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ON LEGAL & BUSINESS REPORTING

Raising the Bar
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BIDNOW! 

Online From Anywhere! You've got to bid it to win it. 
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Powered by excellence, 
Proven by results.
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Introduction

One overcast humid morning this past 
June, I rose well before dawn and gath-
ered in the quiet still with about 50 other 
women on the grounds of the Vietnam 
Memorial in Washington, D.C. National  
Park Service staff provided our group 
of DAR volunteers with hoses, buckets, 
brushes, soap and instructions—all that 
we needed to undertake the solemn task 
of washing the Memorial, reverently and 
respectfully cleaning the 58,000 names 
inscribed on its somber façade, prepar-

ing it for another day of visitation. Among the names are those 
of 38 young men from Dutchess County—young soldiers who 
sacrificed their lives and futures in the jungles of Southeast Asia.

All Americans owe these soldiers’ memory the dignity of somber 
remembrance; and we owe their brother and sister veterans who 
survived our lifelong appreciation. For like those who marched 
before them in prior generations to prior wars, they recognized 
that love of country all too often requires painful sacrifice  
endured for a purpose greater than self. 

As you read Tyler Dann’s first-person recollection of his tour of 
duty in Vietnam, please reflect on his lonely homecoming to the 
United States after his deployment, and think of the tens of thou-
sands of soldiers who faced ugly protests upon their return or 
who have spent the remainder of their lives tormented by mental 
and physical aftereffects. The U.S. Department of Defense is now 
commemorating the 50th anniversary of the Vietnam War with 
a goal to honor all of its veterans—men and women who never 
received the welcome they had selflessly earned. They are our 
neighbors and our friends—please seek them out and thank them 
for their service. It is gratitude long overdue.
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In fact, an appreciation for the sacrifice of our nation’s veterans 
of all conflicts is long overdue—and hence, this year’s literary 
theme. This yearbook, the first of two editions to be dedicated to 
the veterans of Dutchess County, is part of a wider observance of 
Dutchess County’s “Year of the Veteran” initiative. It is a privi-
lege for me to co-chair this Dutchess County Historical Society 
commemoration with County Executive Marcus Molinaro and 
County Sheriff Adrian “Butch” Anderson, and it is an honor for 
me to provide this brief introduction for the Society’s annual pub-
lication as one example of how we can all find ways to honor 
military service in our daily lives.

As we look back to the Spanish-American War’s local ties, com-
memorate the centennial anniversary of World War I, study the 
stories of World War II and revisit our own families’ connections 
to all American conflicts, I ask you to remember the young men 
and women from Dutchess County who serve today in far-off 
places on similarly dangerous missions. Children in 2001, few 
have any memory of a time when our country was not engaged in 
the War on Terror. As a Blue Star Mother whose Dutchess County 
son spent nine months in Afghanistan in 2017-2018, I also ask 
that you pause to remember the generations of local parents who 
have waited anxiously for the safe return of their child—a diffi-
cult burden no matter what the era.

We should be justifiably proud of our county’s myriad past contri-
butions to our nation’s defense through the centuries and equally 
committed to ensuring that our sons and daughters in uniform today 
receive our admiration and gratitude for their willingness to serve 
in today’s all-volunteer Armed Forces. They are the descendants  
of the men and women whose sacrifices we salute in this year’s 
DCHS Yearbook and they, too, deserve a homecoming befitting 
American heroes

      — Denise Doring VanBuren

First Vice President General,  
National Society Daughters of the American Revolution

Past President, Dutchess County Historical Society



Letter from the Editor

About three or four years ago at the Clinton House, several of us were 
talking about future themes for the yearbook, then at its one hun-
dredth year of publication. High on the list of possible topics was 
the idea of commemorating World War I and veterans of the twentieth  
century. We were, at that time, one hundred years from the start of WWI. 
We would have to hurry if we wished to acknowledge it before the centen-
nial expired. 

So, the central topic for the yearbook in both this year, 2018, and, next, 
2019, will be the lives of Dutchess County, New York veterans serving 
in the military. As the title suggests, we want to recognize the military 
service of citizens of our county. The timing marks the centennial of our  
engagement in World War I, 75 years since World War II, and 50 years since 
the Vietnam War. We have a happy convergence with our extra push in  
programming. The yearbook coordinates with the Dutchess County His-
torical Society's effort to commemorate “The Year of The Veteran 2018”—
a program with the County of Dutchess extending into 2019. 

When we began to search for 
writers and stories about men 
and women in the services, we 
were not certain what we would 
discover One of the most nota-
ble finds happened right in our 
own Clinton House. Melodye 
Moore, trustee and Head of 
Collections, and Bill Jeffway, 
our Executive Director, knew 
they had found something spe-

cial when they saw a collection of over 300 large glass negatives within our 
storeroom. The group recorded public parades, festivals, and fund raisers 
associated with World War I—all here in the county. With a generous grant 
from a family fund, we were able to have the slides digitized. Then we 
created an exhibit that we presented at the Franklin D. Roosevelt Library 
and Museum Wallace Center in April of this year. The exhibit is now trav-
eling throughout various sites in the county. This exhibition is the core of 
the Society’s contribution to the program, “The Year of the Veteran 2018.” 
Our institution is providing lectures, a planned book and seminar, an oral 
history program, in addition to traveling the exhibit around the county.  
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As has been our custom in recent years, this yearbook is divided into two 
sections, the Forum section with the main thematic content and an Articles 
section for essays on general history of the county. In the first section, we 
offer a series of articles about individuals and issues from Dutchess County 
related to military service. Our time span encompasses most of the twen-
tieth century. We are covering conflicts from the Spanish-American War 
at the brink of the new century through the Vietnam War, three-quarters  
of the way through.1 In the second, Articles section, we are pleased to  
deliver an interesting group of interviews about working on the railroads 
in the later twentieth century. 

      — Candace J. Lewis, Ph.D., editor

1 As a general rule in this yearbook devoted to the study of history, we avoid writing about 
the last fifty years seeing them as not-yet-history.
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Call for Articles: Yearbook 2019
Patriotism and Honor: Veterans of Dutchess County, New York 
Part II 

In 2019, the central topic for the yearbook will again be the lives 
of Dutchess County, New York veterans serving in the military 
during the very last years of the nineteenth century and the much 
of the twentieth century. The subject will be a continuation of our 
2018 book. The yearbook will continue to coordinate with Dutchess 
County and the Dutchess County Historical Society’s program, “The 
Year of The Veteran 2018.” 

In 2019, as for the last several years, the yearbook will be divided into 
sections:  

(1) The Forum section will focus on the stories of our men and 
women in the military: how their lives were affected and how 
they affected Dutchess County. Articles may include topics from 
the more abstract such as discussions of veterans within historical 
movements to quite concrete matters such as the individual 
stories of residents of the county.

(2) The Articles section will be devoted to essays on any worth-
while research regarding Dutchess County history. 

Please submit your article to me in digital form as a Microsoft 
Word document. Articles for the Forum and Articles sections 
should be 2,000 to 4,000 words long. If possible, please submit at 
least one or two images with captions with each essay. Send the 
images separately as jpegs (300 dpi or larger). Images may be 
black-and-white or color. Please send them with the draft, the figure  
captions indicated in the text (images are not an afterthought). 
Copyright will be shared between the Dutchess County Historical 
Society and the author. The author may re-issue the article in the 
year after it is published in the DCHS yearbook.

For endnotes, please use Chicago Manual of Style. Examples  
of endnotes:

Continued
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Franklin D. Roosevelt, 508th Press Conference, December 10, 
1938, Public Papers and Addresses of Franklin D. Roosevelt, 
1938 Volume: The Continuing Struggle for Liberalism (New 
York: Macmillan, 1941), 632.

Nancy V. Kelly, “Rhinebeck: Transition in 1799” in The Hudson 
Valley Regional Review Vol. 6, No. 2 (March 1989), 94.

If you have an idea for an article that you are considering, but  
are doubtful about, just write to me at clewis1880@aol.com and  
I will be happy to discuss it. Deadline: I am hoping for submission 
of articles by April 1, 2019. I look forward with delight to reading 
your essays.

     — Candace Lewis, Editor
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Review of the Year 2018
by Bill Jeffway  

Executive Director

I am happy to report that 2018 has been a year of great excitement and 
growth. We’ve made enormous progress in reaching more people with 
compelling stories and insights into our collective history, while retaining 
the high standards set by our early founders. 

We have greater engagement across the entire county. From its 
inception, the Dutchess County Historical Society (DCHS) had “local” 
Vice Presidents (VP’s) representing the cities, towns and villages that 
make up the county. Suspended in recent years, these positions have been 
fully re-instated with great interest across the county. This creates a “point 
person” who can ensure two-way dialogue no matter the geography or size 
of the municipality. 

We have greater collaboration between the municipal historians and 
historical societies. The local VP’s are involved in regular, quarterly 
meetings with their municipal historian counterparts. Co-led with the 
Dutchess County Government Historian, William P. Tatum, III, who invites 
all the municipal historians, joint sessions look at program ideas and skills 
sharing, among other things.

We encourage greater collaboration among those with a wide range of 
interest in history from the professional historian or academic to someone 
who does not see themselves in any way as an historian. An example of 
the latter is the wonderful range of photographs, documents, objects and 
stories that emerged from audience members when we gave presentations 
on WWI. Whether a grandfather’s Purple Heart or photos and letters from 
“over there,” through digital scanning and the new concept of a “digital 
image gift” (more on this later), we were able to weave these contributions 
into a larger, richer story in our exhibitions.

We enable greater collaboration among those at a state, county and 
local level. One of the more satisfying outcomes was our discovery at NYS 
Archives of hundreds and hundreds of pages of correspondence between 
local city, town, and village historians and the state historian from 1919 to 
1924. The communications were part of an ultimately unsuccessful effort 
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by New York State to document the state’s participation in World War I 
through the publication of a series of volumes that would have been called, 
“New York’s Part in the World War.”

We made—and continue to make—all of these pages, which were of great 
interest to local historians, available online for free on our website. They had  
not been so available prior and remain there indefinitely for future study. 

A word on the importance of greater accessibility. With broader reach 
comes the need for greater accessibility which we have addressed in a 
number of ways:

Membership. We have created an Associate Membership level allowing 
those who already pay Historical Society Membership at a local level to 
access DCHS at a special price.

Publications. We now have complete volumes of our Yearbooks fully online 
for the years 1914 to 1937 and are working with Google to make more 
available in this way. Similarly, we have made the 1924 DCHS publication 
“Old Gravestone of Dutchess County” available as a searchable digital 
book on our website. It is a survey and transcription of 19,000 gravestones 
in Dutchess County. We are looking to expand this kind of access.   

Exhibitions & Programs. Through the generosity of a range of donors, 
we are moving beyond the traditional gallery exhibition, creating traveling 
and online exhibitions to reach significantly more people. “Over Here,” the 
central exhibition associated with “2018: Year of the Veteran,” is expressed 
in three ways: as a traveling exhibition, as an open-ended online exhibition 
which we hope will continue to grow over time, and through an essay 
found in this Yearbook. 

At the time of writing, the traveling exhibition has included, or will 
include: the Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential Library & Museum where 
it launched; the Dutchess County Fair; the cities of Poughkeepsie and 
Beacon; and the towns of Beekman, Clinton, Dover, East Fishkill, Milan, 
Millbrook, North East, Pine Plains, Pleasant Valley and Stanford.

We are looking at other ways to expand the reach of this exhibition.
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Collections.  This year we launched a pilot program supporting the “Digi-
tal Image Gift.” The idea being, that if we are committed to telling the best, 
most complete story of our county, some items might support the story 
but have a great deal of personal or sentimental value to the owner. An 
example mentioned earlier was a Purple Heart medal. We continue to be-
come stewards of many physical items, but this adds an option, depending 
on the owners’ wishes. We then find a way to have the item photographed 
or digitally scanned, with credit to the donor as in any other gift.

In Summary 

I believe that the progress made in 2018 to reach out to a greater number 
of people with improved accessibility can help DCHS grow in relevance 
in a world in need of the kind of perspective, critical thinking, sense of 
identity, and shared experience that comes from understanding our local 
history. An important test of this will be reflected in the degree of success 
in generating financial support for this trajectory which must also include 
expanded activities.

We always welcome idea, thoughts, and questions related to the successful 
stewardship and success of the Dutchess County Historical Society.
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Figure 1. Portrait of Fred Knickerbocker, 
great, great-grandfather of author Justin 
Kemp. Photograph, framed. Collection 
of Kemp family. This portrait of Fred 
Knickerbocker hung in the Kemp family 
home giving inspiration to Justin Kemp 
for further research into the life of his 
ancestor. Recently Justin graduated 
from college with a major in history. A 
visit to the Dutchess County Historical 
Society ended in encouragement to 
start a research project on the story 
of his ancestor and his service in the 
Spanish-American War. 

Getting to Know My  
Great-great-grandfather Fred: 

Soldier in the  
Spanish-American War

by J. M. Kemp 

Fred Knickerbocker has always had a significant presence in our house-
hold and in my life. Growing up, all I knew about Fred is what I had been 
told by my father and other members of my family: Fred was my great-
great grandfather; he lived in Pine Plains,; he was farmer; he fought in 
the Spanish-American War.  His legacy lives on in our house to this day 
through the many pictures of the Knickerbocker family that hang on our 
walls, including a beautifully shot photograph of Niagara Falls that Fred 
took. Even the sound of the very entertainment that Fred indulged in fills 
our house on a daily basis through my father’s inherited collection of Ed-
ison records that were originally Fred’s. For decades, a large portrait of 
young Fred has rested above the fireplace in our living room, a visual indi-
cator of  how significant a presence Fred still holds in our daily lives. Yet 
even with such a looming presence, and everything that had been relayed 
to me throughout my life, I had little knowledge of the man who had come 
to symbolize my family history. Fortune would have it however, that that  
would soon change through a chance meeting with leaders of the Dutchess 
County Historical Society.
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Like most recently graduated college students, I was aiming to begin the 
next chapter of my journey to becoming a professional historian. After 
many fruitless attempts to apply the skills I had obtained at college, my 
next stop on my post-college life led me to the Dutchess County  Historical 
Society. As my interview was coming to a close, the subject of conversa-
tion shifted to my family history and I revealed my familial connection 
with Fred Knickerbocker. As it turned out, the Society had just completed 
a project pertaining to Knickerbocker ties to local agriculture. Suddenly 
it looked as though an opportunity to apply my skills had revealed itself. 
Once we had taken a look at Fred’s collection of letters and photographs, 
we had begun to form the basis for what could be a truly fascinating story 
involving a local veteran of what has become known as one of America’s 
“forgotten wars.” With this story taking shape, I began to delve into Fred’s 
writing and images, and the man whose life and personality had long been 
a mystery to me was beginning to come into the light.  As it turns out, 
Fred had quite a colorful vocabulary in his letters, and he was also quite a 
shutterbug with his camera while traveling with his unit. Who would have 
thought that a routine interview would turn into an opportunity to finally 
learn more about my family history? When I started this project, I knew 
very little about Fred, but now that I’ve investigated his writings and his 
photos, I feel like I know him more by going to the source directly than 
being told stories about him by my family. Knowing what I know now, I 
feel that it was fated that I would be the one to tell Fred’s story, and that my 
meeting with the DCHS was, to put it boldly, a twist of fate.

Fred’s Collection

The collection of Fred Knickerbocker encompasses his life experiences as 
a farmer in Pine Plains, New York, as a soldier in the Army traveling from 
coast to coast across America to the Hawaiian Islands in the Pacific, and 
finally to his twilight years, decades after the Spanish-American War. This 
vast collection of primary sources details Fred’s adventurous life through 
documents and photographs written and taken by the man himself. The 
greatest concentration of documents from Fred’s collection are the letters 
written by Fred to his parents Henry B. Knickerbocker and Phebe Stickle 
during his time in the United States Army. From May to December of 
1898, Fred wrote thirty-four letters from the various camps where he was 
based back home to the family farmstead just on the outskirts of Pine 
Plains. These letters give us insight into Fred’s personal experiences, both 
good and bad, as a soldier in a secondary army unit. In addition, they 
chronicle Fred’s whereabouts across his eight-month adventure as a soldier 
during the waning months of the Spanish-American War. Through these 
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letters, we can trace Fred’s movements to places like Camp Black, Fort 
Hamilton, San Francisco, and Honolulu.  Also evident in these documents 
is how propaganda was used during the war, as several of the envelopes 
containing Fred’s letters bear an image of the battleship USS Maine, bear-
ing the declaration, “Remember The Maine”.

Another important component of Fred’s collection are photographs, the 
majority taken by Fred himself. Like Fred’s letters, the photographs doc-
ument what army life was like for Fred and his comrades. Even after over 
a century of deterioration, most of these images are still very much intact 
and even minute details are still clearly visible to the human eye. Fred’s 
photographs depict the  terrain of the various locales where he was based, 
the spirit and morale of his friends in his unit, and the hardships of every-
day life as a soldier. Accompanying Fred’s letters and photographs is a 
ledger from his days following the war that follows Fred’s activities for the 
rest of his life in Pine Plains.

For years, this collection resided in a box as it was passed down from gen-
eration to generation of Fred Knickerbocker’s descendants until it ended 
up in the possession of my family.  

Fred’s Story

Born on December 29, 1876 in Pine Plains, New York, Fred was the 
younger of the two sons of  Henry B. Knickerbocker and Phebe Stickle  
Knickerbocker. The Knickerbockers were of Dutch ancestry and were 
farmers.  According to photographic evidence, Fred was educated at the 
Seymour Smith Academy in Pine Plains, a predecessor of the school of the 
same name that is still operational to this day. After his schooling, Fred  
returned to the family farm to work with his parents and his brother George.  
According to ledgers, the  family’s agricultural pursuits dealt mainly in 
apple farming and distribution. 

Figure 2. Fred Knickerbocker's military cap 
from the Spanish American War, Company 
K, Poughkeepsie, New York, 1898. Collec-
tion of the Kemp Family. The Kemp Family 
Collection of Fred Knickerbocker's service 
materials includes letters, a ledger, many 
photographs taken by Fred himself, and 
various other items such as Fred's uniform 
and this cap.
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Figure 3. Letter from Fred Knickerbocker to his parents explaining his decision to 
leave home and join the army in the Spanish-American War. May 18, 1898. Written 
at the Morgan House in Poughkeepsie, New York and sent to Pine Plains, New York. 
Collection of the Kemp Family. Fred wrote: “Please forgive me going as I did without 
letting you know....”
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On May 18, 1898, when Fred was 21 years old, he enlisted in Company 
K of the New York State National Guard. He served for nearly two years, 
was mustered out at Poughkeepsie on February 26, 1899, and returned to 
a life of farming in Pine Plains. The following year he married Mary E. 
Case and between 1901 and 1913 the couple had four children: Ralph, 
Rena, Henry, and Grace.   Fred registered for the draft on September 12, 
1918 at the age of 41 but was not called for active duty.  Fred was proud of 
his military service. Fred died On November 14, 1956 and is buried in the 
Evergreen Cemetery in Pine Plains

Fred Joins the Army, Albeit Secretly

In May of 1898, Fred suddenly saw an opportunity to leave his unevent-
ful life as a farmer behind him in favor of what he believed would be 
an adventure that would transform him into a better man. Not wishing to 
live day to day with the daily routine of farming, Fred made a choice that 
would leave a lasting impact on his life. That fateful spring, Fred decided 
to trade in his farming attire for an army uniform, one he would wear with 
pride, even decades after his service during his twilight years. While at first 
Fred’s story may be considered a classic example of the all-American tale 
of a farm boy joining the army for a life of adventure, a look through Fred’s 
letters to his family over the next six months reveals the more complex 
nature of a young farmer adjusting to and coping with the daily struggles 
of his transition from farmer to foot soldier. One of the more interesting 
of these letters is his very first letter to parents Henry and Phebe, written 
immediately after enlisting and just before shipping out for training. Dated 
May 18, 1898, the letter was sent to his family from the Morgan House in 
Poughkeepsie and  reveals Fred’s motives for enlisting as well as well as 
his affection for his family. Fred writes: 

Please forgive me going as I did without letting you know. Do 
not worry about me for my company is not going to the front 
and I will be back home in a few weeks a much better man than 
I am now.  Do not work so hard, either of you, and please do not 
worry about me for Jesus will keep me from harm in one place 
as well as another.1

From this one letter written by Fred, two things are clearly evident. First, 
we see Fred’s reason for joining the army, which was his belief that he 
was going to come out of the army a transformed man, a much better man 
than he was at the time he enlisted. Second, we see that Fred enlisted with-
out the knowledge of Henry and Phebe, which is of greater interest here.  
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Making the decision to leave one’s home life and parents behind for mil-
itary service is a major life decision, and this was the choice that Fred 
made, only he chose this path on his own, without letting his parents have 
a say. This is reflected in his letter, where he apologizes to his mother and 
father for not letting them know of his intentions, however, he is clearly 
apologetic for such a drastic life change. However, he makes it a point to 
assure his parents that he would not be in harm’s way, as he was well aware 
that his unit was not going to the frontlines. Perhaps the most valuable 
thing we can interpret from this letter is just how affectionate Fred was to 
his family, as he also assured them that Jesus would watch over him while 
he was away, while also telling them not to work so hard on the farm in his 
absence. We can see that this is clearly a family man, a man who loves his 
parents so much, that he apologizes for running off to war while attempt-
ing to ease their minds. On another note, the letter also illustrates Fred’s 
naivety in his belief that he would only be away for a mere few weeks, 
where, as fortune would have it, it would be up to six months before Fred 
would be permitted to return home.  

Having now enlisted, Fred was about to embark on an incredible cross-country  
and personal odyssey that would take him from Camp Black across the 
Pacific to Honolulu. As mentioned earlier, his thirty-four letters of corre-
spondence provide us with a paper trail that tracks nearly his every move 
from location to location along his nine-month trek with Company K of 
the 1st New York Regiment, the unit Fred was assigned to. With this vastly 
detailed paper trail in hand, along with the photographs taken by Fred’s 
camera, a month-by-month timeline of his regiment’s movements can be 
traced from the day Company K left Poughkeepsie to the voyage to Hawaii.  

What this personal archive does not entail however, is the events past 
Fred’s very last letter, dated December 6, 1898, as the paper trail unfortu-
nately stops here. With the trail gone cold, one would expect that this is an 
abrupt end to Fred’s incredible journey. However, this is not entirely the 
case, as a search on Ancestry resulted in the discovery of a digitized copy 
of Fred’s army record. Along with containing all the basic information, i.e. 
age, size, weight and so on, this record also reveals an interesting piece of 
information regarding Fred’s whereabouts following Company K’s posting 
in Honolulu. According to the record, Fred received a furlough from the 
army from late December 1898 to February of 1899, before he was dis-
charged that same month. After seven months of moving across America 
and the Pacific with his comrades in Company K, Fred was finally able to 
return home to his family, whom he had missed so much, as evidenced by 
the sheer number of letters that he wrote in those seven months, in which 
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he informs parents Henry and Phebe of almost everything he and his unit 
were doing at the time, furthering the image of Fred as a true family man. 
As mentioned earlier, it was Fred’s decision alone to enlist, and based on 
his letters, it was a decision that would test his patience with Uncle Sam 
in the next several months to come. If only Fred had known what he was 
getting himself into when he made his choice to join the army.

Journey to Hawaii from Camp Black

As an enlisted man assigned to Company K of the 1st New York Regiment, 
Fred’s first destination with the unit was Camp Black. This was the first of 
many stepping stones along his journey with Company K across America 
and the Pacific. For about a month, Company K resided at Camp Black 
until mid-July of 1898, when the unit was moved to its new camp at Fort 
Hamilton. Fred describes his living situation at Fort Hamilton in a letter to 
his mother, Phebe,  dated June 14,1898, in which he says, “We are away 
from Camp Black at last and are situated at Fort Hamilton. It is a beautiful 
place just south of Brooklyn. We are camped in tents instead of barracks. 
As I write you we would be but have a good floor in each tent and when 
everything is settled we will be very comfortable.”2 Once again, we see 
here that Fred makes certain in his writing to reassure Phebe that he is in 
excellent spirits and that he is adjusting well to army life, something that 
Phebe and Henry must have taken great comfort in hearing from their son 
miles away from home.  

