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Living Legends of Alexandria

The Project

Living Legends of Alexandria is a project of the Rotary Club of Alexandria and the Alexandria Gazette 
Packet. The idea was conceived by artist-photographer Nina Tisara, who serves as project director.

The Living Legends project identifies and honors those individuals whose vision and dedication have 
made a tangible difference to the quality of life in Alexandria. Of the fifty individuals nominated in 
2006, twelve were featured in articles published by the Alexandria Gazette Packet. The profiles were 
researched and written by Christa Watters.

The 2006–2007 nominees are Mollie Abraham, Franklin P. Backus, Sarah Becker, Donna Bergheim, Mel 
Bergheim, Tom Bowling, Barbara Brecher, Susan Lowell Butler, Jean Caldwell, David Cleary, George 
Cook, Lou Cook, the team of David Cordell and Jonathan Friedman, Ferdinand Day, Kerry Donley, 
William D. Euille, Margaret French,* Marion Galland, Carolyn Griffin, Charlotte Hall, William B. Hurd, 
Dana Lawhorne, Vola Lawson, Marlin Lord, Timothy A. Lutz, Anna Lynch, David B. Martin, Jr., Eula 
Miller, Melvin Miller, Pat Miller, Scott Mitchell, Patty Moran, Anne Boston Parish, Ellen Pickering, John 
Porter, Kitty Porterfield, Bill Reagan, Debra Roepke, Stephen Rideout, Ronald Rucker, Gladys Seisler, 
Jack Ticer, Patsy Ticer, Henry (Huck) Thomas,* Larry Trice, Pat Troy, Marian Van Landingham, Joseph 
Viar, Glenn White and Joe Youcha.

Many, but not all of these names are familiar to us. By spotlighting some not ordinarily in the limelight, 
this project demonstrates that the opportunity to make a positive difference is given to all those with the 
imagination and will to make it happen.

The Featured Legends

Each of the featured legends is a product of his or her time. The major issues of the era shaped and 
informed their imaginations and efforts. Seen together, they are a multi-faceted mosaic of interacting social 
movements. The common thread for most was a desire to serve, to give back to their community.

Ferdinand Day and Vola Lawson were motivated by the Civil Rights movement of the 1960s and ‘70s. That 
three women, Vola Lawson, Patsy Ticer and Marian Van Landingham, served in positions of responsibility 
and power in the 1970s and ‘80s mirrors the gains in women’s rights achieved in that period.

Gladys Seisler, who had a career in special education, has used her retirement years to move the 
time-honored art of knitting, learned as a child, into the 21st century by assembling a group that meets 
regularly to create handiwork that is donated to children, the elderly, hospitals, and the poor.

Judge Stephen Rideout was part of the movement to make the criminal justice system less punitive 
and more rehabilitative to young people. He worked to modernize the adoption process and helped to 
preserve families.

David Cleary founded the local Stop Child Abuse Now (SCAN) organization, tying in with the broader 
cultural movement to have the courts and police work to prevent abuse and protect the victims, not just 
punish the abusers. 
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Joe Youcha  transformed the Seaport Foundation into a force for improving the lives of troubled immigrant 
and other underprivileged youth by teaching them boat building and workplace skills, helping them 
become productive citizens.

Debra Roepke recognized the changing workplace realities of the early 21st century. She understood 
that job and computer skills were crucial tools towards self-sufficiency. Her vision created an adult 
education organization, C.O.R.E. (Community Outreach and Education). Using donated space and 
equipment with volunteer teachers and technicians, she built a successful job-training program for low-
income city residents.

In a burst of creative endeavors inspired by the nation’s bicentennial celebration, artist and legislator 
Marian Van Landingham worked to improve the cultural climate for artists while at the same time turning 
an eyesore into the now thriving Torpedo Factory Art Center.

Later, Carolyn Griffin, artistic director of MetroStage, developed a small professional theater into an 
Alexandria cultural landmark by bringing in new and existing plays and musicals with culturally diverse 
subject matter. She was resourceful and collaborative in raising the money to renovate an old warehouse 
to house the theater when her original donated spaces were lost to redevelopment.

