed on the National 
Register of Historic Places. It was about that time that Camp Peary became known as a CIA 
training facility and since has been featured in several novels, movies, etc. In one of his novels, 
author John Grisham highlights Porto Bello.  
 
In 2001, after the passing of my mother I discovered a large rolled-up photograph. Upon inspection 
I found it was a panorama of War Time Williamsburg that I had sent her from Camp Peary, 
Virginia. 
 

By Robert Hitchings,  
NCHSC President and Archivist/Historian  
 
Last month I came across a small article by George Tucker (1908-2005), noted historian and 
columnist for the Virginian-Pilot, which was quite amusing. It’s humorous as it is all about snooty 
people. We all have encountered people like this.  
 
The setting was at the Greenbrier resort in West Virginia.  In the 1870s the Greenbrier was the 
playground of the very wealthy from the north. It seems that Mrs. Beverley Dandridge Tucker 
(1851-1927), whose husband was the minister of St. Paul’s Episcopal Church here in Norfolk, 
Virginia, was taking a morning stroll with a friend. Passing by some of the white cottages, one 
member of a party called upon Mrs. Tucker and her friend to join them.  Most of these ladies’ 
fathers were quite wealthy. When the question was asked to Mrs. Tucker, “What did your father 
do for a living? She quickly replied, “My father was a farmer.”  
 
After she and her friend continued on their walk, one 
woman exclaimed, “A farmer’s daughter, what in the 
name of heaven is the world coming to?” At that 
point, a woman in the same company on the porch 
knowing Mrs. Tucker replied, “I feel you are doing 
my friend an injustice. My dear, would you like to 
know the name of the family and the farm?” “Not 
particularly,” the woman said. “My dear, that woman 
is the daughter of Colonel John Augustine 
Washington, and the name of the farm is Mount 
Vernon. “    

The Farmer’s Daughter 

“A farmer’s daughter, what in the name of heaven  
is the world coming to?” 
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By Robert Hitchings, 
NCHSC President and Archivist/Historian 
 
On a cold night in March of 1928, a mysterious train was stopped in the Berkley section of Norfolk. 
Inside the boxcar were 300 barrels labeled “sweet potatoes” shipped from a small town called 
Havelock, North Carolina.  
 
A HOT-TIP phone call came into Norfolk’s Police department. The call was directed to Officer W. 
Carl Spencer (1896-1978), a homicide detective at the time. An unknown man told Spencer that a 
freight car, a cargo of booze, labeled “sweet potatoes” was en-route to Chicago and headed to 
Norfolk. The hot-tipper gave the boxcar number, the time the train was leaving New Bern, N.C. 
and stated that the boxcar contained thousands of gallons of booze. 
 
This was the prohibitionist era (1920-1933) when whiskey was illegal to buy in the United States. 
There was a nationwide, constitutional ban on the production, transportation, and sale of any type 
of alcohol beverages. This was the law of our land! 
 
In talking to Sidney Ironmonger (1859-1935), Norfolk’s Police Chief, about this strange phone call, 
Spencer was able to obtain a search warrant for the freight car. When Spencer and his partner 
Detective Bill T. Walker (1897-1971) were able to intercept the train south of Norfolk, they saw two 
men sitting on top of the boxcar. As the train began to slow down, these two men quickly got off 

 South Norfolk’s First Ambulance and Crew 

 When a Norfolk Man Stopped Capone!  

L to R: William Nicholas, Herman Powers, Ruth Williams, Herman Dennise II, and Leonard H. Newberg  
(Photo Courtesy of Terry Riggs) 
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and disappeared. The detectives served the warrant and broke open the seals of the car. At first, 
they only saw barrels of sweet potatoes. Spencer pulled the barrels aside and noticed the rest of the 
boxcar was full of barrels of liquor; booze galore!   
 