Figure 4. Company K, First New York Regiment, Poughkeepsie, New York, May, 
1898. Spanish American War. Photograph. Collection of the Kemp Family. Fred 
Knickerbocker signed up for service as a young 21-year-old Pine Plains farm boy.  
He was hoping “to become a better man.”
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Later that month, Company K was moved from one side of the country to 
the other, a long and tedious trip by train to its next base in San Francisco, 
California. From late July until August, Fred’s outfit was camped there 
as they awaited orders to be shipped across the Pacific to the Hawaiian 
Islands, where they expected to be based for the next several months. Fred 
wrote home to Henry the day his company finally got their marching or-
ders on July 27, 1898, “At last we have received destination orders and 
will be on our way to the Hawaiian Islands in a very few days by fast, or 
fun.”3 Furthermore, Fred also elaborates on how the men in his unit are 
looking forward to getting out of San Francisco, for they are fed up with 
the weather there. He says:

All are glad to get away from this place of fogs, cold winds and 
sand. We will have a fine place where we are going and although 
we may have to stay there six months we will have no fighting to 
do, and the climate all who have been there say is fine.4  

Clearly, Fred and his comrades were excited to go to what seemed to be the 
ideal vacation destination in a warm tropical climate, a welcome change 
from the cold and miserable conditions they had encountered in California.

Before sailing off to Hawaii, there was one personal errand that Fred made, 
one that would prove rewarding not only for himself, but for our view of 
the chain of events that surrounded him those last few months in paradise. 
While he had spare time in San Francisco, Fred bought a camera, which 
he would carry with him and capture these incredible images of Company 
K’s presence in Hawaii, images that survive to this day. On August 3, 1898, 

Figure 5. Fred Knickerbocker as a soldier in 
the Spanish American War, 1898. Photograph. 
Collection of the Kemp Family. Knickerbocker's 
service lasted for ten months during this, one 
of America's shortest wars. His service did not 
take him to the Philippines and combat, but to 
California and Hawaii. 
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Fred spoke of this camera and the supplies he had bought in great detail in 
a letter to Phebe, in which he says, 

I have bought a Camera. I wish you could see it is a fine one a 
Cartridge Kodak made by the Eastman Kodak Co of Rochester 
N.Y. takes pictures 4x10 in film. Glass plate camera like my old 
one is no good as I could not use the plates. could not change 
them and bend them they would break.5 

As we can see, Fred clearly knew his way around cameras, as he had prior 
experience with them, but the transition from glass plates to film must 
have been an interesting learning experience for him. Of even more par-
ticular interest is how much Fred paid for this new camera, and the means 
with which he paid for it. “I paid $30 in gold for the camera, case and 4 
rolls of films.”  In the long term, this would be a fortuitous expenditure 
for Fred and for future generations, for without this purchase we would 
not have had such a vast personal visual archive of Fred and Company 
K’s activities in Hawaii. Among Fred’s most interesting images are ones 

Figure 6. Soldiers on a troop ship traveling from California to Hawaii. Photograph by  
Fred Knickerbocker, 1898. Collection of the Kemp Family. Fred wrote home to his 
parents that the trip to Hawaii was slow and difficult. The photographs he took on 
the voyage show soldiers crowded together on deck in wet, stormy conditions. 
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of the voyage across the ocean to the Hawaiian Islands (Figures 6 and 7), 
ones that capture the discomfort of the men as they battled the cold ocean 
breeze and as they came onto the deck for air from the cramped and stuffy 
conditions below decks.  

Stuck in Hawaii

After a long and exhausting boat ride, Company K reached its destination 
in Oahu, where Fred and his unit settled into their tropical surroundings.  

We arrived here all safely yesterday afternoon.  The voyage was 
long and tedious and the accommodations poor but we are here 
safe and that is the main thing…It seems to be a beautiful place 
we are going to have a fine camping place.7

Those were Fred’s thoughts as he expressed them to Phebe on August 13, 
the day following their arrival in the Hawaiian Islands. For the better por-
tion of their stay in Oahu, Company K was encamped along the shore-
line of Diamond Head, the site of an extinct volcano overlooking a beach 
where the unit spent most of their time. Just about a week into their stay 
at Honolulu, Fred wrote a letter to Henry, in which he describes not only 
his surroundings, but the locals encountered by Company K, as well as 
the sights of the local terrain. It is also in this letter where Fred announces 

Figure 7. Soldiers on deck 
traveling from California 
to Hawaii. Photograph by 
Fred Knickerbocker. The 
Spanish-American War, 
1898. Collection of the 
Kemp Family. 

-... ......_____ 
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that he has heard that the war has ended, and was looking forward to being 
back home soon.  

Have been in camp here just a week today. Learned by the San 
Francisco papers that war is all over and now am in hopes that 
we will be discharged in a few months as I want to get out of 
the army and back home before winter… There are no snakes 
or poisonous reptiles on the Island.  The natives or Kanacks as 
they are called are quite intelligent but the Chinese and Japanese 
are of the lower clans.  A great many wealthy Englishmen and 
Americans live in the immediate vicinity of the camp which by 
the way is in the race track about four miles out of the city.  We 
are kept confined in the camp and cannot go down to the city 
but are allowed to go and bathe at the sea shore… Our camp is 
right by the side of an old extinct volcano (Diamond Head) I and 
several of my tent mates climbed to the top of it yesterday the 
view was splendid one could see the whole harbor and city of 
Honolulu and the country for miles around.8   

Figure 8. The army camp at the base of the Kilauea Volcano, Hawaii. Company K, 
Spanish-American War, 1898. Photograph by Fred Knickerbocker. Collection of the 
Kemp Family. Fred's entire period of service was spent here in Hawaii, not in the 
Philippines fighting. The United States annexed the independent state of Hawaii  
in 1898, during the conflict of the Spanish-American War.
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.~ 1- . ·. ' 

..,;..,1'~~ 



14   DCHS Yearbook 2018

Based on all this information contained within this one letter, it sounds 
that, at least for their first few weeks in Honolulu, Fred and the rest of his 
comrades were treated to what seemed like a tropical vacation aside from 
being in camp.

Besides this and Fred’s other letters, which already give us an in-depth 
account of the conditions in Hawaii, Fred’s photography gives us the best 
view of what daily life was like for the men of Company K in their tropical 
paradise. Throughout his stay in Hawaii, Fred stayed busy with his camera, 
taking countless photographs of the terrain as well as the state of his camp 
on the beach. As we just saw from Fred’s letter to Henry, he spoke of climb-
ing the volcano at Diamond Head, and this is one of those images cap-
tured by Fred’s camera. When discussing Fred’s images from his Hawaiian  
excursions, two particular photographs come to mind, and both show the 
layout of Company K’s camp along the shoreline. If we put these two images  
together, we see that one side, the camp lies at the base of the mountain, 
with the volcano looming in the background (Figure 8), while on the other 
side, the camp is surrounded by sand and the Pacific Ocean (Figure 9). Of 
these two images, it is the one taken from the volcano side that illustrates 
the camp in its entirety, as it was taken from a great height overlooking the 
whole camp. We can see that the soldiers’ tents are situated in a wooded  

Figure 9. View of the Army Camp looking out to sea over the Pacific Ocean, Hawaii. 
Company K, Spanish-American War, 1898. Photograph by Fred Knickerbocker.  
Collection of Kemp Family.
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area, providing shade from the 
intense sunlight, while other  
structures are closer to the shore. 
Another image reveals that a 
lot of men were placed in large 
tents that could fit up to ten  
soldiers. It must have been  
uncomfortable considering not 
only the tropical climate, but the 
added body heat of ten individual  
soldiers sweating in a confined 
canvas tent. Things must have  
gotten quite stuffy very quickly. 

Fred’s photography was also a way 
of making money in the army, as 
on one occasion, he states that he 
sold 523 pictures to men in his 
company.9 It is most fortunate 
that many of these images have 
survived today, after being passed 
down so many generations over a 
century since they were taken.

Of course, being stuck in Hawaii for months on end was beginning to get 
tiresome for most of the men in Company K, including Fred, for whom 
all this downtime was taking a physical toll. On October 16, Fred pointed 
out the physical change he was going through in a letter to his mother, one 
that is quite surprising, “I am getting fat weigh 175 don’t think you will 
know me if I don’t get home pretty soon.”10 Fred was gaining weight, and 
based on what we see in some of his photographs, it’s easy to see why. 
In two images, men from Fred’s unit can be seen with large columns of  
bananas tied to their rifle racks and eating coconuts, and one of Fred’s 
letters substantiates this. “Almost all kinds of tropical fruit grow here and 
we can go out and get coconuts and pineapples and almost everywhere.”11  
It’s no wonder why Fred was putting on weight, with all the native produce 
that he and his friends were eating in their spare time.  

With the war over, Fred was anxious to get back home, but the powers 
that be were preventing him from doing so, so he tried several times to 
get home on his own terms, even to the point of asking Henry and Phebe 

Figure 10. Private Fred Knickerbocker  
with rifle standing in front of a tent, Hawaii. 
Company K, Spanish-American War, 1898. 
Photograph probably by Private Fred 
Knickerbocker and friend. Collection of  
the Kemp Family. 

t 
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Figure 11. Caverns in the Lava at the Kilauea Volcano, Hawaii. Photograph by Private 
Fred Knickerbocker, Pine Plains, N.Y. Collection of the Kemp Family. When Fred came 
home from ten months of service, he published his stories of his travels along with 
his photographs in the Poughkeepse Eagle, the local paper. His photograph of the 
lava flow in Hawaii, a local attraction, he submitted to the amateur photographic 
contest of the national periodical, Leslie's Weekly, winning first prize in November 
1899. Although Fred claims in his letters home that he did not like the inconveniences  
of Army life in Hawai—the heat, the insects, the rough living—in fact, he and his fellow  
soldiers were on a great adventure seeing a part of the world far from home. 

Figure 12. An Outing of Members of Company K, First New York Volunteers, In 
Hawaii. Photograph by Fred Knickerbocker. Published in Leslie's Weekly, Novem-
ber 1899. Collection of the Kemp Family. In this photo, the men are shown on an 
expedition in the Hawaiian jungle where a small railroad had been installed. After 
ten months, Fred wrote home to his father asking for funds and assistance to return 
home. He was going to be released from the Army. 
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for assistance. This wasn’t always the case during his stay in Hawaii, as he 
went back and forth between wanting and not wanting a discharge. For ex-
ample, on September 7, Fred writes to Henry, “I wrote George some time 
ago that I was willing to accept a discharge. I feel different about it now 
that the war is over than I did while we were at Ft. Hamilton.”12 Weeks later,  
he says “I hope you have made no attempt to get a discharge before this 
letter reaches you I was foolish to write you as I did for no doubt you are 
worried about me.”13 Even at a time when he was experiencing personal  
distress, Fred still made it a point to put his mother at ease, something he 
had done from the very start of this adventure. For the next few months, 
army life in Hawaii went on, and Fred patiently waited for what seemed 
to him like a lifetime for any word of a return home to Pine Plains. Then 
on one late November day, Fred finally got the news that he had waited 
months for. “The unexpected has happened we are coming Home.”14 Nat-
urally, Fred was ecstatic to hear that his wish was finally being met. After 
four long months, Fred would finally get to be home with his family again. 
Unfortunately, it would not be until after Christmas that he returned home, 
but what wonderful family reunion it must have been indeed. 

Fred Returns Home and a Life of Remembrance

In January 1899, after eight months of service in Company K, Fred was  
finally back home with Henry, Phebe, and George, a very much long-awaited  
reunion that he had dreamt of and writtten of with such frequency since he  
had first shipped out to Camp Black. In the decades following his departure 
from the army, Fred would continue to live a fulfilling life in Pine Plains,  

Figure 13. Fred Knickerbocker in old 
age saluting the flag. He is standing 
next to a monument to fallen soldiers 
after the Spanish- American War, 
World War I, and World War II. Pine 
Plains, New York.  1948. Photograph. 
Collection of the Kemp Family. In later 
years, Fred would be proud of his 
participation in the Spanish-American 
War and his travels to California and 
Hawaii. Here he is shown wearing his 
original uniform. 
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as a gardener, as a father, and more importantly, as a veteran. On one front, 
life went back to the way it had been before his odyssey. He would return 
to the monotony, regularity, joys, and problems of a farmer's life, the life 
he had led before the war, planting crops on the farmstead,  something 
he had tried to get away from by enlisting in the army in the first place.  
However, Fred’s reputation as a man with a deep affection for his family 
would remain strong following his army days well into his later years. 
Eventually, Fred married a woman named Mary Case, and they had four 
children together, two daughters, Rena and Grace, and two sons, Ralph and 
Henry, the latter named after Fred’s father. Fred also continued to express 
his creative side in both his photography and his gardening. Shortly after 
returning home from Hawaii, Fred submitted some of his photographs to  
the magazine Leslie’s Weekly, as part of the publication’s photo contest,  
resulting in Fred taking home first prize for that contest. In terms of his 
gardening, Fred would go on to plant rose gardens at the family home, 
even posing with daughter Rena in one of the many family photos. It would 
seem that even in old age, after all the times in Company K, both good and 
bad, Fred still held onto that idea of beauty in life, this creative side of his 
that he expressed in his pictures and gardening.

However, times were not always perfect for the next fifty years of his life. 
By 1934, the Great Depression held the nation in its grip, and even the 
Knickerbocker family was feeling the effect of it as well. That year, Fred 
was forced to sell the farmstead that had been his home, in his family for 
so many years. He would spend the next twenty-three years residing on 
Poplar Avenue in Pine Plains for the remainder of his life, a house where 
his daughter Rena would continue to reside until her passing. Despite such 
hardships, besides family there was still one other thing Fred held onto 

Figure 14. Fred Knickerbocker in old age wearing 
his original Army uniform. Photograph. Collection  
of the Kemp Family. After his service in the Spanish- 
American War, Fred returned home. He spent the 
remainder of his life as a farmer in Pine Plains,  
New York. He married and had four children,  
and eventually grandchildren. 
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dearly in his twilight years: his status as a veteran in his community.  On 
May 27, 1948, a monument bearing the names of Pine Plains veterans who 
served in the Spanish-American War, World War I, and World War II was 
unveiled in the town center, next to the town clock, and Fred had the honor 
of donning his old dress blue uniform as he unveiled the monument, while 
Sheriff Fred Close read the Honor Roll. It was a moment that was captured 
in time, as he happened to be photographed standing next to the monument 
bearing so many local veterans’ names, including his own, one of just two 
names underneath the title of the Spanish-American War.  Even fifty years 
after his service in Company K, Fred continued to wear his uniform with 
pride until his death in 1956.

Conclusion

As the great-great grandson of Fredrick Knickerbocker, I feel blessed that 
I’m the one who finally got to share Fred’s story on his behalf, a story 
that very might as well have been hidden were it not for a chance meeting 
with the members of the Dutchess County Historical Society.  It gives me 
great pride that finally Fred is being recognized for his many traits and 
attributes, particularly given his connection to Pine Plains, my hometown.  
I believe that the story of Fred Knickerbocker is an inspiration, not only 
to military families, and local families, but more importantly to families 
in general.  I think the most important thing we can take away from Fred’s 
story is the value of family.  I think we can look at this story and say that 
Fred provides us with an excellent example of a family man, one that I 
hope influences others who read this story.  Because considering all other 
factors of life, family is everything.

The research for this article comes from the letters that Fred Knickerbocker  
sent home to his parents at their farm in Pine Plains while he was a soldier 
in the Spanish-American War. Fred Knickerbocker to Mrs. H.B. Knicker-
bocker, May 18, 1898

1 Fred Knickerbocker to Mrs. H.B. Knickerbocker,  June 14, 1898.

2 Fred Knickerbocker to Mrs. H.B. Knickerbocker,  July 27, 1898.

3 Ibid. 

4 Fred Knickerbocker to Mrs. H.B. Knickerbocker, August 3, 1898.

5 Ibid. 
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6 Fred Knickerbocker to Mrs. H.B. Knickerbocker, August 13, 1898.

7 Fred Knickerbocker to H.B. Knickerbocker, August 22, 1898.

8 Fred Knickerbocker to Mrs. H.B. Knickerbocker, October 16, 1898.

9 Ibid. 

10 Fred Knickerbocker to H.B. Knickerbocker, August 22, 1898.

11 Fred Knickerbocker to H.B. Knickerbocker,  September 7, 1898.

12 Fred Knickerbocker to Mrs. H.B. Knickerbocker, September 20, 1898.

13 Fred Knickerbocker to Mrs. H.B. Knickerbocker, November 29, 1898.
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Over Here:  
The Yet-To-Be Told Stories  

of the Men, Women, and Children  
of Dutchess County  

During the World War 1917 to 1919
On the 100th Anniversary  

of the End of Fighting of World War One

by Bill Jeffway & Melodye Moore

More than a year ago, as Melodye Moore , Trustee and Head of Collections,  
and Bill Jeffway, Executive Director of the Dutchess County Historical  
Society, were looking through boxes in the storeroom, they made a discovery/ 
rediscovery. They had come across a collection of over 300 large format 
glass negatives from the period of World War I, one hundred years old.  
They were the work of Reuben P. Van Vlack, photographer, and had been 
donated to the Society by his friend, Fred Close, many years later in 1981. 
Their subject matter—the local response to WWI—and their apparent 
high quality made restoration seem important. A trustee secured a gen-
erous grant from an anonymous donor to restore and digitize the images. 
Now these images are the centerpiece of the Society’s traveling exhibition, 
“Over Here: The Yet-to-be-Told Stories of Dutchess County’s Men, Women 
& Children During the World War 1917 to 1919.” We are pleased to be able 
to present a portion of the exhibit here—C. Lewis, editor

1.) Reuben Van Vlack, C. Fred Close, and the World War

A descendant of the early Dutch Hudson River Valley settlers of the area, 
Reuben Van Vlack did not have any immediate family when he died in 
1940. But he did have the intimacy of a family of fellow veterans through 
organizations he helped create and sustain. He was co-founder and histo-
rian of Poughkeepsie’s Lafayette American Legion Post, the first Legion 
post in the county (Figure 1). He would also make his mark in the role of 
American Legion State Historian.

Another Poughkeepsie resident and veteran, C. Fred Close, is often  
described as a humanitarian. He embraced a life-long and steadfast  
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commitment to veterans, both through public actions like the founding of 
the Lafayette Post, and through thousands of private actions,  all done in 
addition to a quarter century service as Dutchess County Sheriff (Figure 1).  
While the focus of this article is on the photographs of Van Vlack, we are 
indebted to Fred Close who cared for them for 40 years after Van Vlack’s 
death, donating them to the Dutchess County Historical Society the year 
of his own death, 1981.

Even prior to Van Vlack becoming a soldier, then a veteran of the World 
War, he was a professional photographer. In the majority of the instances 
shown here, he used large-plate glass negatives. Almost like bookends, he 
photographed the September 20, 1917 Farewell Parade and the September 
24, 1919 Welcome Home Parade, and parades in between, for the Fourth of 
July and for the four major bond drives (See Figures 2-5). Van Vlack was 
in the service from July 14, 1918 to February 14, 1919.

Through the talent of Van Vlack, the thoughtfulness and generosity of Fred 
Close, we can see past the scale of World War II, the global economic 
Depression, and see the men, women and children of this county as they 
were swept up and into an unprecedented world war, so horrific that many 
pronounced it the “war to end all war.”

1) Figure 1. C. Fred Close,  
President (left), and Reuben P. 
Van Vlack (right), when they  
were President and Vice 
President respectively of the 
Lafayette American Legion Post. 
They are shown in the Sunday 
Courier’s regular weekly column 
in 1920, American Legion News. 
Van Vlack served as historian  
for the Legion at both a local 
and state level. Collection  
of the Dutchess County  
Historical Society.
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The State of New York, through its state historian, James Sullivan, legis-
lated that a series of books, New York’s Part in the World War, be published, 
and the state instituted simultaneously the requirement that remains to this 
day that each city, town, and village have their own municipal historian. 
The first task of the local, municipal historian was to provide Sullivan with 
reports of the activities of soldiers, Red Cross, Fund Drive, and any and 
all activities. Plans were made for the books to be integrated into school 
curricula across the state, instilling a patriotism and harsh, clear definition 
of “Americanness.” 

But veterans were reluctant, or unwilling, to talk. Many had left their 
Dutchess County farms and family for the first time, and found themselves 
not only in a foreign country, but encountering hostility and death from  
airplanes, from chemical weapons and gas, mortars, machine guns,  
disease, and accidents.

1) Figure 2. September 20, 1917, the second of six draft contingents in 1917 are 
escorted to the Poughkeepsie train station. In this instance, the largest of the six, 
Governor Whitman attends. Functioning as a means to gather coins and bills for 
a “smokes fund” for the soldiers, the first flag is carried by the local Elks Lodge  
(B.P.O.E), earning $271. The second flag is carried by employees of the Prudential  
Company, earning $46. Photograph by Reuben P. Van Vlack. Collection of the 
Dutchess County Historical Society.
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It is estimated that the six months leading up to the November 11, 1918  
cessation of fighting, saw two million combat deaths. In a cruel act of nature,  
the gradual emergence of a global and deadly flu pandemic suddenly 
spiked in September, 1918. Dutchess County lost an estimated 125 men 
in World War I, depending on how one measures residency, about half of 
those through flu.

After five years of trying, the State Historian gave up the task of publishing 
the books, never to be completed. Some counties, like Columbia County 
published Columbia County’s Part in the World War. The Hearst Newspaper  
group, trying to mend fences with the veterans who were distraught at the 
publisher’s denounciation of the war initially, published Poughkeepsie’s 
Part in the World War. Although it was strong pictorially, including some 
of Van Vlack’s photos, it did not have detail or specific recording of events. 
More than half the later photos in the 36-page booklet did not relate to 
Poughkeepsie. 

1) Figure 3. Men, women, and children, walk along the railroad tracks in Poughkeepsie  
at lower Main Street. They are seeing off a contingent of soldiers as they entrain for 
war. 1918. Photograph by Reuben P. Van Vlack. Collection of the Dutchess County 
Historical Society.
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1) Figure 4. July 4, 1918, turning from Market St. to Main St. in front of the County 
Courthouse, three giant American flags are carried on the shoulders of local men. 
Over 300 of Van Vlack’s glass plate negatives, largely from 1917 to 1919, had no print 
copies a year ago. All were archivally, digitally rendered through generous donations, 
to ensure the protection of the images (note flaking, damage at bottom). Photograph 
by Reuben P. Van Vlack, who was drafted into service ten days later, July 14, 1918. 
Collection of the Dutchess County Historical Society.

1) Figure 5. Detail of a parade 
placard reading “Berlin by 1918,” 
from the September 20, 1917 
Farewell Parade. Now that the 
Americans had joined the War, 
it was expected to be concluded 
very quickly and easily. Sadly, 
that optimistic viewpoint would 
not be rewarded. Although the 
fighting would indeed be over 
in 1918, the cost in men and 
resources would be enormous. 
Photograph by Reuben P. Van 
Vlack. Collection of the Dutchess 
County Historical Society.
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In his role as Legion Historian, Reuben Van Vlack received a letter of 
congratulations and support from none other than General Pershing for 
his announced effort to publish the photographs and biographies of all 
of Poughkeepsie’s War Dead. Aside from references and photographs of 
some of the window displays Van Vlack created in storefronts, these pho-
tographs and biographies have not been found. No record of this promised 
history has been found. 