David B. Martin revived First Night Alexandria, which had gone dark for lack of funding. The revitalized 
First Night returned a wide range of culturally diverse public art performances in a variety of genres to 
the city’s New Year celebration. The alcohol-free, family-friendly festival draws thousands of visitors to 
Alexandria each New Year’s Eve to appreciate its arts and history and patronize its businesses.

The development boom of the 1980s led to the need for improved public transportation to relieve traffic 
congestion. William B. Hurd, who had previously served the city well in several other capacities, was 
called upon to lead the creation of the exemplary Dash Bus system.

The Future

Our plan is that this project will continue annually and become a permanent source of information about 
the individuals who shape our history. 

Many people who meet the original “Legend” criteria of creating at least one new tangible difference 
were not nominated in this first year. We hope as more people hear of the project, they will nominate 
others who deserve to be recognized for their contributions. A new category for exemplary service to the 
city over a lifetime will be added. And new legends continually enter the scene as homegrown activists 
mature and newcomers to the city become engaged in our community life.

Our aim is to continue to identify, honor and chronicle the stories of those among us who truly make a 
difference.

*These individuals were nominated but could not be reached for participation in the project.
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William B. Hurd: Public Servant Extraordinaire

W illiam B. Hurd’s most visible monument in the 
City of Alexandria is the DASH Transit System, which 
he helped design and found, and which he served as 
Chairman of the Board of Directors for 23 years. But 
his service to the City ranges far wider. He served 
on the Alexandria School Board for 5 years, and 
was its chairman during the period when the City’s 
elementary schools were integrated. He also served 
on the Planning Commission from 1981 to 2001, 
serving as chairman when he stepped down.

“Bill Hurd’s service to the City of Alexandria is 
legendary and without equal,” said former City 
Manager Vola Lawson. “In every area, he excelled 
in leadership and vision for the city. He is the 
quintessential New Englander, with a passionate 
commitment to public service.” Hurd himself, asked 
why he spent so much time in public service, said 
simply, “I enjoyed doing it.”

Shirley Tyler, longtime head of the Grace Episcopal     
School and active volunteer in the city, came onto the 

School Board during Hurd’s last year as Chairman. “He taught me practical things. He put me on the Facilities and 
Grounds Committee and taught me what to look for, how to look at facilities. Our roofs were forever leaking, so he 
said when we build new, we should look for a slope.” 

Hurd was a very good board chairman, Tyler said. “He encouraged staff to move toward modernization and 
professionalism, to keep up with changing times.” 

Tyler and Hurd shared a New England heritage, which she believes motivates people toward giving back, toward 
public service. “Bill knew a lot about a lot of things, including transportation. He loved transportation.” But mostly, 
Tyler said, “He wanted you to be the best you could be, whether as a person, a school system, or a city. He wanted 
things well managed.”

T. Edward Braswell, who served on the Planning Commission for 29 years, 28 of them as chairman, said, “Hurd 
had more knowledge of the Alexandria zoning laws than anyone else on the Commission or outside. He just studied 
it. At that time zoning positions were exceedingly complicated, like medieval theology.” Braswell, now 86, stepped 
down from the Commission in 1993. “Hurd didn’t tolerate fools,” he said, “but he stayed out of the politics of it more 
than I did.”

Sandy Modell, general manager of DASH, the city’s internal bus system, nominated Bill Hurd as a Living Legend. 
“He instilled this public service mentality in all of us who worked for him when we were young,” said Modell. Hurd 
was a mentor to many in the transit industry. “He touched their hearts,” Modell said. “To this day, there are transit 
managers and professionals who remember Mr. Hurd as the role model for how to operate the businesses, lead 
people, deal with political forces – in short how to be the best public servant you can be.”
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When Hurd retired at 91 in October of 2006, Modell said, “He was probably the oldest living board chairman in 
our industry. His leadership spanned many different professions and people – the school board, the planning 
commission, his civic association.”

Hurd is 92 now. He’s moved from his longtime home on South Royal Street to an apartment in a retirement community. 
His quarters reflect the order and precision of his mind and work habits. 