Federal agents were called in and the boxcar of booze was valued at $100,000, a hefty sum in 1928. 
Inside the boxcar were 34 barrels of Kentucky whiskey, 25 barrels of scotch, and 100 cases of good 
French brandy. For several days this was the BIG NEWS here in our Tidewater area.  
 
That same day Carl Spencer received a phone call from a man with an accent who wanted to talk 
about this whiskey. Spencer, not going alone, took Detective Dan Weisbard (1896 -1928) along. 
They met at the old Lorraine Hotel (long gone) in downtown Norfolk. As Spencer recalled years 
later, “They were good looking young men, well dressed, and each one was wearing an empty 
shoulder hoister. No guns were present.” In their conversation Spencer was told that the whiskey 
belonged to a multimillion-dollar syndicate out of Chicago.  These men were not really interested 
in the whiskey itself, but the man who tipped them off.  
 
In the conversation Spencer and Weisbard were asked, “Do you boys smoke? There are some fine 
cigars on the dresser along with pieces of paper to light them.” Those pieces of paper were $100.00 
bills.  
 
As Spencer said, “I told them I could not help them and warned them every time they tried to 
move whiskey through here, we would get to it.”  
 
The federal authorities kept up the investigation. They found out that consignee of the sweet 
potatoes was a Havelock man involved in bootlegging. There was no such company by the name of 
Batkistini Brothers to whom the sweet potatoes were assigned. Also, the South Water Market 
warehouse in Chicago where they were supposed to be delivered was an Al Capone front.   
Carl Spencer always believed that seizing this boxcar of booze was a large factor that set the stage 
for the St. Valentine’s Day Massacre (7 men machined gunned down in a Chicago garage), between 
two gang leaders, Al “Scarface” Capone and George “Bugs” Moran. The Carolina route was now 
closed to Capone.  
 
Why the hot-tip? Apparently, a skipper from a fishing boat that was transferring the booze was 
accused of stealing a bottle of whiskey. The Capone agent refused to pay him. This independent 
fisherman was not going to be pushed around by Capone’s agent. The next day he telephoned the 
Norfolk Police Department and asked to speak to Carl Spencer. That simple phone call by that 
fisherman to Officer Spencer stopped the illegal trafficking of booze through our area of Norfolk.  
 
Carl Spencer left the Police department in the 1940s. He lived with his family in Ocean View near 
Spencer Beach, went into politics and was a fishing pier operator in his later years. When asked by 
Robert Ramage, Virginian-Pilot reporter in January 1959, about his time in the police department 
and the seizing of the boxcar of booze in Berkley, Spencer replied, “If I had known I was tangling 
with the Capone gang, I wouldn’t have taken just one man with me; I’d have taken half the police 
department.” 
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Due to gathering restrictions at the Central Library, our 
membership meeting will be held Sunday, September 
20th at 2:00pm outside in the spacious gazebo of the 
Chesapeake Arboretum. The gazebo can hold up to 75 
people, but current gatherings are being limited to 50 
people in order to maintain safe, social distancing.  
 
Chesapeake Arboretum 
624 Oak Grove Road, Chesapeake, VA 

 
Kevin Kaul, Manager for the Parks, Recreation, and 
Tourism Dept. will talk about the arboretum, its history, 
and activities.   
 
Please abide by current COVID-19 protocol and wear a 
mask. Bottled water will be provided. We look forward 
to seeing everyone there!  

Please check the date on your mailing label above to make sure your 
membership is current. Membership dues are due by May 31st. 

 
 
 
Questions or suggestions? Email us at nchs.wallaceroom@gmail.com, call us at (757) 410-7152, or visit our site 
NorfolkCountyVAHistory.org . Date submitted (for your records) ___________________________________________ 
 

September 20th Membership Meeting Moved to Chesapeake Arboretum 

Norfolk County Historical Society of Chesapeake 
298 Cedar Road 
Chesapeake, VA  23322 

Chesapeake Arboretum,  
Location of September 20th NCHSC Membership Meeting   

(Photo Courtesy of Amy Williamson Jonak) 