Between New York State’s shortcoming, and our inability to find Van 
Vlack’s specific work, these stories are yet to be told. As Van Vlack’s photos 
focus on what was happening locally in Dutchess County, we call the view 
he provides into that time through our assembled exhibition, “Over Here, 
the yet-to-be told stories of the men, women, and children of Dutchess 
County during the World War 1917 to 1919.”

While the war was relatively short compared to some of today’s wars, its 
impact was pervasive, affecting each individual in the county, as in the 
country. “The supreme test of the nation has come. We must all speak, 
act and serve together.” The inclusive “all” in the concluding words of  
President Wilson’s April 16, 1917 National Address and Declaration of 
War was not a rhetorical flourish. Success required the unprecedented 
engagement of every capable man, woman and child in the country, and 
therefore Dutchess County.

2.) Suddenly a World Warrior: Everything Changes in  
Five Months in 1917

April 6—The United States declares war on Germany and enters the  
European war that had started over two and a half years earlier. May 18— 
President Wilson signs the Selective Service Act, the national draft.  
June & July—Dutchess County creates local Draft Boards that evaluate 
physical fitness and exemption claims of all county men ages 21 to 30. 
August—the names of those who were officially drafted are published 
and the age range for recruitment is expanded to include those 18 to 45 
years old. September—names are assigned to specific departure dates and 
the first group “entrains.” September 10 to Camp Upton, Yaphank, Long  
Island, to begin life as “Sammies.” September to December—between 
Sept. 10 and Dec. 5, over 200 men among six contingents “entrain,”  
getting four days’ to a week’s notice (Figures 6,7, and 8).
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2) Figure 6. Young men of Dutchess County assemble to board the train as the culmi-
nation of the September 20, 1917 Farewell Parade. The spirit of unity, patriotism, and 
optimism can be seen on their faces. Some hold American flags. Most hold overnight 
bags, ready to leave for war. Photograph by Reuben P. Van Vlack. Collection of the 
Dutchess County Historical Society.

2) Figure 7. Young men of Dutchess County recently transformed into soldiers. On the 
steps of the Armory, Poughkeepsie, New York. 1917. Photograph by Reuben P. Van Vlack.  
Collection of the Dutchess County Historical Society.
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3.) Equal Opportunity?

Among those referred to at the time as the “colored men” who left from 
Poughkeepsie in 1917 to serve were George Gould, Wilson C. Johnson, 
Edgar Schoonmaker and Samuel Williams. Like other African Americans 
in service, they were eager to show their patriotism, but also hoped they 
would call attention to the unfulfilled promise of equal treatment in the 
United States (Figures 9 and 10). They were fighting for their country, but 
they were also fighting for equal treatment and protection. The American 

2) Figure 8. Detail of young soldiers of Dutchess County on the steps of the Armory, 
Poughkeepsie, New York. 1917. Photograph by Reuben P. Van Vlack. Collection of the 
Dutchess County Historical Society.

3) Figure 9. The as-yet identified 
individual in the center is surrounded 
by well-wishers as he gets ready to 
“entrain” in the separate recruitment 
of African Americans. 1918,  
Photograph by Reuben P. Van Vlack. 
Collection of the Dutchess County 
Historical Society.
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military, segregated until 1948, often assigned these men to labor battal-
ions rather than combat units. Despite the heroic achievements of units 
such as the “Harlem Hellfighters,” racial tensions continued after the War. 
The gap between the “war to make the world safe for democracy” and the 
reality for African Americans at the time, helped spark the “New Negro 
Movement” of the 1920s, which in some ways helped usher in the later 
Civil Rights movement.

4.) Women Engage: The Traditional & The Unthinkable

When asked how Hyde Park had been so successful in raising money,  
Col. Archibald Rogers, Chairman of the Dutchess County Defense Council,  
replied “the women did it.” Many, like Ruth Morgan of Staatsburg,  
Director of the Nurses Bureau of the Red Cross in France, worked at jobs 
familiar to women.  Others took jobs previously closed to them in facto-
ries and on farms. The American Red Cross trained women to serve as 
mechanics and ambulance drivers (Figures 11 and 12). Rhinebeck, Red 
Hook, and Hyde Park women joined the Womens’ Ambulance Corps and 
carried mail and messages between Camp Whitman in Beekman and 
the Poughkeepsie Armory.

3) Figure 10. African-American draftees walking with suitcases to “entrain” from 
Poughkeepsie station for service. Recruitment of persons of color was segregated. 
They were eager to serve their country with honor and pride in anticipation of better 
days ahead. 1918. Photograph by Reuben P. Van Vlack. Collection of the Dutchess 
County Historical Society.
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4) Figure 11. Women participated in the War effort in many ways, among them 
through the Red Cross. Nurses for the Red Cross march in the parade for the Third  
Liberty Loan, April 6, 1918, the anniversary of declaration of war. Photograph by  
Reuben P. Van Vlack. Collection of the Dutchess County Historical Society.

4) Figure 12. Nurses from 
around the country, in training 
at Vassar, march in the parade 
of the Third Liberty Loan, April 
6, 1918. The group in the image 
above, can be seen holding a 
placard reading, “Mount Sinai,” 
as each group identified them-
selves in this way in the parade. 
Photograph by Reuben P. Van 
Vlack. Collection of the Dutchess 
County Historical Society.
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5.) Children: Various, Vital Roles

The broad reach of the “World War” in-
cluded children. Through pageants they 
helped shape public opinion on issues such 
as immigration, assimilation, loyalty, and 
“American” identity. Through the “Farm 
Cadet” program high school students 
kept farming productive while freeing up 
adult laborers to fight in France, the girls 
being referred to as “farmerettes.” They 
helped raise funds. This is evident in 
the report from Red Hook High School  
student James Kisselback who raised 
$4,000 in War Savings Stamps. He did this 
while serving as Assistant Postmaster,  
in a role that allowed the Postmaster to 
serve in France. School children “did 
their bit” by buying Thrift Stamps. Living  
in homes that were often dramatically  
altered by the war, young boys and girls were indoctrinated to value  
patriotism and nationalism, qualities which would serve them well as 
they came of age in the time of World War II (Figures 13 and 14).

5) Figure 13. A small boy no 
older than five poses in a soldier's 
uniform in front of an Army tent. 
The sign says that he is on sentry 
duty. Dutchess County, New York, 
1917-1919. Photograph  
by Reuben P. Van Vlack.  
Collection of the Dutchess  
County Historical Society.

5) Figure 14. In what was described at the time as “patriotic pageants,” children 
dressed and performed basic stories that acted like exposees on how the war evolved  
among European countries, how important America’s role is in the world. April 1918. 
The children's costumes are fabricated out of American flag material. Photograph by 
Reuben P. Van Vlack. Collection of the Dutchess County Historical Society.
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6.) Being 100% American

When the United States entered the “World War,” the United States had  
a population of 100 million, many of whom were recent immigrants.  
German-Americans, who were among the largest ethnic groups in the Hud-
son Valley, became the target of widespread hysteria. “Real Americans”  
responded by refusing to drink German beer, by burning German- 
language books, by changing the names of German sounding food on 
menus, and by removing the works of Mozart, Bach, and Beethoven from 
orchestra programs. The Espionage Act of 1917 and the Sedition Act of 
1918 prohibited many forms of speech perceived of as disloyal. While 
American propaganda, infused with patriotism, was stifling freedom of 
speech, our men and women were overseas fighting for democracy. One  
of the posters Van Vlack chose to photograph asked, “Are you 100%  
American?” (Figure 15). Although they are difficult to read due to move-
ment, the parade signs reflecting diverse groups staking out their absolute 
Americaness, patriotism, and loyalty were captured by Van Vlack.

6) Figure 15. Former  
President Theodore  
Roosevelt was one of  
the most outspoken  
proponents of instilling 
and ensuring being  
“American” to the full  
degree. Here used as 
motivation to drive fund-
raising of war bonds in a 
poster that was popular at 
the time. You can see Van 
Vlack’s pin at the bottom, 
and the white-looking 
bands from his cropping 
with masking tape.  
Photograph by Reuben P. 
Van Vlack. Collection of  
the Dutchess County  
Historical Society.
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7) Give More, Use Less

Dutchess County raised $18 million (about $292 million in today’s dollars) 
across five loan drives from 1917 to 1919. This includes contributions, 
published in the newspaper, from the Astors and Vanderbilts to the most 
rural farmer and schoolchild. Dutchess County’s large agricultural econ-
omy was under great stress as farms needed to produce more at the same 
time farm labor was being drawn into the military or manufacturing to 
support the military. Residents were asked to eat potatoes instead of wheat, 
saving the latter for the troops. Canning clubs helped ensure that food had 
the longest shelf life possible (Figure 16). Coal shortages meant limiting 
how long stores could be open, and how warm your house could be in the 
winter. Later, with a sense of relief and release, the Welcome Home Victory  
Parade in 1919 would feature an extraordinary display of electric lights 
(captured in a photo by Van Vlack). 

7) Figure 16. No opportunity to prove one’s patriotism would be missed. So the 
message in this call for “patriotic” women to respond for canning work has extra 
meaning and motivation. (The Delapenha canning building was purchased in 1941 
by IBM, in its first foray into Poughkeepsie, to house the Munitions Manufacturing 
Company.) Half-page ad, August 28, 1918, Poughkeepsie Eagle News. Collection of 
the Dutchess County Historical Society.
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8.) Welcome “Home”

While the end of fighting on November 11, 1918 brought joy and relief, 
negotiations continued until the Treaty of Versailles was signed in the sum-
mer of 1919. The process of coming home required many adjustments 
in terms of jobs, homes, and integrating back into a shifting peacetime 
environment. There was a large “Welcome Home” parade in September of 
1919 in Poughkeepsie (Figure 17), and other smaller parades in the city of 
Beacon and towns and villages. Every man in the county who served was 
awarded a service medal and Beacon offered one for their “boys.” The two 
million men and women returning to U.S. soil were stepping onto shifting 
sands. Two constitutional amendments were coming to fruition. One ex-
panded rights, bringing the long fight for women’s suffrage to a successful 
conclusion. The other restricted Americans’ rights to intoxicating liquor, 
a process kicked off by the Senate in December 1919, but rooted in the 
nineteenth century. The Prohibition Amendment was approved in January 
1919 and would go into effect January 1920.

9.) The Supreme Sacrifice

It is estimated that over 125 Dutchess County men and women died during 
the war period in some form of service. Regarding the profound issue of 
where remains were to be interred, some, like Pershing, or former Pres-
ident Theodore Roosevelt, who lost a son in France, believed those lost 
should be buried where they fell. Ultimately the War Department sur-
veyed the families of those who died and the bereaved made their choice. 
The remains of over two dozen Dutchess County soldiers are interred  
in cemeteries in France. One is interred in Arlington National Cemetery. 
Others locally. 

Among those buried abroad is Edward J. Wolff, Jr. His ambition  
to serve was rewarded with a highly competitive place at West Point.  
He graduated early to command a battery in France. It took the army 
an agonizing six weeks to confirm his death after his parents received 
a letter from a comrade who offered his sympathy, having seen Wolff 
killed. His mother made a government-sponsored trip, a “Gold Star 
Mother Pilgrimage,” to see her son’s grave at the Oise-Aisne American  
Cemetery in France in 1931 (Figure 18). A local VFW carries his 
name. A descendant of German immigrants, like so many in the  
Hudson Valley, Wolff rests 300 miles west of the birthplace of his 
paternal grandfather who had emigrated to Poughkeepsie. Wolff 
is, by coincidence, buried next to a fellow Dutchess County veteran,  
Austin T. Robinson of Beacon.
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8) Figure 17. September 24, 1919 was declared an official “Home Coming” holiday 
in Poughkeepsie. Thousands watched and participated in the large parade that  
preceded a clambake. Soldiers march down Main Street, Poughkeepsie in the 
parade. Van Vlack's photograph was used on the front page of the Sunday Courier, 
September 28. Photograph by Reuben P. Van Vlack. Photograph and newspaper 
Collection of the Dutchess County Historical Society.
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10.) A Brief Shining Moment

Could anyone lining Main Street in Poughkeepsie for the jubilant  
“Welcome Home” parade on September 24, 1919, imagine that the prom-
ised “War to End All War” was instead the prelude to another war, a war 
so closely tied they would be named World Wars “One” and “Two?” The 
mood for global engagement was quite the opposite. The following year, 
the nation, and Dutchess County by a margin of two-to-one, rejected the 
continuation of Democratic U.S. Presidential leadership, including the 
Vice-Presidential candidate Franklin D. Roosevelt. Instead they elected 
Republican Presidential leadership that offered a return to “normalcy,”  
saying “tranquility at home is more precious than peace abroad.” They 
rejected the “entanglement” of a League of Nations. Time would show this 
more isolationist stance could not be maintained. The striding Assistant 
Secretary of the Navy would lose the use of his legs to polio in 1921 (Figures 
19 and 20). He would go on to lead the country out of a global economic  
depression as President. Then he would lead the United States as  
Commander-in-Chief in the next declaration of war against Germany,  
Italy, and Japan in December 1941.

9) Figure 18. Mrs. Eva Wolff, mother of 
Edward J. Wolff, Jr., at her son's grave 
at the Oise-Aisne American Cemetery 
in France. 1931. In 1929, the Ameri-
can government established the “Gold 
Star Pilgrimage” which allowed either 
the mother, or an un-remarried widow, 
and no others, on a government- 
funded trip to visit gravesites of the 
fallen. 1931. Photograph by Reuben P. 
Van Vlack. Collection of the Dutchess 
County Historical Society.
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10) Figure 19. September 24, 1919, Welcome Home Parade on Main Street, Pough-
keepsie, New York. Assistant Secretary of the Navy Franklin D. Roosevelt, having 
arranged for the Navy destroyer USS Stevens to dock locally and be open to visitors, 
marches with purpose under the colors of his office. Photograph by Reuben P.  
Van Vlack. Collection of the Dutchess County Historical Society.

10) Figure 20. Detail of the Welcome Home Parade with Franklin D. Roosevelt. Two 
years later he would be struck with polio and lose the use of his legs. In spite of the 
disability, he would go on to lead the country as President through the Great Depres-
sion and World War II. Some of the children at the roadside that day would no doubt 
serve in World War II under his leadership as Commander in Chief. Photograph by 
Reuben P. Van Vlack. Collection of the Dutchess County Historical Society.
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The Unknown Soldier— 
and the Unknown Hamilton Fish

by Sarah Gates

The Tomb of the Unknown Soldier is a national tribute to military duty and 
sacrifice. It celebrates heroism even as it solemnly reminds Americans of 
the cost of war, too often paid anonymously. Initially, however, the notion 
of creating a monument to honor the unidentified dead of the Great War—
as it was then called—was controversial among high-ranking members of 
the military establishment, such as Army Chief of Staff General Peyton C. 
March and Secretary of War Newton D. Baker.1 That naturally hindered 
passage of the legislation necessary for the monument’s creation.

Despite this difficulty, legislation to create the Tomb was enacted early 
in 1921, owing largely to the efforts of a Dutchess County congressman. 
At the time, a stalwart of the Progressive Movement, Congressman Ham-
ilton Fish was a friend of Dutchess County’s Franklin Roosevelt and had 
even bolted the GOP in 1912 to back FDR’s cousin Theodore Roosevelt 
on the Progressive Party’s presidential ticket. During his pre-war service 
in the state assembly, the future congressman fervently endorsed military 
preparedness, personally sought out military training, and then joined the 
National Guard when war loomed. He became invested in the Tomb’s cre-
ation after serving in World War I with the 369th Regiment (called the 
Harlem Hellfighters) and learning firsthand the cost of war: in taking just 
one French town, nearly a third of his company became casualties. Elected 
to Congress in 1920, Hamilton Fish (sponsor of the Tomb) was then the 
only veteran of the Great War in Congress. (See sidebar, “The Fish Family 
of New York.”)

Progressivism and Preparedness

Like his forebears, Hamilton Fish III was groomed for politics from a young 
age. He was not an academic, however, describing himself as a “B” student  
during his prep school years.2 His interests lay in other areas, mostly  
athletics and especially football. In fact, it would not be too much to say 
that football defined his early life, for it aided in his acceptance by Har-
vard College in 1906 and then became his earliest claim to national fame: 
at six-foot-four inches in height and 200 well-muscled pounds in weight, 
Fish captained the Crimson team in 1908 and 1909, having an undefeated 
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The Fish Family of New York

Jonathan Fish (1610–1663) emigrated from Warwickshire,  
England, to Massachusetts in 1634. In 1653, he took up residence 
on Long Island.1 

His great-great-great-grandson, Nicholas Fish (1758–1833), was  
a Revolutionary War hero and a good friend of Alexander  
Hamilton. Born into an affluent New York family, Nicholas Fish 
studied law at King’s College (now Columbia), where in 1774 he 
and Hamilton were members of a small debating club. After the 
Battle of Lexington, in 1775, Fish joined the struggle for American 
independence as a lieutenant in a New York battalion, although his 
parents were Loyalists. At 18 years old, he became the youngest  
major in the Continental Army, and as second-in-command of 
Hamilton’s unit, took part in the defeat of Cornwallis at Yorktown. 
After the war, Nicholas cemented his personal and political ties 
with many powerful Federalists, such as Hamilton and John Jay. 
He had planned to run for office in New York State, but his hopes 
were dashed in 1804 when Hamilton died in his duel with Aaron 
Burr. Hamilton’s death led to the decline of the Federalist Party, 
and by extension, Nicholas’s political aspirations. Despite the fail-
ure of Nicholas’s political career, he led a successful life as a large 
landowner and prominent civic leader. In 1803, Nicholas married 
Elizabeth Stuyvesant, a well-to-do descendant of Governor Peter 
Stuyvesant. Their son, born in 1808 and named Hamilton Fish  
after his father’s friend, was thus provided both the economic 
means and the incentive to become a politician.2 

Nicholas Fish’s son would be the first of four men known as  
“Congressman Hamilton Fish.” In their lifetimes, all four were 
simply known as Hamilton Fish Jr. or Sr. To avoid confusion, it has 
become common amongst historians to number them I-IV. 

Hamilton Fish I (1808–93) served New York as Congressman 
(1843–45), Lieutenant Governor (1847–48), Governor (1849–50), 
and US Senator (1851–57). But he is best known for holding the 
post of Secretary of State during the Grant administration, stand-
ing out for his competence and honest behavior, in spite of the 
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widespread corruption of the Grant administration. He diplomat-
ically resolved the Alabama affair with Great Britain (at a time 
when many prominent US politicians were demanding war with 
England and the seizure of Canada) by introducing the concept 
of international arbitration. He also kept the United States out of 
war with Spain during the Virginius incident. However, Fish was 
sometimes condemned for his self-righteous and stubborn dispo-
sition, which was perceived as undiplomatic and arrogant.3 

His son, Hamilton Fish II (1849–1936), played a vital role in 
New York politics, serving as assemblyman from Putnam County 
for twelve terms between 1874 and 1896. He was Speaker of the 
Assembly in 1895 and 1896, and was appointed by Theodore Roo-
sevelt to the post of Assistant Treasurer of the United States. In 
1908, Hamilton Fish II ran for Congress and served from 1909 to 
1911. His acquaintance with T. Roosevelt became the single most 
profound factor in shaping the life of his son, Hamilton Fish III.

Hamilton Fish III (1888-1991), the subject of this essay, served 
in World War I as an officer of the 369th Regiment, an African- 
American division. He was a U. S. Congressman representing  
Putnam, Dutchess and Orange Counties. In later life he became 
known as an opponent of United States intervention in foreign 
affairs and a vocal critic of Franklin D. Roosevelt. 

His son, Hamilton Fish IV (1926-1996), followed in the family 
tradition of service to the country by serving in the U. S. House of 
Representatives from 1969 to 1995. He represented the counties  
of Putnam and Dutchess. Unlike his father, who had become 
known for his highly conservative views, Ham Fish IV was a leader  
of the liberal wing of the Republican party. 

1 “Fish Family,” Colonial Families of the United States of America, vol. 5,  
pp. 226–29.

2 See “Nicholas Fish,” in The American National Biography, vol. 7, p. 951. 

3 Allan Nevins, Hamilton Fish: The Inner History of the Grant Administration 
(New York: Dodd, Mead and Company, 1936).
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season in 1908. In 1910, Walter Camp (called “the father of American 
football”) wrote an article for a national magazine naming Fish to his “All-
Time All-America” college football team, the only Harvard player among 
the eleven. Said Camp: “There is no man who has been developed since 
the introduction of the forward pass who could equal him at receiving the 
ball. . . .  Furthermore, he had a way of so planting himself upon his feet 
that the men whose province it was to knock over the man receiving the 
pass almost invariably found Fish unmovable.”3 Later political opponents 
found the same.

Fish’s affinity for football may be traced back to his relationship with  
Theodore Roosevelt, who had a huge impact on Fish’s views, political and 
otherwise. (Fish’s father became a TR supporter in the late 1890s, meaning 
that by age 10 at the latest Fish III had met and been mesmerized by Teddy.4)  
Roosevelt believed that physical exertion was necessary for a man to 
have courage—and that football was an excellent source of such exer-
tion. During the years when Harvard contemplated abolishing football, 
Roosevelt told the Harvard Union: “As I emphatically disbelieve in seeing  
Harvard or any other college turn out mollycoddles instead of vigorous  
men, I may add that I do not in the least object to a sport because it’s rough. . . .  
In any republic, courage is a prime necessity for the average citizen if he is  
to be a good citizen; and he needs physical courage as well as moral courage.”5 

Figure. 1. For his football achievements while at  
Harvard, Fish was selected for Walter Camp’s All- 
American football team in 1908 and 1909 and was 
inducted into the College Football Hall of Fame in 1954. 
Photograph in The Century Magazine, February 1910, 
p. 599. Available at: https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/
pt?id=mdp.39076002641251;view=1up;seq=613
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Politically, Roosevelt was a Progressive Republican, representing the left-
wing of the Republican Party, in opposition to “the Old Guard.” In 1912, 
after losing the Republican presidential nomination to the conservative 
candidate, President William Howard Taft, Roosevelt became the presi-
dential nominee of his new Progressive Party (the “Bull Moose Party”). 
Also in 1912, though only 23, Fish began his own political career as a TR 
Progressive, being elected chairman of the Bull-Moose Party in Putnam 
County. As the Progressive Party’s chairman, Fish worked closely with 
Franklin Delano Roosevelt (then a progressive Democrat in the NYS Sen-
ate) to fight government corruption and political machines. After FDR 
gave up his Senate seat in March 1913 to become Assistant Secretary of 
the Navy in the new Wilson administration, he asked Fish to campaign for 
his seat, sending Fish a letter stating that he would “violate every rule I 
have made and come up and stump the district” for him.6 Fish declined the 
offer. He had received both the Progressive and the Democratic nomina-
tion for state assemblyman in Putnam County, but he would receive only 
the Progressive nomination for state senator in Dutchess. Even with FDR’s 
support, Fish concluded, he would not be able to win the Dutchess County 
election without a fusion ticket.  

So, in 1913, Progressive/Democrat Hamilton Fish was first elected to the 
New York State Assembly for Putnam County, following in his father’s 
footsteps. He served in that position from 1914 through 1916, being twice 
re-elected on the same fusion ticket. During 1915 and 1916, while in the 
Assembly, Fish’s belief in military preparedness led him to participate in 
the Plattsburg Training Movement, an annual one-month introduction to 
military skills.7 As with many Americans, the sinking of the Lusitania on 
May 7, 1915, changed Fish’s view from one of advocating war readiness to 
one of getting ready for war. 

Meanwhile, in the political arena, Fish began to put more emphasis on 
military preparedness and less on domestic issues. In 1916, despite his  
dislike of the Republicans’ conservative stances, he followed Theodore  
Roosevelt in switching his political allegiance back to the GOP. In a  
statement explaining his shift, Fish stated that he could not support New York  
gubernatorial candidate Samuel Seabury, a Democrat who expected Pro-
gressive backing, because of Seabury’s opposition to military preparedness. 