Born in Lynn, Massachusetts on August 27, 1915, Hurd earned a BA in Political Science from the University of New 
Hampshire in 1937 and served as an intern at the National Institute of Public Affairs in Washington, DC from 1937 
to 1938. He did postgraduate work in Public Administration at The American University from 1938 to 1940 and again 
from 1946 to 1947, while working at the Department of the Interior. From 1942 to 1946 he served on active duty in 
the United States Army Corps of Engineers, rising from 1st Lieutenant to Major. 

He served in the federal government for 35 years, moving on from Interior to the U.S. Housing and Home Finance 
Agency, and then in 1968 to the U.S. Department of Transportation, where he was Associate Administrator for 
Program Operations, Urban Mass Transportation Administration.

He became active as a citizen when he represented the Old Town Civic Association on a city commission on the 
reorganization of city government. He went on to become vice president and then president of Old Town Civic. He 
was appointed to the Planning Commission, but resigned when the Federal Government ruled that such service 
represented a conflict of interest. “They were paying me more than the Planning Commission was,” he said drily, 
“so I left the Planning Commission.” He went back to serving on the Commission after his 5 years on the School 
Board.

After his retirement from the federal government in 1972, he worked as a self-employed urban transportation 
consultant. He served as a consultant to the cities of Roanoke, Richmond, and Lynchburg when they set up transit 
systems. So when his old friend, Chuck Beatley, then serving as Mayor, asked him how one would go about setting 
up an internal transit system to better serve Alexandria, offering better connections to Metro Rail and more service 
to growing population areas of the city, he devised a plan based on his experience in those other places. It took 
about 2 years of planning, using his ideas and the services of a couple of hired consultants, to make the plan a 
reality. 

“We set up a private, nonprofit public service corporation in accordance with Virginia law, not unlike the public utility 
company. We sold seven shares to the City for a dollar a share. City Council then elected a board of directors to 
run the system,” Hurd recalled recently. He said the system works well: It frees the City Council from the details of 
running the system on a day-to-day basis, yet the corporation is bound by the strict rules governing city operations 
and is responsible to the city. A management firm runs the system, and the general manager of DASH also serves 
as the principal transportation consultant to the City.

The DASH transit system was incorporated on January 31, 1984, and began operations for revenue on March 
11 that same year with 18 buses. Today the system has 57 buses running on 10 routes. It charges $1.00 as the 
basic ride fee and offers free transfers, and free rides for up to two children under 4 per adult rider. All buses are 
accessible to the disabled. 

Hurd established a tradition of good and friendly service using as a model a small, private DC bus company whose 
service he admired, he said. “You know, polite, safe, careful bus drivers aren’t born that way. You train them, and 
part of the training has always been driver courtesy.” 

Modell says Hurd’s leadership at DASH was based on more than his knowledge. It was also the respect he had 
garnered over his years of serving the City. “He was a leader in the eyes of City Council. What Mr. Hurd said carried 
so much weight.” 



Carolyn Griffin: Champion of Live Theater

Carolyn Griffin has been bringing live theater to 
Alexandria since 1984, when she was part of the 
startup of American Showcase Theatre Company 
(ASTC). She was invited to an organizational meeting 
by Jill Kamp, an acting teacher who wanted to start a 
professional theater to showcase her acting company. 
They started working out of Kamp’s dining room on 
West Windsor Avenue. Griffin, armed with a just-
completed MBA from Georgetown and having just had 
the third of her four children, plunged in as a volunteer 
and board member. She soon became the managing 
director. A few months later, developer Oliver Carr 
gave the new theater group rent-free office space in 
Shirlington, and the company began performing at the 
Lyceum. 

Two years later, Carr offered them space in the old 
Station Shops Shopping Center on Duke Street, 
and they built a 65-seat theater for $16,000, raising 
money initially through a corporate breakfast – a 
new concept at the time, Griffin recalled. Alexandria 
developers, including Roger Machanic, were among 

the contributors. Skip Maginniss, a principal with BMK Architects, designed the space.

The theater opened in 1987 with a production of playwright Athol Fugard’s Blood Knot, featuring two actors, Bill 
Grimmette and Nat Benchley. They each won Helen Hayes nominations for best lead actor in a resident production, 
the first of many recognitions of the theater’s excellence. The play began a long tradition of producing Fugard’s 
South African plays. ASTC offered serious drama, comedy, and premieres of new work – including contemporary 
American plays, and often featuring local playwrights. Over time, the theater introduced cabarets and small off-
Broadway style musicals, still a specialty. 