Having declined to seek re-election after his 1916 term in office, Fish in 
April 1917 attempted to become a captain in the National Guard but was 
refused because of his youth. Undeterred, he met with Colonel William 
Hayward from the 15th New York National Guard, who was organizing 
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an African-American regiment and was desperate for trained recruits. 
He offered Fish the opportunity to be a captain in his regiment, which 
Fish accepted, becoming the leader of Company K. The 15th New York 
would later become the 369th U.S. Infantry Regiment, dubbed the Harlem 
Hellfighters by their German foes and the Rattlesnake Regiment by their 
French allies.

Confronting Racism, Facing Death

After the American declaration of war against Germany on April 6, 1917, 
Fish’s regiment was sent to New York’s Camp Smith just south of Putnam 
County, and then in July to Camp Whitman in Beekman to begin train-
ing.8 In October, however the regiment was ordered to Camp Wadsworth 
in Spartanburg, South Carolina—the deep South. Fish foresaw potential 
racial conflict and sent a telegram to his friend Franklin Roosevelt (then 
Assistant Secretary of the Navy) asking for his help in getting the regiment 
sent to France immediately, where there was “a present need to relieve 
French troops.”9 Unfortunately, although Roosevelt forwarded the request 
to Army officials who had the authority to grant it, the Army decided that 
such an action was unnecessary. Army Chief of Staff Tasker Bliss told 
Roosevelt that: “It is not believed that there ought to be the slightest bit of 
trouble provided the colored soldiers... adapt themselves to the local con-
ditions.”10 So the regiment’s orders remained unchanged.

Bliss was wrong. Soldiers of the regiment were racially harassed and often  
assaulted, even though they were given strict orders not to retaliate 
against any violence. The entire regiment swore to Colonel Hayward that 
they would never strike back if attacked, because instances of violence 
would jeopardize the 15th’s opportunity to be sent to Europe. Most of the  
violence that did occur was the result of white soldiers from other New 
York regiments (who had not sworn this vow) witnessing the locals’ cruel 
behavior and avenging the soldiers of the 15th.11 As tension mounted, Fish 
arranged a conference with town officials, telling them that if the town’s 
citizens used force to interfere with his troops’ rights, he would demand 
for swift legal action to be taken against the perpetrators.12 Soon enough, 
the War Department realized that sending a northern black regiment to  
the South was a mistake. After twelve uneasy days at Spartanburg, the 
regiment was ordered to Camp Mills on Long Island. 

As ill luck would have it, the 15th was stationed at Camp Mills next to an 
Alabama regiment whose members had beaten a black man so severely 
that he became blind. Tensions between the two regiments increased as 
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Fish’s regiment tore down “Whites Only” signs put up by the Alabamians. 
Eventually, Fish received word of an Alabamian plan to attack the 15th 
during the night. In defiance of Hayward’s orders to keep the peace, Fish 
borrowed ammunition for his men and told them “not to shoot first, but to 
shoot back if fired upon.”13 When a call to arms was mistakenly sounded 
during the night, Fish met three Alabamian officers and convinced them 
that a conflict would result in many losses on both sides, and the officers 
restrained their men.14 On November 11, one year before the Armistice, the 
15th boarded ship for France.

It was not a promising start. After having to turn back twice, and suffering 
a collision at sea, the regiment finally set foot in France on New Year’s Day 
of 1918. Upon arrival, they learned that the American Army was reluctant 
to allow black and white soldiers to fight together and so the 15th spent 
two months doing menial labor. (Only 10 percent of the American black 
soldiers to reach France ever saw battle; the rest did menial labor separate 
from white soldiers.) But the French had no such prejudices. So, finally, 
on March 1, the regiment was attached to the 16th Division of France’s 
Fourth Army and became known as the Trois Cent Soixante Neuvième, or 
369th. After a month of orientation at Châlons spent learning how to deal 
with French equipment and instructions, the 15th New York was sent to 
the front lines. 

There, in the trenches, the New Yorkers were constantly bombarded, 
waiting for their first major engagement. It was to be the battle of Cham-
pagne-Marne, the all-out German offensive fought from July 15 to July 
18, 1918, and the last German effort to secure victory. Had the Germans 
won the battle, they would have had an unobstructed route to Paris and the 
North Sea. Champagne-Marne was thus one of the most important battles 
of the war. 

Shortly before the fighting began, Fish sent a letter to his father, telling him: 

My company will be in the first position to resist the tremendous 
concentration against us and I do not believe there is any chance 
of any of us surviving the first push. I am proud to be trusted 
with such a post of honor and have the greatest confidence in my 
own men to do their duty to the end.15 

Despite his pessimism, Fish and his company survived the German assault  
largely unscathed, although other companies in the regiment suffered heavy 
casualties. Fish had a few close calls but was not injured in the battle.  
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In a letter to his sister, serving as a nurse in Paris, Fish said: “My company 
was in the front lines the night of the attack in force. However, they smoth-
ered us with shellfire and my company lost three dead, six wounded and 
had three badly gassed.”16 Though the German offensive failed, the Allied 
counterattack stalled when the Germans reached their fallback position. 
This counteroffensive lasted from July 19th to the end of the month.

The next major engagement for the 369th was the battle of Meuse- 
Argonne in September of 1918, which grew to become the final battle of 
the war. The 369th was ordered to take the town of Séchault, defended by 
Germans with hidden machine emplacements that could cover the streets 
of the town. Predictably, casualty rates were extremely high for all of the 
369th. Fish’s company, for instance, had a 30 percent casualty rate. On 
September 30, the three battalions of the 369th were ordered to advance 
in what, given their depleted condition, would have amounted to a suicide 
mission. But before the command was given to push forward, the regiment 
was notified that the 363rd was coming to relieve them. The 363rd arrived 
at 1:00 A.M. on Oct. 1, and the 369th, with only 725 men left, was pulled 
from the front lines. 

By this time, Fish’s disgust with Colonel Hayward had made his posi-
tion untenable, and so, with the 369th regiment basically sidelined, Fish  
eagerly accepted an offer to take a senior staff position with General  
Mark Hersey, commander of the Fourth Infantry Division.

Figure.2. Hamilton Fish (right) and  
General Mark Hersey (left). Hersey  
assumed control of the US Fourth Infantry 
Division on October 31 of 1918, shortly 
before the Armistice. With major fighting 
over, Fish accepted a senior staff position 
with Hersey. Library of Congress, Prints & 
Photographs. Available at: http://www.loc.
gov/pictures/item/2014708639/
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By the end of the war, the Harlem Hellfighters had spent 191 days on 
the front line—more than any other American unit.17 No member of their  
regiment had been taken prisoner (two had been captured but were  
rescued by their fellows), and they had not given an inch of ground to the  
enemy.18 They were the first Allied soldiers to reach the Rhine River, and 
were awarded the Croix de Guerre as a unit. Many soldiers of the 369th 
also won individual honors, including for Fish France’s Croix de Guerre 
and America’s Silver Star (the nation’s third-highest military honor), the 
latter given for his “undaunted courage and utter disregard for his own 
safety” and his assistance in “rescuing many wounded men.” 

Campaigning for Congress and the Unknown Soldier

In April 1920, Fish decided to run as a Republican for the House of Rep-
resentatives from the 26th Congressional District of New York, which  
included Dutchess, Putnam, and Orange counties. The incumbent, Edmund 
Platt, facing Fish’s primary opposition, chose to accept an appointment to 
the Federal Reserve Board and resigned from Congress on June 7.19 

Receiving the Republican nomination of Putnam County’s GOP commit-
tee was a given for Fish, but he did not receive the Republican committee 
endorsement in either Dutchess or Orange counties. Despite this setback, 
Fish’s primary campaign made up for what he lacked in official support 
with enthusiasm and a platform based on the popular consensus of the dis-
trict’s constituents. He also had the benefits of name recognition, of being 
a veteran in an area with a high veteran population, and of being pro-civil 
rights in an area with many non-white constituents. Although he lost the 
Dutchess County primary by about 4,000 votes, Fish did manage to win 
the district primary. He then easily won the election for Platt’s seat in the 
House of Representatives, beating the Democratic mayor of Middletown 
(Rosslyn Cox) by nearly 16,000 votes. Because Platt had resigned, Fish 
was sworn into office immediately (in November 1920) and was at the time 
the only World War I veteran in the House of Representatives. 

His first major legislative initiative was to create the Tomb of the Unknown 
Soldier. But the idea was hardly original. As early as 1916, the French min-
ister of pensions, André Maginot, had begun discussing plans to find and 
honor one of France’s unknown dead as a national hero. France’s Unknown 
Soldier was buried under the Arc de Triomphe on November 11, 1920—
the same day as a British Unknown Soldier was entombed in Westminster 
Abbey. Shortly afterwards, many other European countries involved in 
World War I had similar ceremonies. But US Army Chief of Staff General 



48   DCHS Yearbook 2018

Peyton C. March thought that a monument for the unidentified American 
dead would not be needed, as he assumed that the military would be able to  
identify each body and give all families closure. His opposition to the mon-
ument initially kept the United States from following its allies’ example.

Public opinion swung, however, after Americans saw the European  
ceremonies and wondered why the United States was not doing something 
similar. General March remained unchanged in his views but allowed that 
he would support the idea if it came from Congress. On December 21, 
1920, Hamilton Fish introduced a Joint Resolution (H.R. 426) intended 
for “bringing to the United States a body of an unknown American killed 
on the battlefields of France, and for burial of the remains with appropriate 
ceremonies.”20 Although the bill was passed in the House by a wide major-
ity, Secretary of War Newton D. Baker managed to convince the Senate’s 
Committee on Military Affairs not to consider the bill.21 

At the start of the new year, the New York Times began running a drumbeat 
of articles in favor of the Tomb. In January 1921, the Times said that the 
“sentiment of the people of the whole country” was echoed by the Amer-
ican Legion’s advocacy for the Tomb’s creation.22 A Times news article on 
February 2, 1921, reported the changing positions of top military generals, 
invoking General John J. Pershing’s statement that the Tomb was “a fitting 
tribute for the nation to pay.”23 On the next day, another editorial advocated 
for the idea: 

Lest the memory of [our soldiers’] sacrifices grow dim... the 
example of our allies, the French and the British, should receive 
the early attention of Congress, and the bill providing for the 
burial of the unknown American soldier... should be passed by 
Congress, so that the befitting ceremonies may take place in  
the Spring.”24 

Fig.3. This photo was taken in 1920, 
likely after Fish was sworn in as a 
congressman. Fish remained the 
representative of his district until it 
was gerrymandered out of exis-
tence in 1944. Library of Congress, 
Prints & Photographs. Available 
at: http://www.loc.gov/pictures/
item/2016829377/
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These articles had a profound effect on the public’s support for Fish’s pro-
posal and weakened the opposition to it. As Americans began hearing of 
Fish’s pending legislation and speaking out in favor of it, Baker sensed the 
political drawbacks of his stance and began to support the idea. 

The next challenge was to decide where the Tomb would be located and 
when the ceremony would take place. Part of the opposition to the Tomb 
had stemmed from America’s lack of a prestigious location, such as West-
minster Abbey or the Arc de Triomphe, in which to bury the Unknown 
Soldier. Three locations were considered: Arlington National Cemetery 
in Virginia; the Rotunda of the Capitol building in Washington, DC; and 
Central Park in New York. Editorially, the New York Times backed the idea 
of using the Rotunda:

All who visit Washington turn their steps toward the Capitol 
from an irresistible impulse of interest and patriotism. If the Un-
known Soldier were laid there under an inscription that told the 
story of his sacrifice, the appeal would have a more solemnizing 
and reverential effect than if the sepulture were in the cemetery 
at Arlington across the Potomac.25

However, lawmakers did not share this view. Arlington National Cemetery 
was the traditional resting place for American soldiers killed in the line 
of duty and was therefore chosen to be the resting place of the Unknown 
Soldier as well.

Known But to God

The ceremony of interment was originally planned for Decoration Day 
(Memorial Day), May 30, 1921, but it was delayed until Armistice Day, 
November 11, 1921. This was partially due to the difficulties of finding a 
soldier who could never in the future be identified. 

In order to ensure the soldier’s eternal anonymity, multiple levels of  
random selection were used. First, the graves of four randomly chosen  
American soldiers, unidentified at the time of their burial, were exhumed 
from four French battlefields and the remains examined to ensure that 
nothing in the grave identified the dead. Then the paper specifying the 
chosen grave was burned. The four caskets were next brought to the  
former headquarters of France’s Fourth Army, in Châlons-sur-Marne. After  
a ceremony honoring the dead, soldiers shifted the caskets to different  
pedestals. Then, alone in the room, two embalmers opened the caskets and 
shifted the remains. 
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On October 24, Sergeant Edward F. Younger, chosen for his participation 
in all of the American Expeditionary Force’s major battles, arrived to select  
America’s Unknown Soldier. With the French military band playing  
Chopin's Funeral March in the background and nearly fifty French and 
American officials watching nearby, Younger entered the room alone at  
exactly 11:00 a.m. He solemnly circled the caskets three times before placing  
a bouquet of white roses on the third casket from the left. Having done his 
duty, Younger saluted the fallen soldiers and left the room. The Unknown 
Soldier had been chosen.26  

The remains were immediately transferred to an ebony and silver casket, 
which was watched by an honor guard of French soldiers, American Army 
representatives, and veterans until 5:00 p. m. The casket was then trans-
ported to a railway station in a funeral procession. The unknown was taken 
first to Paris and then to Le Havre. There, he was transferred to the USS 
Olympia, which sailed into the Potomac and reached American soil on  
November 9, 1921. Once in America, the coffin was brought in a somber  
procession down rain-soaked streets lined with veterans and American  
flags until it reached the Capitol. On November 10, the doors of the  
Capitol were opened for members of the public to pay their respects. 
Thousands passed through the room, with groups such as the NAACP and 
Knights of Columbus giving short speeches.27 

On the day of the ceremony, the coffin was transported in another proces-
sion to the Arlington National Cemetery. Just before noon, the coffin was 
placed on a platform as a Marine band played “The Star-Spangled Banner.”  
President Harding gave a speech on the horrors of modern war and the 
need to preserve peace, unless “all reason had failed, . . . until freedom 
itself and inviolate honor had been brutally threatened.” The Unknown 
Soldier was then awarded both the Medal of Honor and the Distinguished 
Service Cross—respectively the highest and second highest honors that a 
member of the US military can receive. Foreign dignitaries from Belgium,  
France, Great Britain, Italy, and Poland also presented the entombed  
individual with their nations’ high military honors, making the Unknown  
Soldier America’s most decorated World War I veteran. The coffin was 
then lowered into the Tomb. As a decorated veteran and the person who 
had written the legislation for the Tomb’s creation, Dutchess County  
Congressman Hamilton Fish was the first to place a wreath upon the  
coffin, followed by two women representing the millions of grieving moth-
ers across the country. The ceremony ended with a 21-gun salute.28 



THe Unknown SolDier—anD THe Unknown HamilTon fiSH   51   

Although the marker of the Tomb was originally a simple stone slab,  
Congress in 1926 raised funds to mark the Tomb with a monument.  
Its inscription reads: “HERE RESTS IN HONORED GLORY AN  
AMERICAN SOLDIER KNOWN BUT TO GOD.” 

To ensure that the monument was treated with the respect it deserved, 
guards began to keep watch over the Tomb, serving 24-hour shifts and 
developing intricate rituals to honor the dead. For each subsequent war 
fought by American soldiers, an Unknown Soldier was added to the Tomb. 
It now houses a soldier from World War I, World War II, and the Korean 
War, as well as an empty casket to represent those still considered missing 
in action from the Vietnam War.29 

The Last Bull Moose

The Tomb of the Unknown Soldier was originally created in a world 
disillusioned with war and united in the conviction that modern warfare 
was not glamorous or glorious, only bloody and pointless. No one un-
derstood that sentiment better than the soldiers who had served on the 
front lines. As one of those soldiers, Hamilton Fish went on to become a 
staunchly isolationist force in the House of Representatives, which often 
put him into conflict with his former friend Franklin Delano Roosevelt. 
Despite clashing with the immensely popular president and the majority of  
Congress, Fish was adamant in his efforts to keep the United States out of 
another war, and to keep more Americans from experiencing horrors simi-
lar to those of World War I. However, when America was bombed at Pearl  
Harbor, Fish voted to join World War II. He was willing to defend America 
if it was directly attacked, but he saw war as a drastic measure not to be 
taken without absolute necessity.

The Great War also affected Fish’s views on civil rights. After serving with 
the Harlem Hellfighters, Fish felt a commitment to represent the interests 
of all black Americans, not only those in his own district but across the 
country. He collaborated with the NAACP to introduce an anti-lynching  
bill and legislation to create monuments commemorating the service 
of black soldiers in WWI. Fish also introduced legislation to create a  
national commission intended to make recommendations for “the better-
ment of [black Americans’] condition and [to] assure them equal protec-
tion and equal opportunity under the law.” Sadly, the anti-lynching bill was  
never passed, though Fish continued to fight for it throughout the New Deal 
years. The president’s lack of support of the bill (his party was entirely  
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dependent on the solid Democratic South) was one of many points of  
contention between Fish and FDR. 

Thus, the story of America’s Unknown Soldier also reveals a largely  
unknown story about Hamilton Fish, the Hudson Valley’s congressional 
sponsor of the Tomb. Although Fish is often depicted as simply an anti- 
FDR, isolationist right-winger, he began his career as a Progressive who 
followed Teddy Roosevelt out of the Republican party because it was 
too conservative. As a Putnam County Progressive, he was a friend of 
Dutchess County’s state senator Franklin Roosevelt. Before World War I, 
Fish strongly supported military preparedness. In World War I, he served 
with a black regiment, and, throughout his time as a congressman, he  
continued to advocate for civil rights. Despite his obsessive loathing of 
FDR later in life, Fish was not always the opponent of liberalism that  
many imagine upon hearing his name. And at all times, he was sincerely 
focused on the preservation of what he considered American ideals: peace, 
justice, and liberty. In “The Last Bull Moose,” Brian Mitchell’s postscript 
to Hamilton Fish’s memoirs, the author sums up the man’s outlook and 
personality. “He had inherited from the era of Teddy Roosevelt a sophisti-
cated, internally consistent political ideology . . . . It was a measure of his 
fundamental honesty to himself and to his constituents that when it was no 
longer necessary to please the voters, he continued saying and believing 
the same things as before.”30 
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A Yank in the RCAF
by Peter Bedrossian

The seeds of interest for this article were planted when the author was 
(and is) engaged on a project to chronicle Civil War veterans buried in our 
local cemeteries. The project began with a focus on the 150th New York 
Volunteer Infantry, “The Dutchess County Regiment.” Over time, it has 
expanded to include all veterans of the Civil War buried locally. On one of 
my visits to Poughkeepsie Rural Cemetery, I saw a Maple Leaf flag flut-
tering before a gravestone. Upon closer examination, I realized the reason 
for the Canadian flag: the marker was for a man who had died while in 
service with the Royal Canadian Air Force (RCAF) during World War II.   
Donald Barnes Parkhill died on August 13, 1942 having joined the RCAF 
in September 1941, three months before the United States entered World 
War II. I decided to investigate this intriguing figure. Who was he? Why 
was he buried here? Was he American or Canadian? What was his story? 

Donald Barnes Parkhill was an Amer-
ican citizen. He was born July 14, 1919  
in Corning, New York. He was the 
son of Mortimer Smith Parkhill and 
Barnekah Barnes Parkhill, one of 
four children. He had a twin brother  
Edwin, and two younger siblings, 
Stanley and Suzanne. He graduated  
from Northside High School, and 
both he and his brother attend-
ed Cornell University as had their  
father. The brothers were in the class 
of ’42 with Donald being elected as 
a “Big Red Cheerleader.”1 College 
was a luxury at that time and having  
two sons attend college simultane-
ously was noteworthy as it occurred 
during the latter years of the Depres-
sion. However, the War had been 
coming closer to the United States by 
the beginning of Donald Parkhill’s  
senior year. Japan had advanced 

 

Figure 1. The tombstone of Donald B. 
Parkhill, R.C.A.F, died August 13, 1942. 
Poughkeepsie Rural Cemetery,  
Poughkeepsie, NY. Photograph by  
Peter Bedrossian. 
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across China in the 1930s and was widening its sphere throughout Asia; 
Germany had annexed the Sudetenland; by 1940, Germany had attacked 
and conquered Poland, the Netherlands, Belgium, and France. Parkhill 
likely would also have been aware of the Battle of Britain raging at the 
time. In this context, he  probably would have felt  a desire to get in “and 
help defeat Fascism. However at this time, with the United States officially 
neutral, all that Americans could do would be to sit on the sidelines and 
watch how the War progressed.

Americans though, might be characterized as impatient, impulsive and 
adventurous.  During the Great War (World War I), many Americans had 
seen service long before 1917 with the official entry into the War. Some 
had become ambulance drivers, others had joined the Lafayette Escadrille 
and become fighter pilots, serving with France. Others, went north, and 
served with the RCAF. When the U.S. entered the War, many transferred 
in to U.S. Service. Similarly, during the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939), 
Americans had joined in support of Republican Forces as part of the Abra-
ham Lincoln Battalion. 

Thus at the end of the 1930s and beginning of the 1940s, as German and 
Japanese aggression escalated, Americans, as they had done in the past, 
wished to “enter the fray." They were seeking ways to aid beleaguered 
countries. Perhaps the most well-known (and romanticized) group of 
Americans who fought before the U.S. entered World War II were the  
Flying Tigers. Officially the American Volunteer Group, they were recruited  
to fight in China against the Japanese. They racked up impressive “kills” 
against the Japanese and many eventually served with the U.S. Forces.2  
No less significant, but certainly less well known were the Eagle Squad-
rons: Americans who served in the Royal Air Force, notably during the  
Battle of Britain.3

Americans thus engaged risked their lives and health while in Foreign  
Service. Additionally, by joining those who would become our Allies, they 
were also at risk for losing their citizenship. In the case of young Mr. 
Parkhill, he was also sacrificing his college degree for a higher ideal. There 
is no correspondence available that indicates Donald Parkhill’s decision 
making process. What is known is that he chose to go north to Canada and 
his brother remained behind at Cornell University.

How did Donald B. Parkhill get to Canada? The answer goes back to 1939, 
when Canada joined the War as part of the British Commonwealth. Early  
on, Billy Bishop (a WWI Canadian ace with 72 victories) advocated  
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recruiting Americans to fill the ranks of the RCAF. He contacted American 
Clayton Knight who had flown for the RCAF during WWI. With the title 
of Air Marshall and with Knight as his confederate, Bishop was planning 
on moving forward. However, politics and the Constitution put roadblocks 
in his path. By this time it was 1940, an election year. Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt was running for his third term as President of the United States. 
Isolationism was America’s dominant policy, yet FDR was leaning toward 
active participation in the War. Wendell Wilkie and Charles Lindbergh 
lashed out at FDR and his hawkish position. The Canadian Government 
advised waiting until after the election to actively recruit. 

There was also the issue of the Constitution, and the loss of one’s citizen-
ship if an American citizen pledged allegiance to a foreign power or leader. 
The RCAF Oath of Allegiance required that one pledge allegiance to the 
King. To address this issue, Canada amended the rules for foreigners to be 
an oath of obedience to the regulations, orders and discipline of the RCAF. 
Still, discretion was needed to avoid political fallout. The headquarters 
for recruitment were in the Waldorf-Astoria in New York City, under the 
command of Wing Commander Homer Smith. Right next door was the 
Dominion Aeronautical Association, which was stated to be recruiting  
civilian pilots. It was a front to allow the Canadians to recruit Americans 
without seeming to be filling military rank. When Roosevelt indicated that 
there would not be any close examination of Americans going North, and 
that they would be offered entry in to U.S. Forces once we entered the War, 
the organization changed to the Canadian Aviation Bureau.4

Figure 2. Map showing Camp Borden northwest of Toronto, Canada. Photo courtesy 
of http://aircrewremembered.com/
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Aviation schools were scoured for recruits. Clayton Knight asked Henry 
“HAP” Arnold to look for Americans who had washed out of flight school. 
He was seeking the daredevil, hard partying type he felt would be needed  
in combat. By December 7, 1941, 6,129 Americans had gone North, both 
pilots and aircrews. 3,866 of them were part of the British Common-
wealth Air Training Plan in Canada (BCATP), among them was  Donald 
Barnes Parkhill.  It is unclear how he was recruited, but he did volunteer 
for BCATP.5 He went to No. 1 Service Flying Training School, at Camp 
Borden, North-Northwest of Toronto.  It was situated adjacent to Georgian 
Lake, which is East of and connected to Lake Huron (Figure 2).

Little is known of the training he received, but he was a well-regarded and 
proficient pilot: The two images above reflect his entry in to service, and 
his graduation to flying status (Figures 3 and 4). The patch on his shoulder 
represents the recognition of his status as a Yank in the RCAF. Indeed, by 
the time he had earned his wings, he had been recognized with the Queen’s 
award for excellence in flying. By the time of his death, he had attained the 
rank of Lead Aircraftman.6

All indications were that he would go on to service overseas. That all 
changed on August 13, 1942. LAC Parkhill was flying solo over Georgia 
Lake, flying a Yale 3370 aircraft over the Lake, near Midland Point, when 
his plane crashed in to the lake, killing him. The map below shows the area 
where that crash occurred (Figure 5). 

Figures 3 and 4. Cadet Parkhill, early in his training 
and later as Lead Airdraftman Parkhill. Photos courtesy 
of aircrewremembered.com/. 
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An investigation offered two possibilities: pilot error due to diving too  
low or loss of control. The comments indicate the belief that Parkhill was 
in error.7 

Training accidents were common and non-fatal ones usually meant the end 
of a pilot’s career. The sadness in this story is that Parkhill never had the 
opportunity to meet the enemy. This though, did not diminish the respect 
the Canadians had for young men like Parkhill. They held military services 
in Midland, Ontario and in Corning prior to his final arrival in Pough-
keepsie. Two platoons of airman accompanied his body and a 25-piece 
RCAF band played at his funeral September 3, 1942.8 Why is he here in 
Poughkeepsie and not in Corning? His grandparents, Mr. Clinton Parkhill  
and Mrs. Edwin Barnes were in Poughkeepsie. The family plot was here, 
and eventually Donald’s parents were interred here too. (His father was 
born in Poughkeepsie.)  It is a long way from Poughkeepsie to the waters 
of Georgia Lake in Ontario, but it was a way followed by Donald Barnes 
Parkhill. Like other Americans who died during World War II, for Parkhill, 
the memory of his life is slowly fading with the passage of time. 

However, the Canadian Government has endeavored to prevent this and 
keep a perpetual memory of such sacrifices through the Book of Remem-
brance. The Book records the names of all who died in service to Canada, 
Canadian citizens as well as Allies who served that nation. It is a perma-
nent tribute to those who lost their lives. The page displaying his name is 
viewable by the public every March 5th  according to a letter received 
by the author from the Office of the Sergeant at Arms of the Canadian 
House of Commons. The letter accompanied a copy of the page with LAC  
Parkhill’s name. An image of that page follows (Figure 6).

Figure 5. Location where LAC Parkhill was flying when his plane crashed. Midland 
Point on Georgia Lake, Ontario, Canada. Photo used with the permission of aircre-
wremembered.com/
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It is a fitting tribute and brings this story full circle, back to Poughkeepsie, 
and a Maple Leaf Flag that started the journey.

Figure 6. Page in the Canadian Government Book of Remembrance with 
name of Donald B. Parkhill, R.C.A.F.
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Executive Order 9981
by David L. Goodwin

July 26, 2018 marks the seventieth anniversary of Executive Order 9981, 
which declared “equality of treatment and opportunity for all persons 
in the armed services without regard to race, color, religion or national  
origin” to be the “policy of the President.”1 Allowing for some degree of 
fudging, we are now about as far away from President Truman’s landmark 
order as it itself was from an altogether less-happy milestone for American 
race relations: the Compromise of 1877, which sounded the death knell 
for Reconstruction. But while EO 9981 is often referred to as the moment 
the military became “desegregated,” the truth is somewhat more complex. 
Then, as now, the armed services were not monolithic; then, as now, the 
stressors of civil society were reflected in the unique social climate of 
America’s fighting forces.

Numerous, excellent histories of the desegregation fight discuss in detail 
the shifting and colliding impulses, the cultural clashes, and the evolving 
views within the various branches of the armed services.2 What follows 
is a surface-level summary with some examples from Dutchess County, 
New York. 

African Americans had participated in every war American fought as a  
nation,3 but hardly on equal terms. Their formal presence in the mili-
tary prior to 1940 was “marginal,” especially in the Army,4 with quotas 
and other obstacles effectively hampering enlistment and advancement.5 
Segregation was learned, even if not explicitly taught. The Navy, for  
instance, “gradually and deliberately withdrew privileges and foreclosed  
opportunities that black sailors had long taken for granted,” segregating by  
“occupation rather than unit.”6 In the early decades of the twentieth century,  
moreover, Jim Crow became increasing entangled with the culture of the 
armed services, which—theoretically, at least—knew no formal allegiance 
with the de jure segregation of the South. 

The maltreatment of African-American soldiers returning home from 
World War I was vicious and heartbreaking.7 Stories abound of attacks on 
veterans, from thuggish ad-hoc street violence, to organized assaults at rail-
road stations against those who had the temerity to wear their uniforms in 
public, to the white power structure flexing its political muscle openly and 
on-the-record. A recent publication by Bryan Stevenson’s path-breaking  
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Equal Justice Initiative gives an unflinching look at some of the horrors:

[M]any . . . black veterans did not make it out alive. In Pine 
Bluff, Arkansas, when a white woman told a black veteran to get 
off of the sidewalk, he replied that it was a free country and he 
would not move. For his audacity, a mob took him from town, 
bound him to a tree with tire chains, and fatally shot him as 
many as 50 times.8 

World War II forced a reckoning, even before the United States’ formal 
entry. Congress gingerly added some antidiscrimination provisions to the 
Selective Service Act of 1940,9 and Dutchess County Republican Con-
gressman Hamilton Fish III (who is dealt with elsewhere in this volume at 
greater length) proved instrumental both in securing the passage of such 
legislation and in keeping the Roosevelt administration’s feet to the fire.10 

That is not to say that those serving felt the momentum of change, how-
ever. One white Poughkeepsie native, Ed Fitchett, whose college ROTC 
rotation was followed by an active-duty call in 1943, recalls how the life he 
lived in training and in deployment did not seem to differ much from the 
racial dynamic he experienced back home. Poughkeepsie was, of course, 
not de jure segregated in the 1940s, but black classmates were few in num-
bers. So while he was aware of the formal environment of segregation 
in which he served, the actual state of segregation was simply not very  
different from civilian daily life. The trappings of Jim Crow were not present  
because the victims were, for him and so many others, simply out of sight; 
and to the extent segregation was felt, it was not discussed. Thus, as W.E.B. 
DuBois would observe, even this “background” approach to segregation 
served the purpose of perpetuating the status quo by ensuring that it felt 
abstract, distant, and simply a perpetuation of the “normal” rhythms of 
majority-white society and culture.11

In full awareness of the problem DuBois had identified, organized opposi-
tion set out to smash it to smithereens. Domestic social activism, such as 
the popular Double V campaign, used the fight against Fascism abroad to 
illuminate the long struggle against injustice on the home front.12 Aware-
ness, collaboration, and vigilance made sure that the seeds being planted 
were not unearthed at the end of hostilities.13 The end of the War found 
intact the “four generalizations” of Army policy towards its black service-
men: blacks only where necessary, in positions of authority only over other 
blacks, segregation not just within the ranks but also from civilians, and 
valor and heroism recognized only sparingly.14 But this time, in the late 
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1940s immediately after the Second World War, there was momentum and 
the will to ask a new Chief Executive, albeit one with complex views on 
race,15 to take the country down a different path. 

Some of this was realpolitik, with pressure, sometimes in conflicting 
directions, brought to bear both through grassroots activism and the  
cyclical demands of the elections calendar.16 The momentum towards EO 
9981 could have been disrupted at any point. But it was not. Thus, eight 
years removed from a prior failed attempt to reject segregation, President  
Truman put “presidential authority squarely behind an official commit-
ment” to end the practice, thereby “alter[ing] the course of the debate.”17

A step back: Truman’s order found the executive acting in an unquestioned 
area of authority. Article 2, Section 2 of the U.S. Constitution positions 
the President as Commander in Chief of the armed forces. To borrow a 
concept from Justice Jackson’s as-yet-unissued concurrence in the famous 
Youngstown case, a president’s setting policy for the military finds the  
executive acting squarely within constitutional authority.18 Here, Truman’s 
tool for “doing the right thing” was backed up by the undeniable power to 
act to govern the agencies and officials to whom his order spoke.19 

Executive Order 9981 arrived in July 1948 to a fanfare of muted trumpets. 
As mentioned above, it “declared to be the policy of the President that 
there shall be equality of treatment and opportunity for all persons in the 
armed services without regard to race, color, religion or national origin,” 
and created the President’s Committee on Equality of Treatment and Oppor-
tunity of Services to create rules and procedures leading to compliance 
“as rapidly as possible.”20 As a statement of purpose it was momentous, 
its politics clearly right and decidedly courageous. Yet the Order was, in 
many ways, still more stage-setting, its vagueness and generalities leading 
to “perplexity” and caution even by supporters.21 It did not, and could not, 
change overnight what had been built over 150 years of American racial  
history; after all, policies guaranteeing integration had already been  
promulgated with negligible effect. Rather, it “put pressure on the military 
to question and adapt its ossified structures, which were deeply ingrained 
in racial hierarchies and ideas of alleged white superiority.”22 

Moreover, “as rapidly as possible” was its era’s “with all deliberate speed.” 
By the start of the Korean War, the Army was still de facto segregated at 
World War II levels, having made very little progress.23 And in the other 
branches, there was still much progress to be made.
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John O’Shea was born in Poughkeepsie and attended the city’s schools  
before matriculating at Fordham University, from which he earned his  
degree in 1951—the same year he enlisted in the Navy. In college when the 
Executive Order was signed, Mr. O’Shea recalls reading news about the 
historic move, but saw little impact during his actual service, although seg-
regation in the Navy had long eschewed the black unit/white unit division 
of the Army. While there were black members of the crew, none was a com-
missioned officer, and O’Shea estimates that representation hovered south 
of 10%. Segregation, integration, and race relations simply were not talked  
about, or made a part of the conscious daily discipline of work aboard the ship.

But while the Order had hardly been a thunderclap, the cause of integra-
tion was moving forward, albeit slowly and deliberately. This was partly  
due to the final collapse of the ugly old myths, based on junk racial  
science, that posited the inherent inferiority of black performance in times 
of war. But it arose also from DuBois’s predictions about the effect of seg-
regation being proved correct. Familiarity, it turned out, bred camaraderie 
and vanquished fear; white soldiers who were surveyed reported that the 
more contact they had with black soldiers, the more favorably they viewed 
integration.24 By 1966, eminent military sociologist Charles Moskos could 
write, with some palpable wonder, that “military life is characterized by an 
interracial equalitarianism of a quantity and of a kind that is seldom found 
in the other major institutions of American society”—an almost inconceiv-
able state of affairs, as the military was one of “America’s most segregated 
institutions less than two decades ago.”25

With de facto and de jure segregation abolished, the military slowly trans-
formed, as timing would have it, into an institution that still reflected 
complex American racial politics, but did so in a way that was passive 
rather than active. Irwin Irby, an African-American resident of Dutchess 
County who served in the 1970s, spent his formative years learning  
to navigate questions of race and survival in his tough 1960s/1970s  
Brooklyn neighborhood. For Mr. Irby, the military was a godsend—an  
escape, a promise of training, of seeing the world and broadening his hori-
zons. But race followed him abroad; one incident that stands out, all these 
years later, involved an extremely combative white sergeant—his imme-
diate superior—who hailed from the South and constantly harassed Irby, 
also a sergeant. Ultimately this man’s dereliction of duty nearly caused 
a large electrical explosion on Irby’s watch and he was moved away to  
another job. Irby also recalls racial tensions affecting off-base activities—
and how, during training in Huntsville, Alabama, being gently directed 
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away from certain areas of town. However, he says that, on the whole, 
the other soldiers weren’t black or white; they were “green,” great guys. 
“Being in the Army was one of the best things that ever happened to me.  
It changed the direction of my life.”

Thus, in the military of the 1970s, nearly 30 years removed from Truman’s  
order, there was redress. “Good officers,” Irby recalls, “would not 
[stand] for that kind of crap.” There was progress, a command structure 
in place, the messy legacy of Vietnam and the glorious Civil Rights rev-
olution at home. Executive Order 9981 was not the tipping point, but  
it pointed America’s military in the right direction more than 15 years  
before domestic legislation enshrining civil rights went from never-will to 
we-shall. Not bad at all.  
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My Longest Year
Twelve Months with the Joint Army–Navy  

Mobile Riverine Force (MRF) 
in the Mekong River Delta,  

Republic of Vietnam, 1967-1968

by Tyler Dann

On November 3, 1966, an article appeared in the business section of the 
Poughkeepsie Journal which reported that I had resigned as an officer of 
the Marine Midland Bank to enter military service.1 I was 24 years old and 
the draft had caught up with me. To avoid the draft, with its high probabil-
ity of serving in Vietnam, I was fortunate to be accepted to the US Navy’s 
Officers Candidate Program. Theoretically the probability of serving in 
Vietnam had gone down drastically.

Navy Training,  
and Sally Bean

I reported for duty in late 
November 1966 at Offi-
cer’s Candidate School in 
Newport, Rhode Island. 
Officer’s Candidate School 
(OCS) was rigorous and 
was made more rigorous 
by the nasty Rhode Island 
winter. After four months 
of training in naval engi-
neering, Navy customs, 
history and traditions, 
seamanship, and physical 
conditioning activity (with 
little sleep), I was com-
missioned in April 1967 as an ensign, the Navy’s entry-level officer rank. 
During the four months of OCS, two important things happened. The first 
was having a date with Sally Bean in Boston while on weekend liberty in 
January 1967. On April 1, we were engaged with a wedding date set for 

 

Figure 1. Ensign Tyler Dann aboard the USS 
Benewah on the waters of the Mekong Delta of 
Vietnam, 1967. Photograph from the Collection  
of Tyler and Sally Dann. 
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June 17, 1967. The second had to do with receiving orders to Vietnam. 
Each of us officer candidates were given a form on which to tell the Navy 
our top three choices of first duty station. I had been told by someone that 
the way to avoid going to Vietnam was to list Vietnam as my first choice; I 
guess it was supposed to be some sort of reverse-psychology trick, assum-
ing the Navy would never grant a rookie officer his first choice. But when 
our orders were handed out, I learned that my first duty station was aboard 
the USS Benewah (BEN-e-wah), a specially equipped headquarters and 
barracks ship stationed in Vietnam’s Mekong Delta. So much for lowering 
the probability of serving in Vietnam by joining the Navy, and so much 
for trying to out-smart the Navy too! It also meant that six weeks after our 
wedding, I would be away from my new bride for a year.

After OCS, I went to Communications School, also in Newport, and 
learned how to be a Communications Officer and a Registered Publica-
tions Custodian (taking care of all the classified and code material) for my 
ship. I would be the communications officer for the USS Benewah.

The day after our wedding in Connecticut on June 17, we departed for 
San Diego, for a one-day honeymoon, followed by some final pre-deploy-
ment training in weapons at a Marine Corps base, and survival training in 
the Cleveland National Forest. The weapons training was in the Browning 
.50-caliber machine gun and similar weapons used for defending the ship. 
The final week before leaving for Vietnam was spent at the survival school; 
it was very desert-like, and we had an opportunity to exist on almost no 
food or shelter for six days. On the seventh day we were “captured” and 
went through the rigors of a simulated North Vietnamese prison camp. 

One of the terrible experiences of pre-Vietnam deployment was receiving 
a bubonic plague inoculation. I suffered a violent reaction and was certain 
I would not make it to the next day. After all the weapons training, desert 
survival opportunities, and painful inoculations it was sinking in that I 
was about to go to a much more dangerous situation than I had originally 
envisioned.

Before going to Vietnam, I felt I should know more about the country and 
its history and why the United States was involved in the war. I found a 
book entitled Vietnam Crisis by Stephen Pan and Daniel Lyons which I 
felt was a comprehensive analysis of our dilemma in Vietnam and how we 
became embroiled in the war. The book made a case for South Vietnam’s 
independence from the north. It also presented our legal justification for 
defending South Vietnam from its invasion by Communist North Vietnam: 
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The United States and South Vietnam were members of the Southeast 
Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO), which was a military alliance similar 
in purpose to the more well-known North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO). SEATO members promised to come to the defense of member 
nations which were attacked by other countries. To anyone interested in 
the Vietnam War era, I would highly recommend this book as excellent 
background material.

The Mobile Riverine Force (MRF)

After survival school, Sally and I had one last week to be together before I 
departed for the Mekong Delta to join the Mobile Riverine Force for a year 
of combat operations in the southernmost provinces of South Vietnam. 

I left San Diego on July 31, 1967 and flew to Saigon, South Vietnam’s capital.  
From Saigon I flew by helicopter to Vũng Tàu, where the MRF’s headquar-
ters ship  —and my home for the next year—was anchored. VũngTàu was 
a relatively large provincial capital city located on the South China Sea. It 
had been a popular vacation retreat for the French and wealthy South Viet-
namese from the French colonial time. It had a beautiful harbor and was a 
common rest and recreation (R & R) spot for American troops. Rumor had 
it that it was a popular off-duty destination for the Viet Cong guerillas too. 
At that time the Benewah had not traveled into the interior of the Mekong 
Delta yet; it was undergoing training, taking on provisions, ammunition, 
and Army personnel.

The Mekong Delta was, and remains, a rich agricultural area and producer 
of an abundant annual rice crop. It was a difficult, remote 26,000 square-
mile area, and it was practically impossible for the Saigon government to 
administer this area because of the dearth of transportation on its 5,000 
miles of navigable rivers. As a result of this vacuum of governance, the 
Viet Cong Communist guerillas became entrenched there, exploited the 
rice farmers, and denied the South Vietnamese government the tax reve-
nues normally collected in the region.  Dislodging the Viet Cong from the 
outlying areas became an insurmountable task for the Saigon government 
but the Mobile Riverine Force was an effective tool in removing the Viet 
Cong as the controlling force in the Delta. The mission of the MRF was 
to search for and destroy the Viet Cong guerillas seeking to control the 
Mekong Delta.

The Mobile Riverine Force was a combined operation of Navy and Army. 
The MRF was the first such United States military organization since the 
Union Army and Navy had used the same kind of organization to fight the 
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Confederacy in the major rivers in the Mississippi River Valley during the 
Civil War over one-hundred years earlier. 

The USS Benewah

The MRF’s headquarters ship was USS Benewah (BEN-e-wah). It was an 
unusual ship—328 feet long, 50 feet wide, displacing 4,080 tons. It served 
in various roles and locations from March 1946, when it was commis-
sioned in the U.S. Navy, until February 1971, when it was finally taken out 
of service. It was named after a county in Idaho. It had been commissioned 
and de-commissioned many times. In 1967, it was taken out of mothballs 
again and recommissioned as a brigade command vessel and flagship for 
the commander of River Assault Flotilla One (which was part of the  
Mobile Riverine Force). 

Benewah was painted dark green to blend in with the jungle shoreline. 
The ship itself had a crew of 13 officers and 160 enlisted sailors. With 
Army troops and Navy staff aboard, the ship had a total population of 
115 officers, 25 Navy chief petty officers and Army master sergeants, and 
990 enlisted men for a total of 1130 personnel. The ship’s main weaponry  
consisted of two 3-inch cannons2 and two four-barreled 40mm heavy  
machine guns.3 These 40mm guns looked like World War II antiair-
craft guns. When these guns were aimed horizontally, at targets on land  
instead of vertically at aircraft, they had a devastating effect on the jungle 
riverbank. In addition, the ship carried smaller but lethal .50-caliber and 
.30-caliber machine guns.  

Benewah had medical officers with two surgical suites, dental facilities, 
a barber shop, movie theater, library, soda fountain with soft ice cream 
dispenser, and a popcorn machine. Over 3,300 meals were served daily. 
The ship was fully air-conditioned and capable of making 60,000 gallons 
of fresh water daily from river or sea water. The Benewah was a mobile 
fortress with all the comforts of a modern community.

Tied alongside the Benewah was a 150-foot long metal pontoon on the 
starboard (right-hand) side. Troops and ship’s crew had a ladder on the 
side of the ship to get down to the pontoon when necessary. This pontoon  
served as a dock at which to moor the troop-carrying assault boats and 
armored river patrol boats used to attack enemy forces on land. These  
assault and patrol boats were much different than the Navy “Swift Boats” 
which became famous in later years. The armored patrol boats carried 
light artillery and machine guns. They looked similar to the World War II 
landing craft. When a shore assault operation began, Army soldiers would 



mY lonGeST Year   73   

be loaded from the pontoon and then into the troop-carrying assault boats. 
Then columns of armored river boats and troop-carriers headed from the 
barracks ships to the narrow rivers and canals in search of the enemy. The 
main idea was to locate, isolate, and attack Viet Cong guerilla units, not to 
take and hold real estate necessarily.  

The metal pontoon lashed to the side of the Benewah served another useful 
purpose. Since alcohol and beer were not permitted on Navy ships, and 
since the big pontoon was technically not part of the ship, it served as the 
location of occasional ‘happy hour’ beer parties.

By mid-August 1967, the MRF had moved to the Mekong River Delta and 
had anchored at the intersection of two rivers to conduct training exercises.  
After a brief return to Vũng Tàu, the MRF headed back to the rivers of the 
Delta for an extended period. Except for five days of rest and recreation 
(R&R) in Hawaii in January 1968, I did not leave the Mekong Delta again 
until I returned to the United States in July 1968.

Combat Operations before Tet

My introduction to combat came on September 16, 1967. The MRF was 
anchored in the Cua Tieu River near Ðong Tam where another battalion 
of the 9th Infantry was headquartered ashore. At 1:30 am the 9th Infan-
try base at Ðong Tam was attacked by Viet Cong mortars. All our ships 
had standing orders to go to General Quarters (everyone to battle stations) 
whenever Ðong Tam was attacked. The ships themselves weren’t attacked 

that night, but the Army 
infantry battalion on shore 
suffered ten wounded and a 
garbage truck destroyed.

When our ships were  
anchored at Ðong Tam, 
each night at about 11:30pm 
the Army artillery battery 
on shore began shooting  
“harassing and interdiction”  
fire missions. These were 
pre-planned barrages aimed  
at selected shore targets  
that were intended to keep  
Viet Cong guerrillas from  

Figure 2. Ensign Tyler Dann and fellow sailors 
aboard the USS Benewah on the waters of the 
Mekong Delta of Vietnam, 1967. Photograph 
from the Collection of Tyler and Sally Dann.  
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attacking our anchored ships. The artillery guns were on shore on one side 
of our ship, and their targets were often located a mile or so on the opposite 
side of our ship, so the cannon projectiles traveled over the ship. The Army 
artillery would fire at random times throughout the night, to avoid being pre-
dictable to the enemy. This regular but random artillery fire over our heads  
all night from nearby howitzer batteries made sleeping extremely difficult. 