Griffin’s MBA often came in handy. Fundraising and managing the business end of the theater were critical. In 1992, 
as the Carlyle development began to take shape, the theater lost its space. Norfolk Southern spent $150,000 building 
out a larger, 85-seat space a bit further down the street – again designed by Maginniss. At that time, Kamp moved 
on to other ventures, and Griffin took over as artistic director of the theater, which she renamed MetroStage. 

MetroStage produced several successful seasons in the second Duke Street space, but in 1995 was displaced 
again by continuing development. This time the search for new space took longer, and involved a long fundraising 
campaign. In the interim, the company produced cabarets and did readings of new plays at the Lyceum and in 
other spaces around the Washington metropolitan area, continuing its tradition of showcasing performers in small, 
intimate spaces.

The current theater at 1201 North Royal Street opened in 2001. Longtime supporters Mel and Donna Bergheim 
were actively behind the fundraising campaign to convert the warehouse space, which had formerly housed the 
Smoot Lumber Company. Mel, a former vice-mayor, believed that the theater was not only a cultural asset, but 
also an economic development asset to the city. So he lobbied City Council to give MetroStage a 3 to 1 matching 
grant that helped complete the capital campaign. Supported by then Mayor Kerry Donley, the city offered a grant of 
$50,000 if the theater could raise another $150,000. These sums brought them to their goal, and made possible the 
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$450,000 construction of a 150-seat theater with a spacious lobby and upstairs office space. Maginniss and BMK 
won an award from the American Institute of Architects for the project. The inside theater space was named for 
Donna Bergheim in recognition of her fundraising and support over the years. The theater has continued to pursue 
its mission of producing dramas, musicals, new work, and cabarets. 

Asked how you get from an MBA to being a theater director, Griffin said she always appreciated and loved the power 
of theater. Born in Long Beach, California, Griffin spent her early years in Hawaii, where her father served as a 
Naval officer. By the time she was in high school, they lived in Akron, Ohio. With her family, she regularly attended 
theater performances in Cleveland. Griffin attended Connecticut College, then came to Alexandria in 1969, moving 
into Parkfairfax with a husband in law school and a 2-month-old baby. She earned a BA in psychology from George 
Washington University, an MA in the same subject from Catholic University, and then that MBA. 

Then as now, she had tremendous energy and a gift for involving others in her passion for the theater. Architect 
Maginniss and his wife Mary were friends from the Parkfairfax days. They had children the same ages and were 
members of the same babysitting coop. Maginniss served for many years as a board member as well as designing its 
theater spaces. “It is entirely because of her dedication that the theater has continued as an Alexandria institution,” 
Maginniss said. “She brought a legitimacy to the ensemble approach. In the eighties, she was really out front in 
terms of the types of theater she was putting on – the content.”

MetroStage is the oldest professional theater in Northern Virginia and is a member of the League of Washington 
Theatres. Griffin’s supporters say that her tremendous drive and dedication, her love for theater and her total 
immersion in it, as well as her knowledge and business sense are critical. Another big part of the equation is her 
connection to the community. 

Attorney Beau Brincefield runs a law firm with 10 lawyers, but he’s also a professional actor who’s performed in 
movies, on stage and in television dramas. He met Griffin when he was cast as the male lead in an early production, 
“Talking Things Over with Chekhov,” and has been a supporter ever since. “She has a talent for identifying plays 
that deserve exposure. She has never compromised her artistic sense for the purpose of making money, which has 
made the road tough for her,” Brincefield said. “She uses her personal energy and human capital, her drive and 
dedication to make up for the limited resources she has to draw on.”

Trudy Levy, a past president of the theater’s board, went to acting school with Jill Kamp. Arriving in the DC area right 
after law school, Levy reconnected with Kamp and promptly became a board member – and met Griffin. “Carolyn is 
pretty much a force of nature, a visionary and very smart,” said Levy. She also cited Griffin’s bringing professional 
actors and playwrights into Alexandria’s schools and recreation centers “to enrich the lives of youngsters and to 
ensure a future audience for live theater.”