From mid-September to the end of December 1967, the MRF moved up 
and down the rivers of the Delta delivering Army units to shore locations 
to fight the Viet Cong guerillas. The Army often found only slight Viet 
Cong troop presence, but frequently discovered and destroyed enemy  
bunkers in which the enemy stored food and munitions and occasionally 
used as hiding places. 

We called the soldiers and sailors engaged in these activities “River Rats.” 
Some of their operations took place more than 30 miles from the Benewah, 
and often ventured into previously inaccessible canals and narrow rivers.  
While moving by boat on these narrow waters the crews and troops were 
extremely vulnerable. Fortunately, the Viet Cong soldiers sometimes 
avoided shooting at our river boats in order to avoid the overwhelming 
response from the many automatic weapons on our armored boats. 

Most of the battles we fought involved small numbers of the Viet Cong 
guerillas. It was unusual to encounter an enemy force greater than a couple 
of dozen guerillas. But there was no guarantee of this—we never knew 
for sure what we might run into. In early January 1968, for instance, a 
company of the 9th Infantry put ashore ran into two platoons (about 100 
individuals) of Viet Cong. The fighting went on for 10 hours, and the Viet 
Cong force was reinforced to a strength of about 500 troops or more. We, 
in turn, reinforced the Army units ashore to a total strength of 600 U.S. 
Army soldiers. What started out as a small skirmish turned into a much 
larger conflict. The Viet Cong finally withdrew under heavy artillery and 
air bombardment. This engagement demonstrated how rapidly and on what 
short notice the MRF could deploy additional troops to support troops  
already engaged. The MRF’s mobility and flexibility made it a responsive 
fighting unit.

As December 1967 approached, the MRF moved around the Delta more 
often. In early December, we were supporting a major operation in Sa Dec 
in which the VC suffered major casualties. We traveled to Vinh Long and 
then to Sa Dec, returned to Vinh Long and finally returned to the army 
base at Dong Tam. Sa Dec and Vinh Long were smaller cities but Viet 
Cong strongholds. We returned to Vung Tau for Christmas.
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On December 29, I received a message that I was to take a break from the 
Delta action and go to Hawaii for a few days of R&R. I called Sally by 
ship-to-shore radio (no cell phones or internet then), and she was able to 
fly to Hawaii from Florida by January 2, 1968. (It was handy sometimes, 
being a ship’s communications officer.) Although there were five segments 
to her trip due to the short notice of my R & R, we had a joyous reunion 
and second honeymoon for five days and then on January 10, 1968 it was 
back to the Delta for me for another six months.

Tet Offensive 1968

In the first thirty days back from R&R, the Benewah and the MRF changed 
locations around the Delta six times. On January 27, 1968, we anchored 
off Vinh Long. Two days later, I was Officer of the Deck (OOD) when a 
call came from headquarters in Saigon alerting us that the probability of 
a severe attack in two days was high. As communications officer, this was 
the first time I had received a message like this. First it came directly to 
the bridge and secondly it came “in the clear” which means not encrypted 
or coded, but transmitted in plain English (or the nearest thing to English 
used by the Navy). Obviously, this was important and urgent so I made 
sure the ship’s captain saw it immediately.

Two nights later, the Viet Cong launched a series of major night attacks 
on several locations all over South Vietnam. They made heavy attacks on 
Vinh Long, where we were anchored, as well as other areas in our operat-
ing territory including Dong Tam, Ben Tre, Sa Dec and My Tho. During 
the attack it looked like a July 4th celebration. U.S. helicopter gunships 
were firing steady streams of machine gun fire into Viet Cong units. The 
gunfire looked like molten lava pouring from the sky. By the morning of 
February 1, we could see from the ship that Vinh Long was burning. Most 
of the buildings were heavily pockmarked from gunfire. By the end of  
the day, we learned that these attacks had occurred throughout South  
Vietnam. Reporters dubbed it the “Tet Offensive” and characterized it as a 
coordinated surprise attack. It may have been coordinated but it was not a 
surprise. In the Delta, the Viet Cong sustained heavy casualties and were 
defeated in every area.

By February and March 1968, the MRF continued to sail to various Delta 
locations so the troops could launch surprise attacks on the Viet Cong gue-
rillas. We had the advantage of greater mobility and firepower. Naturally, 
this increased level of offensive action on our part led to more and larger 
attacks on us by the enemy. Our ships were big slow-moving targets. In 
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addition to mortar and recoilless rifle gunfire, the Viet Cong made several 
attempts to attach magnetic mines to the hull of the ships using swimmers, 
known as ‘sappers.’ A few months after I returned to the States, an LST 
was blown out of the water by a mine and 11 sailors were killed.  In early 
March 1968 an LST was hit by recoilless rifle fire and a fire support barge 
with artillery aboard was blown up. A few days later another LST was 
hit. Our ship was hit on March 22. We took a recoilless rifle round in the  
forward mess decks just below our officers’ quarters and another in a  
ballast tank which caused a noticeable list by morning. Since it was before 
dawn, there was no one in the mess deck and we were very lucky that no 
one was hurt. 

On the afternoon of April 15, the Viet Cong attacked the Benewah. We 
were hit by three rocket rounds in the starboard side and we had more than 
ten wounded. As officer of the deck, I ordered the 40mm batteries to attack 
the source of the incoming rockets, and the 40mm gun crews did a fast and 
accurate job of it. We also had some help from an Air Force fighter pilot 
who, strafing the shore, further discouraged the enemy force. In addition 
to hits on the Benewah, a refueling boat was hit and exploded. The crew 
escaped by jumping in the river before the boat blew up. Another ship was 
also hit, but not seriously. Fortunately, no ship suffered serious damage 
and after a few repairs we continued our travels around the Delta.4

Additional Duties, “Ben Hur,” and Agent Orange

As time went on, I was given more responsibility. When underway there 
was always a “conning” officer on the bridge.  When an officer “had the 
Conn,” he was responsible for driving the ship on the river and following 
the navigation charts. At first, I was at the conn for an hour at a time. By 
May 1968, I had the conn for up to four hours. The record for me was six 
hours at the conn on June 16. I would be leaving on July 1 and it took  
almost 11 months to fully train me to drive the ship. I also made Officer of 
the Deck Underway (OODU) which was a highly sought-after designation 
for a Navy Line Officer. The OODU is in charge of the ship unless relieved 
by the Captain.  Most officers qualify for this position at sea. I was one of 
the few OODU’s who qualified but never went to sea. All my sailing was 
in the rivers of the Delta.

Another job which the four lowest-ranking officers were given was Land-
ing Signal Officers for helicopter landings on the ship’s elevated landing 
pad. I guess we were nominated for this as we must have been the most 
expendable. There was no prior training for this position.  We were taught 
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hand signals which the pilots understood, and we wore a bright yellow vest 
which presumably the pilots could see. Most of the time you were called 
to bring in a chopper just as soon as you had settled in for a 20-minute 
nap. Over the course of a year, the Benewah logged over 5,000 landings 
so I spent a good deal of time on the flight deck. Most of the pilots were 
experienced Army Warrant Officers and we had no accidents.  

The Benewah and the MRF was a military curiosity. Therefore, we had all 
sorts of visitors in addition to normal operations. Generals and admirals 
provided a steady stream of visitors.  One afternoon I was OOD when we 
received a call from a pilot who was 20 miles from our ship who announced 
that he had “Ben Hur” aboard. I went to the code book and found that Ben 
Hur was the code name for the commanding general at Fort Hood, Texas. It 
seemed strange that he was paying us a visit, but I notified the captain who 
changed into his “dress uniform” to receive the general. The helicopter 
made a smooth landing and out jumped none other than Charlton Heston 
who was the star of the movie Ben Hur. I did receive an odd look from the 
captain. Charlton Heston was on a USO tour to enhance morale and he did 
spend a good deal of time touring the ship and interacting with both Army 
and Navy personnel. Our most famous visitor was Vice President of the 
United States Hubert Humphrey. He also arrived by helicopter although 
he had an escort of ten helos around his. Although I did not vote for him, I 
certainly admired his courage for coming into the combat zone to visit us.

Upon reflection, the job of landing signal officer was far more dangerous 
than it appeared. First a chopper making a bad landing would have been 
fatal for all concerned.  Fortunately, everyone landed and took off safely. 
The other problem which I didn’t think about until years later was wearing 
a bright yellow vest and standing alone on the helo deck while waiting for 
the helos to approach. What an easy target for an enemy sniper on shore. 
To this day, I am amazed that the Viet Cong made no attempt to shoot 
the landing signal officer or to shoot down the choppers as they slowly  
approached the ship for their landing.

In June 1968, we made a move that took us on a narrow river near Cam-
bodia. We probably had a clearance of only 75 yards on either side of the 
ship. We were on alert and at General Quarters the entire time and our 
machine guns were at the ready and aimed level with the jungle on either 
side. No attack occurred. We ended up anchoring near Can Tho, the second 
largest city in Vietnam. Our supply officer went ashore and returned with 
a large amount of fresh greens for salads. He alluded to the fact that the 
gardens were fertilized with human feces. No salad for me! He also said 



78   DCHS Yearbook 2018

there was a small outbreak of bubonic plague. Now I was glad that I had 
been vaccinated even though the reaction to the shot had been terrible.

One incident that had a lasting impact on me was watching our planes 
spraying defoliant along the dense jungle along the river’s edge. By killing 
the jungle, the enemy would have fewer places to hide and fewer oppor-
tunities for an ambush. Of course, the spray used in Vietnam was Agent 
Orange which has had serious medical effects on those exposed to it. All 
members of our MRF are on a list maintained by the Veterans Administra-
tion tracking the long-term health of military personnel exposed to Agent 
Orange. I, myself, have had some long term effects from that exposure. 

One other occasional job that I had was to be a courier for classified infor-
mation. This generally involved a helicopter trip to Saigon from the ship 
and then boarding a plane called a Caribou. This type of plane was a troop 
carrier that could land on a short landing strip. It was usually a short trip 
for me from Saigon to some remote jungle area. One trip was particularly 
eventful. The pilot took off from our ship and flew at low altitude of 50 feet 
over the water. At some point he thought he saw a group of Viet Cong and 
we ascended 3,000 feet in a matter of seconds.  Fortunately, my breakfast 
was well digested. Between the landing signal officer job and the occa-
sional courier run I was very pleased when July 1, 1968 (the end of my 
one-year tour) rolled around.

Going Home, and Reflections

So, on July 1, 1968 I said farewell to the Benewah and flew by helicopter to 
Saigon. In my personal log I wrote, “End of a lovely year in the romantic, 
exotic Mekong Delta.” I arrived back in the U.S. at Travis Air Force Base 
outside of San Francisco and took a plane home to San Diego. My greeting 
party of one was there, my wife Sally. It couldn’t have been a better greet-
ing party. My next tour was communications officer at the Naval Training 
Center in San Diego, quite a change from the Mekong Delta!

With two weeks of leave, Sally and I took a road trip around the West. We 
started in San Diego and drove north through Las Vegas, Idaho, Montana, 
Seattle, Portland, and home. Each day I started driving and lasted 30 min-
utes behind the wheel before exhaustion set in. Sally had to drive the rest 
of the day. I was totally exhausted from my time in a combat zone where 
lack of sleep is always a given and there is a never-ending tension that goes 
along with the sleep deprivation. It took many months to unwind from 
that “combat tension.” I can certainly understand the Post Traumatic Stress 
that soldiers in actual combat experience. It took years if not decades  
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before I stopped having strange Vietnam dreams and I wasn’t in that intense  
combat on the ground which provoked much more serious mental issues.

Returning to a place like San Diego which at that point was a “military  
town” was a good thing. Many Vietnam Veterans often received no  
welcome at all or a hostile, terrible welcome in other cities and towns 
in the U.S. Compared to the welcome and respect that current veterans  
receive today, our return home was shameful. For me, I thought it was odd 
there was no military person to welcome me back or to conduct a military 
debriefing. I would have thought that with the uniqueness of our operation, 
someone from the Amphibious Base in Coronado, California might have 
been interested in my experience.

Overall, however, I was pleased that I had done my duty. I still felt that our 
cause was right and I was proud to have been part of a successful opera-
tion. It was interesting that the United States had perhaps 3,000 soldiers 
and approximately 1,000 naval personnel in the Delta and we controlled 
most of the Mekong Delta which comprised one-third of the total area of 
South Vietnam. The MRF went after the Viet Cong in their strongholds 
and routed them out. One wonders why we needed hundreds of thousands 
of soldiers to subdue the rest of the country. 

The combat experience stays with you forever. That experience makes 
it easier to overcome the challenges and obstacles in civilian life. Those  
obstacles just don’t seem so significant compared to my experience in the 
Navy in Vietnam. 

Would I do it again?—yes!

1 Poughkeepsie Journal, Thursday, November 3, 1966. p.5:1. 

2 For photographs of a naval 3-inch gun, see https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/3%22/50_ 
caliber_gun

3 For photographs of a quad 40mm naval machinegun, see http://polyticks.com/bbma/
quad40s.htm

4 Ensign Dann received a commendation and decoration by Admiral Hyland, Command-
er-in-Chief of the U.S. Pacific Fleet, which read, in part: “…As Officer of the Deck when 
the attack was initiated, Ensign Dann responded with action that resulted in immediate 
response with all batteries, which successfully suppressed the attack before further dam-
age and casualties could be inflicted…Ensign Dann’s courage and competence were in 
keeping with the highest traditions of the United States Naval Service…”



80   DCHS Yearbook 2018

COMMANDER IN CHIEF  
UNITED STATES PACIFIC FLEET

The Secretary of the Navy takes pleasure in presenting  
the Navy Achievement Medal to

Ensign Tyler Dann

United States Naval Reserve 
for service as set forth in the following:

CITATION

“For outstanding achievement in the superior performance of his duties 
while assigned to the USS BENEWAH (APB 35), Flagship of Commander  
River Assault Flotilla ONE from 1 August 1967 to 1 July 1968. During 
his tour aboard BENEWAH,  Ensign DANN participated in a series of 
combat operations conducted in the Rung Sat Special Zone and various 
provinces of III and IV Corps in the Mekong Delta. These operations 
given the code name CORONADO, included the Tet and Post-Tet Offen-
sive Campaigns. Ensign DANN’s professional performance, dedication 
to duty and espirit de corps was a continual course of motivation and 
strength to all who associated with him. Aside from his flawless perfor-
mance as Communication Officer and Registered Publications Custodian,  
Ensign DANN demonstrated remarkable versatility and perception in 
adapting to and successfully conning BENEWAH through the extremely  
critical inland waterways of the Mekong Delta. During the last four 
months of his tour of duty aboard BENEWAH, the Mobile Riverine 
Force was repeatedly subjected to intense enemy rocket attacks. On 15 
April 1968, while anchored southeast of My Tho, Republic of Vietnam,  
BENEWAH was vigorously assaulted by enemy forces equipped with 
recoilless rifles and small arms. During the attack BENEWAH sustained 
three 57mm recoilless rifle hits and incurred 11 personnel casualties. 
As Officer of the Deck when the attack was initiated, Ensign DANN 
responded with action that resulted in immediate response with all  
batteries, which successfully suppressed the attack before further damage 
and casualties could be inflicted.  Ensign DANN’s courage, inspirational 
leadership and professional competence were in keeping with the highest 
traditions of the United States Naval Service.”
Ensign DANN is authorized to wear the Combat “V”. 

   For the Secretary of the Navy

   JOHN J. HYLAND

   Admiral, U. S. Navy 
   Commander in Chief  U. S. Pacific Fleet 
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Vietnam:  
A Seabee’s Different Experience

by Craig Marshall

In 1966 at age 24, I had been working at IBM East Fishkill as an electronics/ 
electrical engineer. I was single; my two years deferments had run out; and 
I received my draft notice to serve in the Army for two years active duty in 
Vietnam as a private. Wanting to return to IBM as soon as possible, I went 
to the Poughkeepsie recruiting office to see what my other options were. 
Having scored high on my military test, I received a pat on the back with 
the words “You’ll make a fine officer!” Learning that assignment would be 
for six years active duty, I continued my search and found that the USN 
Seabees had opened a special program for men with trade skills. With 
my electrical background, I qualified for advanced rank as electrician, but 
more importantly, the commitment was only two years active, with four 
years reserve following. Easy choice!  

The Seabees

US Navy Seabees have a long and 
distinguished history, beginning 
in 1942 with the advent of WWII. 
Formally named Naval Mobile 
Construction Battalions (NMCB 
or MCB), these were “construction 
battalions” (c.b. for short). With 
the naval tradition of sea service, 
they were called “Seabees.” These 
battalions of 800 men were initially 
comprised of volunteer men with 
proven construction skills needed 
urgently to prepare new military 
sites in combat zones working side 
by side with US Marine landing 
forces for advancing U.S. combat  
units, especially in the Pacific  
theater. Because enemy action was 
commonly encountered, Seabees 
were trained in the use of weapons  

 

Figure 1. Seabee Craig Marshall and 
patrol dog “Freckles,” Da Nang, Vietnam, 
1967. Photo. Collection of Craig Marshall. 
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and carried them alongside their tools and equipment. Their motto was 
“We Build, We Fight.” The assignments of these battalions included build-
ing airfields, seaport piers, roads, hospitals, barracks, bridges, fuel storage 
tanks, and other infrastructure needed for increased military activity. The 
trade skills they brought with them included the full kit each for carpen-
ters, equipment operators, plumbers, electricians, linemen, and more…
sixty skill ratings in all, including  support staff. With the war build-up, 
Seabees were later drafted to serve at advanced rank. 

After WWII, they continued to serve in all wars thereafter. They were well 
known and respected for their ability to succeed in difficult assignments 
using their ingenuity, and early on adopted their motto “Can Do.” As one 
example, a major project during the Korean War was to level a mountain 
to build a critical two-mile airfield that required as much earthmoving as 
was done to build the Panama Canal, and was done in record time. For 
the Vietnam War, Seabee units were again reactivated through volunteer 
recruiting.  

Battalion Interpreter

I enlisted in the Seabees MCB 5 battalion, and was off to expedited Basic 
Training.  While there, I noticed a bulletin posted at HQ seeking volunteers 
for Vietnamese language training to fill posts as battalion interpreters. As 
this would mean working directly with Vietnamese people, that sounded 
more interesting than electrical installations and repairs, so I volunteered. 
After completing the five week intensive training in California, I arrived 
at the MCB 5 camp in Rhode Island and soon after our battalion left for  
Da Nang, Vietnam. 

Civic Action Programs in Vietnam 

Da Nang is a large seaport city, and with the rapid build-up of U.S. forces, 
became a major supply facility with large ships off-loading war material 
for distribution in-country. As in WWII, Seabees were needed to rapidly 
build docking piers, roads, airfields, camps, and other facilities. The Viet-
namese people in this populated area were divided into three major groups:

1. Da Nang city proper…the most prosperous group, heavily involved in 
business and marketing, with good schools, housing, and resources.

2. Villages outside the city…families working in rice fields, with very  
simple bamboo huts, primitive open-air schools, very simple life, and  
few resources.
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3. Refugee camps….families in crowded make-shift adjoining huts with 
little source of income, and likely no schools.

Upon arrival, I learned that my assignment was to be part of a long Sea-
bee tradition of Civic Action projects by working with all three groups. 
Since WWII, Civic Action programs were set up to assist in-country locals 
with projects that would help them in their daily life. These outreach proj-
ects included building well systems and schools, plus medical and dental 
services as examples. The programs were designed to gain the trust and 
support of the locals which in turn could help our military endeavors. My 
assignment, besides being the interpreter-on-call, was to teach English in 
the grammar schools in the city of Da Nang and the outlying villages. 
Vietnamese who knew English could get better paying jobs and contribute 
to an improved family life. Teaching was very different between city and 
villages. The city schools were brick-and-mortar modern buildings with 
formal courses. Students often were in school uniforms, were excellent 
students, and very anxious to learn. The village schools were often dirt 
floors, with bamboo poles holding up thatch roofs, with a blackboard at 
the front of the room and crude benches for the students. Attendance here 
was spotty, since children were relied on to help in the fields, and watch 

Figure 2. The Refugee village outside Da Nang. The bundles on the roofs and pathway  
were used as cooking fuel. A central well provided water. Vietnam, 1987.  
Photo by and Collection of Craig Marshall. 
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younger family members at home while the parents worked. Teachers were 
held in high esteem in Vietnam, and I was often invited to homes in the city 
and villages to converse with families. My Vietnamese language training 
limited me to basic conversational dialog which was sufficient to carry 
out my teaching program. The battalion hired a Vietnamese national who  
provided excellent interpreting services and we became close friends. 
While off-base for teaching, I always carried a side arm and though was 
often nervous walking across large open rice paddies with no cover, I  
never encountered any problem.

Seabee life in camp was very routine for the eight-month deployment 
term, before the four-month return to the States, followed by the next 
eight-month deployment. Each day men would leave early for their job 
site, return in the evening, have chow, then write letters or read, then lights 
out until the next day. Saturday night was the big night when a movie was 
shown in the open air theater, and the enlisted men’s club was open. Loud 
music, lots of beer, boisterous, always fun! Barracks were simply 20' x 
40' raised floors with tin roofs and screen sides. As the terrain was 100% 
sand, winds insured that the first task in turning in at night was to remove 
the layer of sand from your bunk. Your personal space was 7' x 8' for your 
bunk, upright metal clothing locker, and wood foot locker. Each shelter 
housed about twelve men.

Figure 3. At the grammar school in My Thi village, Seabee Craig Marshall taught English  
to several grades of students. This school building was better than most village 
schools, which had dirt floors, no walls, and crude benches. Vietnam, 1967. Photo.  
Collection of Craig Marshall. 
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While working in the villages, my buddy and I saw a need for better clothing 
for the children and adults, and decided to expand our Civic |Action program  
to solicit clothing and toiletries from organizations in the States. In short 
order, we were overwhelmed with an incredible response and quickly filled 
one barracks with needed items. Other Seabees helped distribute these 
items, and it created a lot of good-will with the locals. While teaching at 
the city school, I started a pen pal program between my students there and 
the Terhune Elementary School in Wayne, N.J. Terhune students would 
exchange letters and include photos of themselves and my Vietnamese 
students would include stamps or drawings. It was a great way for my  
students to learn English outside of textbooks. Also, Terhune sent 57 boxes 
of clothing for our program. 

About June of 1967, MCB 5 ended their deployment term and returned 
to the States. I was fully engaged in my Civic Action program, wanted to 
see it continue, and had some ideas for other programs I wanted to try. I 
got approval to stay behind and join the incoming battalion MCB-7. I did 
get a one-month leave at that time to return home, and spent time in NYC 
soliciting sneakers from children’s footwear companies to help resolve a 

Figure 4. In the villages and 
refugee camp, clothing donated by 
families and organizations in the 
States was distributed by Seabees 
to the needy. Vietnam, 1967.  
Photo. Collection of Craig Marshall. 
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problem I encountered every day in the villages…foot sores and wounds 
because the youngest children went barefoot. That paid off when one com-
pany owner donated 80 pairs of tot sneakers, and my hometown (Little 
Falls, N.J.) Knights of Columbus donated 170 pairs.

Returning to Da Nang, I was 
at the seaport unloading area 
one day and noticed a huge 
fire of burning wood. I asked 
around and found that this was “ 
dunnage”, wood lumber used 
to protect and secure material  
(machinery, vehicles, etc) during 
the sea voyage that was then  
disposed of after unloading. The 
lumber was in excellent condi-
tion, and I got approval to take 
anything I needed for the Civic 
Action program. My buddies 
and I loaded up many times and 
delivered the material to the  
villages to build or improve their 
schools. We supplied the materi-
al, they supplied the labor. Also, 
while loading the lumber, I no-
ticed that pallets of cement bags 
were being crushed by bulldoz-
ers and spread over the sand. 
Upon inquiry, I was told that 
when some of the 25 bags on the 

pallet stack were broken and spilling cement, transit became a problem, 
so the whole pallet would be destroyed. In the end, I got approval to make 
many good pallet stacks out of several broken pallet stacks, and used this 
material for village projects. When plywood was needed for these projects, 
I was always able to trade cement for plywood with other military outfits. 
The barter system worked well! With the Christmas holidays approaching 
in 1967, I solicited new toys from organizations and families in the States 
to distribute in the villages. This was something very new to the children 
and very well received. Huge smiles!

I have been painting a very positive picture of my experience in Vietnam, 
and it was positive, but I cannot completely ignore the fact that we were 

Figure 5. MCB-7 doctors and dentists gave 
badly needed free weekly healthcare to  
villagers and refugees. Vietnam, 1967.  
Photo by and Collection of Craig Marshall.
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at war with all that implied: graft and enemy action. One day when I was 
dropping off 25 sheets of plywood to build a village school, a police officer 
came and demanded his share of 3 sheets. The school leader was helpless 
to assist, noting this was business as usual. So, in my naïve and Christian 
thinking, I packed up all 25 sheets and left. Realizing I could not fight local 
customs, I returned with the plywood two weeks later and the school was 
built. I never did find out if the officer got his share, but like to think that 
my initial resistance caused him bad feelings with the locals who wanted 
the school and pressured him to relent. Could happen.

Enemy action:  Our Seabee worksites were not in the jungle but near the 
coast, were fairly secure, and we experienced no casualties during my two 
consecutive tours of 16 months. I traveled alone in the villages, but for-
tunately had no negative experiences. Our one shocker was at night in 
our camp which was located next to a major Marine helicopter base. Viet 
Cong hated and feared helicopters, and retaliated on a dark night by aim-
ing about a dozen 81mm mortar rounds into that camp fired from a far 
mountain area. Unfortunately, their aim was off and half the mortars hit 
our camp. Whump! Whump! We all jumped out of our beds, grabbed our 
weapons, and fell in to the trenches next to our barracks. No casualties, but 
a very sobering experience!  

Figure 6. A Seabee from MCB-7 showed the refugees how to plant seed in 
the sandy soil to grow crops in the fenced -in garden in their camp. Vietnam, 
1967. Photo by and Collection of Craig Marshall. 
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Whether city or village, I quickly learned when I first started teaching that 
“photos can make a friend forever.” City students might have a family photo  
but not an individual one, and certainly villagers and refugees did not.  
I thought taking and giving out personal photos would build friendships 
and trust. With darkroom photography as one of my hobbies, I was able to 
get permission to build a 4' x 6' darkroom out of plywood and cardboard in 
my barracks. Supplies came authorized from the battalion photographer, 
another buddy. At night after taps, I could be found either in my darkroom 
developing my film (B&W) and working with my enlarger, or in the com-
munal shower washing rolls of film. This turned out to be a very successful 
project, and I made many friends among families and students when they 
were presented with photos of themselves.

MCB 7 undertook a major Civic Action project to help a nearby refugee 
camp where I and our doctors and dentist were providing free services. If 
a marketplace with a roof was built, then the refugees could make or grow 
products that they could market and improve their difficult conditions.  
We would provide the large concrete pad, lumber, and roofing, and the 
refugees would provide the labor to build it. The market became the cen-
terpiece of the refugee camp and was always well utilized. In this same 
camp, some of our Seabees who worked on farms back home helped the 
refugees build a fence around a large area, provided seeds, and showed 
how they should be planted. This would be another source of both food and 
income for the refugees.

My Civic Action projects gave me a lot of satisfaction, but my happiest 
experience was with a scholarship program I initiated. In the city, school 
principals told me they could educate more students who could not afford 
tuition, if that tuition was provided. I put out a notice to the battalion seek-
ing scholarship sponsors to pay $1.00/month to send a child to school. 
Over 50 enlisted men and officers responded, and the program took off. At 
the end of the semester, I arranged to have a show and party where each 
man would meet and sit with his student. For the show at our outdoor movie 
amphitheater and stage, the principals brought young people who danced 
in traditional colorful costumes, sang songs, and then finished with boys 
presenting a karate demonstration. During this time, I had each Seabee  
give their student a can of soda which was very popular with kids. I was 
perplexed when after a short time, I noticed that none of the students 
were opening their cans. I asked our Vietnamese interpreter why, and he 
explained that the soda was a valuable commodity on the black market,  
and that families fully expected their child to bring the soda home to  
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re-sell. Well, right or wrong, I made a decision, and announced to all the 
Seabees to open their student’s can and give it to them. Wow! Smiles on 
every child! They could not be held accountable if the Seabee opened  
their can. Love that soda!

In Mid-January 1968, MCB 7’s deployment term ended. We packed up 
and headed for home, only to hear two weeks later that the Tet Offensive 
had been launched. This was a major attack by the Viet Cong in all im-
portant areas of the country, including our Da Nang area. Very fortunate 
timing for us. Because I had only a few months left on my enlistment, I 
was allowed to muster out, and left the Seabees after receiving the Navy 
Commendation Medal for my work in the Civic Action program, of which 
I was very proud. I returned to IBM and enjoyed various engineering and 
management assignments and retired after thirty-nine years.

Thinking back to my Vietnam experience, I remember that the war was un-
popular in America. However, we in the military believed in the “Domino 
Theory” which noted that if South Vietnam were to fall to the Commu-
nists, other Southeast Asia countries would also fall, Communism would 
spread even farther, and it was extremely important to free countries to 
stop them. Though South Vietnam fell, I believe we were successful in our 

Figure 7. At the special show and party in the MCB-7 camp, Seabees got to meet the 
students whom they sponsored for school scholarships. Vietnam, 1967. Photo by and 
Collection of Craig Marshall. 
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larger mission. When I came home, I was welcomed back in my neigh-
borhood, and as noted earlier, I received great support from donations of 
clothing, toys, footwear, and pen pal letters. Hometown newspaper articles 
of my Civic Action projects were very supportive and complimentary. For 
support from home, I couldn’t have asked for more.

I’ve always admired people with special skills, be it in the trades, arts, 
sports, and more.    Working with the Seabees was one of my best life expe-
riences---participating in the camaraderie, work ethic, accomplishments, 
and “Can Do” attitude of this very fine and dedicated group. They gave me 
great freedom to take on and help with new programs and I learned much 
about myself and what I was capable of given the support of others. The 
Vietnamese people themselves, whether in the city, villages, or refugee 
camps were impressive. I found them to be hard working, very intelligent, 
friendly and very family oriented. In their customs, men rule, and boys 
will be everywhere there is action, with girls shy and in the background or 
absent. I made close friendships that will always be remembered.

Lastly, my title “Vietnam: A Seabee’s Different Experience” came from 
my thoughts that most American families saw only what was presented on 
television that focused on war action in the jungles, villages, and cities. It 
is my goal to show another, more positive side, that did not involve death 
and destruction. Seabees have always been at risk in battle zones, and there 
have been casualties. But their primary task is to build, to support those 
fighting the war, and to help battle weary civilians through their com-
mendable Civic Action programs. For me, this different experience was a 
positive experience and one that contributed significantly to my maturity 
and my understanding of “different people, different lives” that I had not 
previously been exposed to. I would do it again.
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We Three Can Still Hear  
the Whistle Blowin’

by John Desmond

The following accounts come from the heyday of the railroads in the twen-
tieth century—the place: here in Dutchess County, New York. There are 
three interviews from employees who worked for the New Haven Railroad 
either as train engineers who drove trains through Hopewell Junction 
or as a station agent assigned to the Depot at Hopewell Junction. Jack  
Swanberg and Pete McLachlan drove the trains. Tom DeJoseph was the 
station agent. John Desmond, a volunteer for the Hopewell Junction Depot  
Restoration Corporation, conducted the interviews with Mr. Swanberg, 
Mr. McLachlan, and Mr,. DeJoseph.—C.Lewis, editor

Part I

We Three Can Still Hear the Whistle Blowin’: 
A First-Person Account from Two Train Engineers  

who Drove Diesel-Engine Trains Through Hopewell Junction

Interview with Jack Swanberg, 
Fireman for the New Haven Railroad 

1961-1962

I have always been a railroad buff. My father commuted from Darien, 
Connecticut to Manhattan. My sister and I watched him come and go on 
the train. I have heard the expression that you do not choose a passion; it 
chooses you. My passion is railroads.

I graduated from Trinity College in Hartford, Connecticut in June 1961 
and managed to get a job as a fireman on the New Haven Railroad in  
August 1961. My parents were disappointed with me. Here I was a college 
graduate, yet I wanted to work on the railroad. 

I knew I would be drafted in a year. So I wanted to spend that year working 
on the railroad. Eventually, in the fall of 1962, I entered the Navy for four 
years. In 1966, I was released from Active Duty in Naval Aviation.

A fireman on a diesel locomotive checks the units [engines] for over heat-
ing. He also checks the sanders that provide sand for traction of the wheels 
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on steep grades, checks fuel levels, fills the big water jug for drinking 
water, and cuts ice for the water jug. 

On steam locomotives, the fireman tends the fire for the boiler by feeding 
it wood or coal. That is where the term comes from.

In 1961, the New Haven Railroad had 0400 Series Diesels. They had been 
bought in 1947. However, the New Haven could not afford new units or 
maintain the old ones very well. The sanders were unreliable; the units 
could overheat; and the high-pressure fuel lines leaked. These would have 
to be repaired by hand on the spot. 

There were no two-way radios, so communication among the crew was 
by hand signals only. The crew on the train usually included five men: 
the engineer, fireman, and head brakeman up front in the cab and the rear 
brakeman and freight conductor back in the caboose. 

In New York State, a sixth man, a second head brakeman, was required. 
The train would slow way down in Danbury, and this brakeman would 
swing onto the train for the ride to Maybrook, New York. Thus, he was 
known as the swing man. 

In 1961, the Maybrook line had only a single track and sidings. At Hopewell 
Junction, New York, the west-bound trains would sometimes have to wait 
for the east-bound to pass through. 

As the train came up to Hopewell, there would be an approach signal in-
dicating a stop signal ahead. The engineer would slow to thirty mph and 
be prepared to stop at the next signal. If the train had one hundred or more 
cars, the engineer could not come to a sudden stop. 

Figure 1. Jack Swanberg speaking  
at the Hopewell Depot in Hopewell  
Junction, NY, 2017. Photograph taken 
from a video by John Desmond. 

~Hopewell~ 
Depot JIil. 
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We would stop just before the Route 82 overpass. That was the place west-
bound trains halted. By the way, west-bound trains were odd-numbered 
trains; east-bound were even numbered. 

At Hopewell Junction, there used to be kerosene lamps by the switches, so 
they could be easily seen. However, there was no one there to maintain the 
lamps. They were replaced by reflectors. That worked OK in the headlights 
of the head unit. It did not work OK if the engineer was backing up the 
train to drop off or pick up cars by the lumber yard.

At Hopewell, there was the passenger station, the Depot that has been  
restored. A station-agent would come out of the station and wave us on 
as we went by at full speed, which, at Hopewell Junction was 40 MPH, 
according to the Employees Timetable. 

The guy would also signal to the rear brakeman on the caboose if there was 
anything wrong with the cars, such as a hot box that the brakeman could 
not see. A hot box is an overheated axle on the rolling stock of a train. 

We never stopped in Hopewell Junction to buy food. We packed enough 
food for a sixteen-hour trip from New Haven’s Cedar Hill Yards to  
Maybrook. Today there are just twelve-hour days. 

At Holmes, New York, a hamlet within the Town of Pawling, just over 
the Putnam County line, there was a grocery store right where the tracks 
crossed the road. If we had to stop there, we got some food, but, otherwise, 
we just roared right through. We never stopped just for refreshments, but, 
if we had to stop to meet an opposing freight, we would find a local food 
store if one was available. 

As a fireman, I ran the train part of the time. At the New Haven Railroad, 
you needed ten years of seniority to become an engineer. Training was on 
the job, so the way you became a fireman or an engineer was by doing it. 

Driving a train over a flat grade is easy. Driving over a down grade is hard. 
You must watch for slack action between the cars. You must control the air 
brakes through the downgrades.

After my release from Active Duty in Naval Aviation in 1966, I became a 
Management Trainee at the New York Central Railroad from 1966 to 1968. 
From 1968 to 1976, I was Assistant Trainmaster then Trainmaster at Penn 
Central Railroad. From 1976 to 1983, I was Trainmaster for Consolidated 



96   DCHS Yearbook 2018

Rail Corp. From 1983 to 2000, I was Trainmaster then Lead Trainmaster 
for Metro-North Railroad. 

I retired on January 1, 2000, after thirty-eight years working on the rail-
road. Not always easy, but a rewarding career indeed.

I still write articles about and take pictures of railroads and publish them 
in Railroad History and The Shoreliner. The research for my book New 
Haven Power, 1838-1968: Steam, Diesel, Electric, MU’s, Trolleys, Motor 
Cars, Buses and Boats is at the University of Connecticut.

Interview with Pete McLachlan 
Engineer for the New Haven Railroad 

1965-1998

I have been interested in railroads since day one. I started in 1956 with the 
New Haven Railroad as an engine preparer. I helped service the engines 
in the Cedar Hill Yards in New Haven, Connecticut. My second day on the 
job, I was moving locomotives through the yard. Soon after, I was trans-
ferred to Danbury, Connecticut as a turn-table operator. I helped rotate the 
table with two other men by hand. Then I was driving pusher engines out 
of Danbury and up the Maybrook Line which ran through Hopewell Junc-
tion, to help the freight trains get over the mountain [Stormville Mountain] 
at Whaley Lake. Once the freights were over the mountain and headed 
toward Hopewell Junction, I would back down the pusher engine to the 
Danbury Yard.

In 1959, I was promoted to fireman, and, in 1965, I was promoted to  
engineer. The New Haven Railroad was a good railroad. No radios on the 
trains, no kerosene lamps on the switches, and sixteen-hour work days  
until 1972 when the work day went down to fourteen hours a day. No social 
life. But it was a good railroad.

Figure 2. Pete McLachlan speaking 
at the Hopewell Depot in Hopewell 
Junction, NY, 2017. Photograph taken  
from a video by John Desmond.
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When we came through Hopewell Junction, we ran fast. Either we were 
slowing down from coming down the mountain at Whaley Lake, or we 
were gathering up speed to get up over the mountain. By fast, I mean up 
to fifty miles per hour. We would run up to 150 freight cars of all types 
through Hopewell Junction. Occasionally, we would drop something off, 
for example lumber to the yard just south of the station.

As we came through Poughkeepsie and approached the Highland-Pough-
keepsie Bridge, we slowed to twelve miles per hour to go over the bridge. 
We could cross the bridge in not less than seven minutes. There were three 
clocks on the bridge to time us, and all three were accurate. At the bridge, 
I would release the air breaks on each car so as to bunch up the cars.  
Then I would let the engine pull the cars over the bridge. After the engine 
was off the bridge, I began to speed up again for there was a grade going 
through Highland. When the caboose was off the bridge, I would set the 
air breaks again.

Once, when I was still a fireman on trains going over the bridge, the  
engineer stopped the train in the middle of the bridge. He was not sup-
posed to do that. Oil would drip down from the cars and off the bridge. 
If the train was over land, and there were houses under the bridge, the 
oil would land on the roofs and sides of the buildings. Then, the railroad 
would have to pay to clean them.

Anyway, the engineer told me to get off the train and use the telephone 
on the bridge. I got off the engine OK, but when I looked down, I was 
scared. So to get to the telephone I slid along on my rear end. I am 
scared of heights. That is why I will not go up on the Walkway over the  
Hudson today.

Back to Hopewell Junction, when I drove work trains through there, I 
would have to wait for the freights to go by whether they were traveling 
west to Maybrook or east to Danbury. Occasionally, we would climb down 
from the train and visit with Liz Cooper, the station agent. She was very 
lady-like. When she walked into a room, we would all get up. We would 
never use vulgar language in her presence. However, one day, the freight 
conductor said within her hearing something about he was not going  
to wait any longer to pick up some—cattle waiting in the stockyard at 
Hopewell. Liz turned to him and said when you are finished—with the 
cattle, load them into the cars.

The last time I stopped in Hopewell Junction while still on salary, the train 
master, not Liz Cooper, had a box of sandwiches from S. S. Pierce. There 
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had been an event the night before in Hopewell, and the sandwiches were 
left over. They were still good. He offered them to us. Great sandwich.

When we would run through Hopewell Junction in the 1980s, we would 
look at the station and say give it its last rites and tear it down. Bernie 
Rudberg and all the volunteers who worked to restore the Depot, build the 
signal tower, and develop the museum have done a wonderful job. I am 
glad no one gave the Depot its last rites.”

In my career, I ran all sorts of engines: steam, diesel, and electric. I retired 
on October 28, 1998. When I was aboard trains, I took along a camera to 
take pictures of railroads. Today, I lecture and present slide shows. I am 
also a docent at the Railway Museum in Danbury.

Part II

We Three Can Still Hear the Whistle Blowin’: 
A First-Person Account from a Station Agent 

Interview with Tom DeJoseph, 
Station Agent at Hopewell Junction Depot 

June 1968

I have been interested in trains since I can remember. The first time I can 
recall being around trains is when I was three-and-a-half years old in 1953. 
My father worked for Pepperidge Farms. In 1953, he was sent to Cincin-
nati, Ohio to determine if stores in the Mid-West would stock Pepperidge 
Farm breads on their shelves. My father would go to the Cincinnati Rail-
road Station and wait for the cars to come in carrying the bread. He took 
me and my two older brothers with him to the station. I can still see the 

Figure 3. Tom DeJoseph speaking 
at the Hopewell Depot in Hopewell 
Junction, NY, 2017. Photograph taken 
from a video by John Desmond. 
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Norfolk and Western train with its stream-lined steam engine pulling into 
the station as if it had pulled in today. I recall saying with astonishment 
that the wheels on the locomotive, “are bigger than I am.” I like the idea of 
these monstrous machines providing economic value to the county.

In 1967, I was hired to sell train tickets for the New Haven Railroad at the 
station in Westport, Connecticut. I worked only four days when I received 
a call from my supervisor. She told me to go home. She just found out 
I was only seventeen. Connecticut State law, she said, asserts that only 
those eighteen years and older can work around heavy machinery. While 
I was only selling tickets at the moment, I might be asked to go outside  
the station and be around the trains, and that would be breaking the law.  
I suppose she was only CYA. 

Not even a year later, on January 8, 1968, when I turned eighteen, I again 
applied for a job at the NHRR, I again was accepted, and I was posted at 
the Danbury station on the day shift. By “posted,” I mean I was learning 
on the job and was studying the Book of Rules to take the exam to become 
an inter-locking operator. The Book of Rules contains all the regulations of 
the road for operating trains. I passed the exam in February 1968.

An “interlocking operator” understands the combination of railroad switch-
es and signals, manages these combinations, and carries them out. For 
example, in the station, the operator sets the signal aspect at the end of a 
block to the color red. A “block” is a section of track between two stations.  
Next, the operator pulls the lever to engage both switches. The first switch 
allows a train to leave one track, and the second switch allows that train 
to enter another track perhaps two or three over from the first track. Third, 
the operator releases the red signal aspect as the train goes on its way. No 
movement by a train from one track to another is allowed unless the signal 
aspect at the back of the block is set to red.

My first meeting or, rather, encounter with Pete McLachlan was when I 
was new to the job. Pete walks in and tells me he will take both sets of 
train orders. “Train orders” are the work assignments for a particular train. 
Usually two sets of orders are made up by the station agent, one for the 
engineer and one for the conductor. I refused to give him both sets of  
orders because I needed to hand the second set to the conductor who was 
not there at the same time as Pete. Pete said, “Look, Sonny. Just give me 
both orders. The conductor might be riding up in the cab with me, and I 
will give him his set.” I still refused because the Book of Rules stated that 
only one set went to the engineer. And one set is all I gave Pete. Pete and I 
are great friends today, although we got off to a rocky start.
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I was re-assigned to several stations, usually as a fill in for those agents 
who had not had a vacation in a long time, up to four years in some  
cases. So in June 1968, I was assigned to the depot at Hopewell Junction.  
I relieved Mrs. Elizabeth Cooper. She was delighted to have someone  
relieve her. She showed me her duties and responsibilities. For example, she 
took me on her various railroad errands cashing checks made out to the 
railroad by various local customers and visiting some of those customers 
to determine their orders and the cars by which to deliver their orders.

The depot looked different, obviously, back when I worked there. The room 
where the museum is located now was filled with stuff. Some of it may 
have been things used by the signal-maintenance workers, some of it may 
have been freight, and some of it may just have been junk. The offices and 
the room where volunteers greet visitors were well kept by Liz. I assume 
those rooms were neat because a trainmaster might suddenly show up for 
an unannounced inspection of the station and because of a woman’s touch. 

I do not remember that the safe now in the freight office was the one with 
which I worked; that safe was much taller than the one in the depot now.  
I never used the telegraph because I never learned Morse Code and  
messages never came over that machine. Of course, I used the telephone to 
talk with customers, freight-car distributors, and freight-car locators. I do 
not remember the stove now in the visitors’ room.

I worked at the depot in Hopewell Junction only three weeks total in June 
1968. I remember coal cars, oil cars, and some sort of winery tank car 
going to the Clinton Winery. Coal cars were dropped off at a siding for 
the Green Haven Prison. Twelve trains came through Hopewell Junction, 
six going east and six going west, along with one train, a local, coming up 
from Beacon and delivering bricks to Montfort and material to the IBM 
plant. That local also picked up “hot” cars loaded with freight to be deliv-
ered and “cold” cars empty of freight to be sent back. 

When Liz returned from vacation, I went to New Milford, Connecticut. 
I never was re-assigned to Hopewell Junction. Instead, I worked at the  
station in Danbury; I worked as the Tower Operator up in the signal tower 
in Stanford. As far as I know, Liz Cooper may have been the last station 
agent assigned to the Depot at Hopewell Junction.
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Contributors
Peter Bedrossian has been a Civil War living historian and re-enactor 
since 1991. He is currently the military commander of the 150th New 
York Infantry. If you are a sharp eyed watcher of Civil War themed 
television and film, you can spot him in the film Gettysburg as well 
as on the military Channel, the History Channel, and the Smithsonian 
Channel. His connection to history extends to his professional life and 
he has been involved with historical interpretation and education for 
the past fourteen years. He is currently the Program Director at the 
National Purple Heart Hall of Honor. 

Tyler Dann was a Dutchess County resident for 65 years before relocat-
ing to Ponte Vedra Beach, Florida in 2006. He is married to Sally Dann, 
has three adult children, and seven grandchildren. He always enjoys return 
visits to Poughkeepsie to see friends.

John Desmond is a retired professor of English at Dutchess Community 
College. He co-authored Adaptation, A Study of Film and Literature, pub-
lished by McGraw Hill, in 2005. Since his retirement, he partially occupies 
his time writing free-lance articles on a number of subjects, from indepen-
dent-baseball leagues to restored railroad stations.

Sarah Gates an Arlington High School student, was born and raised in 
Dutchess County where her Crosby ancestors settled in the 1740s. She 
takes a keen interest in reading about history, politics, philosophy, and 
physics. A passionate music-lover, she plays the viola in the AHS Phil-
harmonia and the piano in her spare time. She is also on the Millbrook 
swim team. Sarah recently became a member of DCHS in order to discov-
er and write more about the history of her ancestral region. She thanks her 
step-grandfather, former Yearbook editor Roger Donway, for suggesting 
the topic of her article.

David Goodwin is a Staff Attorney at Appellate Advocates, a New York 
City public defense organization, and co-chairs the Young Lawyers Com-
mittee of the Historical Society of the New York Courts. Previously, he was 
the 2014-2016 Warren Sinsheimer Fellow at Partnership for Children’s 
Rights (now part of Mobilization for Justice), representing low-income 
New York City families in special-education matters. David clerked on 
the United States Court of Appeals for the Third Circuit and United States 
District Court for the District of New Jersey, and also served as a Third 
Circuit Staff Attorney from 2010 to 2013. David received a Bachelor of 
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Arts in history and religious studies from the University of Chicago and a 
law degree from New York University School of Law.

Bill Jeffway is the Executive Director of the Dutchess County Historical 
Society. His first foray into local history involved his joining the Historical  
Society of his hometown, Northampton, Massachusetts, at age 13. He 
earned a BA in American Studies and English from Weslyan University 
before embarking on a 30-year career at the advertising agency, Ogivly 
& Mather. He worked in their New York, London, Singapore and Los  
Angeles offices developing communications for American Express, IBM  
and Cisco Systems.

Bill is a former Trustee of the Putnam (County) History Museum and  
currently a Board Member of Historic Red Hook. He was recently elected 
to a town council position in Milan, NY, where he had prior served as  
municipal historian. His book, “This Place Called Milan,” marks the 
town’s bicentennial.

He seeks to broaden community interest in local history, especially through 
digital communications. He founded an advisory group called, “History 
Speaks,” which as the name implies, promotes understanding and appre-
ciation of local history through innovative research and communications.

J.M. Kemp is a graduate of SUNY Oneonta with a Bachelor’s Degree in 
History. He is an avid researcher with a focus on military history and a  
collector of vintage militaria. Justin is also a re-enactor and participates in 
the outdoor encampment during the FDR Library and Museum’s Memorial  
Day World War II weekend each year. He has had the pleasure of working 
alongside members of the DCHS in researching his family’s history.

Candace J. Lewis, Ph.D., is an art historian with a specialty in the field 
of early Chinese art and a secondary area of interest in nineteenth-century 
art in America and Europe. She has taught at Vassar College and Marist 
College. She is a long-time member of the Dutchess County Historical 
Society. She became a trustee in 2008, president of the board in 2010, and 
is now serving as editor of the yearbook. She has lived in Poughkeepsie 
with her husband, attorney Lou Lewis, since 1969.

Craig Marshall is the Town of Clinton Historian and has been a member 
of the Clinton Historical Society for 30 years, having served as President 
and now Vice President. He has been editor of the Society’s newsletter 
for 29 years. He led the committee that acquired and restored the 1865  
Masonic Hall in the Schultzville hamlet, and oversaw its transfer to the 
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Town for re-utilization and preservation. He retired from IBM after 39 years 
as engineer and manager, and has owned a residential rental properties  
business for the past 48 years. He has given historical presentations on the 
history of Hudson River steamboats, history of Schultzville, and history of 
the Clinton Town Hall Historical Center, in each case portraying local his-
torical persons. Craig has been curator of several Society annual summer  
exhibits, and is producing this year’s exhibit “Clinton: 1828-1938” in 
July. He is the chair of the newly formed DCHS Vice Presidents Advisory 
Council seeking ways for local historical societies, municipal historians, 
and DCHS to work together for mutual benefit. 

Melodye Moore is head of the Collections Committee of the Dutchess 
County Historical Society and serves as a Trustee on the Board. She is a 
past recipient of the Helen Wilkinson Reynolds Award from the society.  
From 1979 to 1986, Moore served as director of DCHS, before taking  
on the job of managing all site operations at the Staatsburgh State  
Historic Site (Mills Mansion). Since her retirement from directing the  
Mills Mansion, she has returned to DCHS as a trustee in 2011.

Denise Doring VanBuren is celebrating 25 years of service with Central  
Hudson Gas & Electric Corporation, for which she currently serves 
as Vice President of Public Relations. She has been actively involved 
with local nonprofits and historic causes for decades, including Locust 
Grove, the Hudson River Valley Institute, the Beacon Historical Society  
and the Dutchess County Historical Society. For 15 years, she has edited  
American Spirit, the bimonthly publication of the National Society 
Daughters of the American Revolution, for which she also serves as 
the elected First Vice President General. Denise had previously been 
elected Regent of both the local Melzingah Chapter and the New York 
State Organization of the DAR. She holds an undergraduate degree in 
Journalism and an MBA.
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Dutchess County Historical Society
Board of Trustees, Advisory Board, 

Annual Awards Dinner Committee, Staff

Board of Trustees 2018

Michael Gordon, President 
Lou Lewis, Esq., Vice President 

Eugene Fleishman, Treasurer 
Christine Crawford-Oppenheimer, Secretary 

Christine Altavilla, Rob Doyle, Eileen Hayden,  
Julia Hotton, Tom Lawrence, Candace Lewis, Ph.D, 

Antonia Mauro, James Nelson, Esq., Melodye Moore, 
Elizabeth Strauss, Brad Weaver, Elizabeth Wolf, Esq.  

Ex-officio: William P. Tatum III, Ph.D.

Advisory Board

Steven Effron, Brad Kendall, Steve Lant, James Merrell, Ph.D.  
Dennis Murray, Ph.D., Albert Rosenblatt, Esq., 

Julia C. Rosenblatt, Ph.D., Fred Schaeffer, Esq., Paul Sparrow, Ph.D.  
Denise Doring VanBuren, Mary Kay Vrba

Awards Dinner Committee 

Christine Altavilla, Chair 
Christine Crawford-Oppenheimer, Betsy Kopstein-Stuts,  

Candace Lewis, Ph,D., Antonia Mauro, Patricia Prunty, Brad Weaver

Staff

Bill Jeffway, Executive Director • Lainie Lobus, Bookkeeper 

Frank Padila, Collections Archivist • Adam Raskin, Research Assistant

Assisting the Staff: Carol Doran 

P.O. Box 88 
Clinton House, 549 Main Street 

Poughkeepsie, NY 12602 
845-471-1630 

Email: contact@dchsny.org • www.DCHSNY.org 



Dutchess County Historical Society 
32 Vice Presidents Representing  

the Cities and Towns of the County
In 2018, we put in place the full restoration of the long-held tradition of 
having “local” Vice Presidents who act in a non-executive capacity. They 
are a single point of contact for the cities, towns, and villages across  
the county. They might address county-wide issues such as determining 
how best to obtain and share stories of our veterans. Or they might address 
a unique or one-off need. Franklin D. Roosevelt served as DCHS Vice 
President for Hyde Park from 1926 until his death.  

Amenia: Julian Strauss
Beacon: Theresa Kraft

Beekman: Vacant
Clinton: Craig Marshall

Dover: Caroline Reichenberg 
and Valerie Larobardier

East Fishkill: Rick Soedler
Fishkill: Joey Cavaccini

Hyde Park: Shannon Butler
Lagrange: Vacant

Milan: Victoria LoBrutto
Washington & Millbrook: Jim Inglis

North East & Millerton: Ed Downey & Jane Rossman
Pawling: Vacant

Pine Plains: Dyan Wapnick
Pleasant Valley: Dieter Friedrichsen

Poughkeepsie: Vacant
Red Hook: Emily Majer

Rhinebeck Town & Village: Michael Frazier & David Miller
Stanford: Kathy Spiers

Union Vale: Fran Wallin
Wappingers: Joey Cavaccini
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DCHS Donors
Supporters September 2017 to September 2018

$1,000 & Over

Anonymous

The Denise M. Lawler Fund,  
The Community Foundations of the Hudson Valley

Anonymous, The Community Foundations of the Hudson Valley

Wollner/Troccia Family Fund, 

The Community Foundations of the Hudson Valley  

Lillian J. Cumming Fund, The Rhode Island Foundation 

AAR Auctions

Central Hudson Gas & Electric

Marist College

Poughkeepsie Public Library District

Foster’s Coach House Tavern

The Hudson River Valley Institute 

Eugene Fleischman & Judith Elkin 

Shirley Handel 

Bill Jeffway & Chris Lee

Lou & Candace Lewis

Joan Smith

$100 to $999

Adams Fairacre Farms 

Doris Adams 

Susan Adams 

J. Wint Aldrich 

Christine Altavilla 

Jonathan & Olivia Altschuler 

Michael & Sondra Arteaga 

John & Anne Atherton 

Ronald R. & Betsy Atkins 

Harry Baldwin 

George & Phebe Banta 

Didi Barrett 

Richard Birch 

Joan & Charles Blanksteen 

Mary Brockway 

Paul Cantor 

Joan Carter 

Thomas Cervone 
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Martin & Eleanor Charwat 

Victor Cornelius 

Babiarz Court Reporting  
Service, Inc.

Dels Dairy Farm LLC 

David & Dennis Dengel 

Frank Doherty 

Roger & Alisan Donway 

Edward & Margaretta Downey 

Robert & Susan Doyle 

Margaret Duff 

Dutchess Community College 

Amy R. & Seven L. Effron 

Jack & Rita Effron 

Michael Elkin

Feldman-Kopstein-Stuts Fund,   
The Community Foundations  

of the Hudson Valley

The Hon. Peter & Anne Forman 

Joanna Frang & Mark Debald 

Arthur Gellert 

Nancy Giordano 

John & Gloria Golden 

Jack & Fredrica Goodman 

Michael & Deborah Gordon 

Julius & Carla Gude 

Darren Hagan 

Virginia & Michael Hancock 

The Handel Foundation 

Eileen Hayden 

Julia Hotton 

Bradford & Barbara Kendall 

Claudine K. & Christopher Klose 

Betsy Kopstein-Stuts 

Peter E. Krulewitch 

Virginia LaFalce 

Steven & Linda Saland 

Tom Lawrence 

Edwin Leonard 

Lewis & Rosenblatt 

Lewis & Greer, P.C. 

Roderick Link 

Andrew Littauer 

Maryann Lohrey 

Mahwenawasigh Chapter NSDAR 

Cora Mallory-Davis 

Craig Marshall 

McCann Charitable Trust 

James & Linda Merrell 

Wm. G. Miller & Son  
Funeral Home 

Minuteman Press of Hyde Park 

Richard Austin & Susan Mitchell 

Melodye Moore & Lenny Miller 

John Mylod 

Passikoff & Scott, CPAs 

Philip Peters 

John R. & Ann Pinna 

Michael A. & Patricia L. Prunty 

Caroline Reichenberg 

Diane & Randy Rogers 

Albert & Julia Rosenblatt 

Salisbury Bank 

Susan Serino 

Shawangunk Valley Conservancy 

Samuel & Gail Simon 

Calvin & Diane Smith 

Elizabeth Smith 



112   DCHS Yearbook 2017

Under $100

Timothy Allred 

Virginia Augerson 

Vernon Benjamin 

Virginia Bickford 

Carlyle Black 

Michael Boden 

Kathleen Brommer 

Fred & Alice Bunnel 

David Cantinieri 

Joey Cavaccini 

Ellen Chase 

John  Coakley 

Fred Couse 

Tatyana Daley 

Dennis Dengel 

Deborah Du Bock 

EBSCO Industries, Inc. 

Andrew & Barbara Effron 

Stephen Fiore 

Edwin Fitchett 

Harvey & Mary Flad 

Charles Foster 

Stephen & Anne Friedland 

Dieter Friedrichsen 

Sarah Gates 

Brian Gerber 

Nancy Greer 

Kathleen Hammer  
& Arthur Seelbinder 

Andrea Harris 

Ann Hector 

Sarah Hermans 

John Hicks 

Timothy P. Holls 

Timothy Holmes 

Hyde Park Historical Society 

Judith Janes 

Catherine Janus 

Tyler & Mary Jones 

Amanda Juilian 

Martin Kline 

Cynthia M. Koch 

Lawrence Laliberte 

Valerie Larobardier 

Jennifer Lind 

The Rev. Canon James  

Elliott Lindsley 

Victoria LoBrutto 

Paul Sparrow 

Werner Steger 

Richard Strain 

Elizabeth & Julian Strauss 

Mark Tallardy 

Phillip K. & Barbara L.Vanitallie 

Peter Van Kleeck 

Denise Doring VanBuren 

Carol Vinall 

Mary Jane & Ron Von Allmen 

Mary Kay Vrba 

Brad Weaver 

Wolf & Wolf Attorneys at Law 

Elizabeth Wolf 

Elizabeth Mylod Wolf
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Lifetime Members

Kay Mackey 

Lawrence Magill 

Robert Magill 

Mark Manning 

David Marshall 

Antonia L. Mauro 

Steven Mazoh 

Joseph McEnroe 

Gail & Thomas McGlinchey 

Robert McHugh 

Dianne McNeil 

Judith Moran 

Arnold & Debbie Most 

Kathleen Moyer 

Robert Murphy 

James & Margaret Nelson 

Susan Pianka 

Pleasant Valley Historical Society 

Barbara Post 

J. David Schmidt 

David Schwartz 

Janice Selage 

Sharon Sherrod 

Doris Smith 

Ed & Deborah Smith 

Michele Somogyi 

Marguerite Spratt 

Ann Still 

Stone Church Grange #1561 

Anne Strain 

Tyler Stump 

Evelyn Tompkins 
Joan Traver 
Mary Tuohy 

Sylvia Watkins 
William Weir 

Ann Wentworth 
Mary Westermann 
Richard Wiedeman 

Bonnie Wood 
Frank Van Zanten 

Andrew Zobler & Manny Urquiza 

Herman Harmelink 
Homeland Foundation 

Michael Levin 
Lou & Candace Lewis 

Zinas Mavadones 
W.P. McDermott 

Lenny Miller & Melodye Moore 
Harold Nestler 

Sheila Newman 
Joan Sherman 

Paul South 
Norma Shirley 
C. B. Spross 

Peter & Myna VanKleeck 
William Wade 
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The Society encourages the use of memorial donations to remember a 
loved one, or the gift of a special donation in honor of one’s birthday, anni-
versary, or special occasion. Please be assured that all such remembrances 
will be appropriately acknowledged with a special letter from the Society 
expressing our sincerest thanks.

It has been the policy of the Dutchess County Historical Society to print 
only the categories seen above due to space limitations. We certainly value  
all of our member and donors, including Lifetime, Individual, Family,  
and Organization. We appreciate each and every one of you. Thank you  
for your continued support as we move forward into our second one  
hundred years.



Directory of Dutchess County  
Municipal Historians  

and Historical Societies
Prepared by William P. Tatum III, Ph.D. 

Updated August 27, 2018 
To update this directory, contact County Historian Will Tatum below.

DUTCHESS COUNTY HISTORIAN

William P. Tatum III 
22 Market Street, Poughkeepsie, New York 12601 

(845) 486-2381   fax (845) 486-2138 
wtatum@dutchessny.gov

DUTCHESS COUNTY HISTORICAL SOCIETY

Bill Jeffway, Executive Director 
Post Office Box 88, Poughkeepsie, New York 12602 

(845) 471-1630 
bill.jeffway@dchsny.org

CITY HISTORIANS / HISTORICAL SOCIETIES

Beacon 
Post Office Box 89 
Beacon, New York 12508 
Historical Society: Robert Murphy   
info@beaconhistoricalsociety.org   
(845) 831-0514

Poughkeepsie 
62 Civic Center Plaza,  
Poughkeepsie, New York 12601 
Historian: George Lukacs      
saltglazed@aol.com   
(845) 471-5066

TOWN & VILLAGE 
HISTORIANS / HISTORICAL SOCIETIES

Amenia  Amenia Town Hall, 4988 Route 22, Amenia, New York 12501 
Historian:  Vacant 
Historical Society:  Betsy Strauss   strausshouse72@gmail.com   

Beekman  4 Main Street, Poughquag, New York 12570 
Historian:  Honora Knox  hknox@townofbeekman.com   
Tel: (845) 724-5300 
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Clinton  820 Fiddlers Bridge Road, Rhinebeck, New York 12572 
Historian:  Craig Marshall  craigmarshall266@aol.com    
(845) 242-5879  
Historical Society:  Cynthia Koch   cynthiakoch@optonline.net   
Post Office Box 122, Clinton Corners, New York 12514

Dover  126 East Duncan Hill Road, Dover Plains, New York 12522    
Historian:  Valerie Larobardier   valarobardier@gmail.com   
(845) 849-6025 
Historian:  Caroline Reichenberg   sweetcaroliner@aol.com  
Historical Society:  Rick Soedler  rjsoedler@gmail.com   
(845) 227-5374 
180 Old State Route 22, Dover Plains NY 12522

East Fishkill  Post Office Box 245, Hopewell Junction, New York 12533 
Historian: David Koehler  healthyharvestcsa@gmail.com   
(845) 226-8877 
Historical Society:  Rick Soedler  rjsoedler@gmail.com   
(845) 227-5374

Fishkill (Town)  Fishkill Town Hall, 807 NY Route 52, Fishkill, NY 12524 
Historian:  Joseph D. Cavaccini  jcavaccini@fishkill-ny.gov   
(845) 831-7800 Ext. 3507 
Historical Society:  Steve Lynch  asklynch@yahoo.com   
(914) 525-7667 
Post Office Box 133, Fishkill, New York 12524

Fishkill (Village)  40 Broad Street, Fishkill, New York 12524 
Historian:  Allan Way  allanway2@aol.com

Hyde Park  4383 Albany Post Road,  Hyde Park,  New York 12538 
Historian:  Shannon Butler  rangerbutler.sb@gmail.com   
Historical Society:  Patsy Costello  patsyc97@aol.com  (845) 229-2559 
Post Office Box 182, Hyde Park, New York 12538

LaGrange  Post Office Box 112, LaGrangeville, New York 12540 
Historian:  Georgia Trott-Herring  herringtrott@aol.com 
(845) 452-2911 
Historical Society:  Bob D’Amato 
lagrangehistoricalsociety@gmail.com  (845) 489-5183

Milan  Milan Town Hall, 20 Wilcox Circle, Milan, New York 12571 
Historian:  Johanna Bard  johanna.bard@gmail.com 
Deputy Historian:  Vicky LoBrutto  victorialobrutto@gmail.com
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Millbrook (Village) Washington (Town) 
Historian: David Greenwood  ngreenwd@aol.com  (845) 677-5767 
3248 Sharon Turnpike, Millbrook, New York 12545  
Historical Society:  Dianne McNeill  damcneil816@msn.com   
Post Office Box 135, Millbrook, New York 12545

Millerton / Northeast   
Historian (Town): Lisa Cope  northeasttown@taconic.net   
(518) 789-3300 ext 603 
PO Box 516, Millerton, NY 12546  
Historical Society:  Ed Downey  eddowney@millertonlawyer.com 
(518) 789-4442  
Post Office Box 727, Millerton, New York 12546

Pawling  (Historical Society of Quaker Hill and Pawling) 
Historian (Town):  Robert Reilly  sc31redsky@gmail.com   
(845) 855-5040 
160 Charles Colman Blvd, Pawling, New York 12564  
Historian (Village):  Vacant  
Historical Society:  John Brockway  johnbetsyb@aol.com      
(845) 855-5395  
Post Office Box 99,  Pawling, New York 12564 

Pine Plains   
Historian:  Vacant 
Historical Society:  Ann Simmons  cas@fairpoint.net  (518) 398-5344 
Post Office Box 243, Pine Plains, New York 12567 
Dutchess County Historical Society VP:  Dyan Wapnick   
dyan.wapnick@gmail.com

Pleasant Valley   
Historian:  Fred Schaeffer  fredinhv@aol.com  (845) 454-1190 
1544 Main Street (Route 44), Pleasant Valley, New York 12569 
Historical Society:  Marilyn Bradford  momof5ny@yahoo.com 
(845) 518-0998

Poughkeepsie (Town)   
Historian:  John R. Pinna  townhistorian@townofpoughkeepsie-ny.gov 
(845) 485-3646 
1 Overrocker Road, Poughkeepsie, New York 12603
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Red Hook   
Historian:  Emily Majer  emily.majer@gmail.com   
7340 South Broadway, Red Hook, New York 12571  
Historical Society:  Claudine Klose  claudineklose@gmail.com   
(845) 758-1920 
Post Office Box 397, Red Hook, New York 12571

Rhinebeck   
Historian (Town): Nancy Kelly  kinship@hvc.rr.com  (845) 876-4592 
Historian (Village):  Michael Frazier  michaelfrazier@earthlink.net   
(845) 876-7462 
Historical Society:  David Miller  dhmny@aol.com  (845) 750-4486 
Post Office Box 291, Rhinebeck, New York 12572

Stanford   
Historian:  Vacant 
Historical Society:  Kathy Spiers  lakeendinn@aol.com  (845) 868-7320 
Post Office Box 552, Bangall, New York 12506

Tivoli   
Historian:  Gregory B. Moynahan, Ph.D.  moynahan@bard.edu 
Post Office Box 5000, Annandale-on-Hudson, New York 12504-5000

Unionvale   
Historian:  Fran Wallin  franw821@hotmail.com   
Town Office (845) 724-5600 
249 Duncan Road, Lagrangeville, New York 12540  
Historical Society:  Peter Gay (Vice President) chargaysgy@gmail.com 
(845)-677-4837 

Wappinger/Wappingers Falls 
Town Historian:  Joey Cavacinni  jcavaccini@townofwappinger.us  
Town Office  (845) 297-4158 ext 107 
Town Hall: 20 Middle Bush Road, Wappingers Falls, NY 12590 
Village Co-Historian: Mary Schmalz  mary.schmalz@outlook.com   
(845) 464-0022 
Village Co-Historian: Brenda VonBurg (845) 297-2697  
Historical Society: Beth Devine  info@wappingershistorialsociety.org  
(845) 430-9520 
Post Office Box 174, Wappinger Falls, New York 12590



Dutchess County Historical Society
P.O. Box 88 

Poughkeepsie, NY 12602 
845-471-1630 

www.DCHSNY.org 

contact@dchsny.org

JOIN AS A MEMBER
Throughout the year, the Dutchess County Historical Society  
offers exhibitions, talks, and workshops on a broad array of topics.

Help support the work of the Society. 

MISSION STATEMENT AND GOALS
The Society is a not-for-profit educational organization that collects,  
preserves, and interprets the history of Dutchess County, New York, from 
the period of the arrival of the first Native Americans until the present day. 

Furthermore, The Society aims:

• To collect, catalogue, and preserve artifacts that make visual and 
tangible connections to the history of Dutchess County.

• To create permanent and temporary exhibitions, programs,  
and publications to stimulate interest in the history of  
Dutchess County.

• To develop program partnerships with other historical, educational, 
and governmental groups to promote community involvement with 
the history of Dutchess County.

• To serve the needs of researchers, educators, students, DCHS  
members, and members of the general public who wish to study  
and use the collection.

LEVELS OF MEMBERSHIP

Individual ...........................$35 
Includes free library access and a complimentary copy of the DCHS 
Yearbook. Early notice, special invitation to programs and events,  
and recognition in the Yearbook.

Associate Membership .......$20 
You get full Individual Membership benefits, at a special price. Reserved  
for those with a paid membership in a city, town or village historical 
society. Effectively a benefit of local historical society membership. 



Family/Contributor .............$50 
Includes all of the above for family.

Sustaining ...........................$100 
Includes all of the above, and your choice of any back-issue Yearbook 
where we have inventory.

Patron .................................$250 
Includes above, and your choice of any two back-issues of our  
Yearbook where we have inventory.

Sponsor...............................$500 
Includes above, and your choice of any of our own (DCHS) published 
books where inventory allows.

Millennial Circle ................$1,000 
Includes above with 2 tickets to Annual Awards Gala.

JOIN DCHS TODAY!

Millennial Circle ................$1,000 
Sponsor...............................$500 
Patron .................................$250 
Sustaining ...........................$100 
Family/Contributor .............$50 
Individual ...........................$35 
Associate ............................$20

 Total $ __________

Please send your matching grant forms with your donation. 
Many companies match gifts, including IBM.

Name

Address

City       State  Zip

Phone    email

Dutchess County Historical Society 
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