Roger and Grace Machanic have supported the theater from the beginning. Grace is an emeritus board member and 
has choreographed productions for the theater. Roger helped to fundraise and negotiate for the space at the present 
location. Grace lauds Griffin’s integrity and intuitiveness, her determination. “She doesn’t lose her focus, she has a 
goal. No matter what comes her way, she keeps on and gets the job done.” 

Sherry Brown, who served the theater as director for management and resources for 11 years, said, “Carolyn 
brought the world to Alexandria, especially through the South African plays.” 

Griffin says theater must entertain, but that the audience needs something more to take home with them. Of the 500 
scripts she sees each year, Griffin said, “The ones I choose have to have hope. That’s the redeeming feature.” What 
continues to motivate her, Griffin says, is, “the opportunity to choose work I believe in, to offer extraordinary roles to 
actors I believe in, and to share with an audience the results. I value it, I treasure it, and I have sacrificed for it.”
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Debra Roepke: Founder of Computer C.O.R.E.

In 1998, Minnesota native Debra Roepke was new 
to the Washington area, working in a job she didn’t 
love and itching to use her creativity, management 
skills and computer knowledge to help others. Her 
idea was to teach computer skills to people who 
didn’t even know how to use a mouse. 

That idea eventually became Computer Community 
Outreach and Education (Computer C.O.R.E.), 
a 501(c)(3) nonprofit agency whose mission is to 
help Northern Virginia’s low-income adults improve 
their career opportunities through job skills training, 
mentoring and job placement guidance. Roepke 
founded the organization with the help of Pastor 
Jan Edmiston and the church’s elders. The students 
spend at least 6 hours a week in classes in the 
basement of Fairlington Presbyterian Church, where 
they learn computer skills, how to write a resume, 
the importance of being on time, how to develop a 
good work ethic, and how to interview for a job. 

The first generation of her family to attend college, she put herself through Macalester College in St. Paul, Minnesota, 
earning a degree in biology while also working 60 to 70 hours. But at critical junctures, she said, “Key people helped 
me, and I want to pass it on.” Roepke has used her life experiences as building blocks. Even the boring job had 
its compensations: She met her future husband, John Nelson, there, and they now have a 9-month-old daughter. 
The company helped her get her master’s degree in Science, Technology and Public Policy at George Washington 
University in the District of Columbia.

One of her college jobs was in a computer store, where her boss became a mentor. After graduation, she worked 
in the information technology (IT) department of Grinnell College in Iowa. In her spare time, she taught a computer 
course at the local community college. In the first class, everyone stared stonily after she’d explained how to start. 
Finally, in desperation, she said, “Push the big red button on the right.” As one, the students did as they were told, 
and the class began to move. By the end of the semester, half the students in the first class had succeeded in 
getting new jobs. 

While working at Grinnell, Roepke supervised 50 student employees who worked an average of six hours a week, so 
she broke down bigger tasks into small blocks. “That’s been critical in managing an organization where essentially 
the direct services are all provided by volunteers,” she said. During a year in Denmark on a Rotary Club exchange 
program, she became close friends with her host family. Her “Danish Dad” also became a mentor. When she sought 
advice at a critical juncture, he told her not to take a new job just for the sake of moving on or up. “It is time to decide 
what will be your life’s work,” he said. 

So she turned down an IT startup job and eventually accepted that job in Washington. She started attending 
Fairlington Presbyterian Church. When she discussed with the pastor her idea of using space in the church to teach 
computer skills to the underemployed, Edmiston suggested she write up a proposal. The church elders approved an 
initial donation of $10,000 and a $20,000 line of credit for the startup.                                  

Incorporated in 1999, Computer C.O.R.E. this year has a budget of $307,000 in cash and $600,000 in in-kind 
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donations of computers, office supplies and equipment, and most critically, the hours of time contributed by 
volunteers. Every half year, a class of 48 students, broken into classes of 12, starts from scratch, learning how to 
use a mouse, how to save a document, how to use Windows, Word, Excel, PowerPoint and e-mail. By the end of 
the 6-month course many can give a PowerPoint presentation.  At least two students apply for every space. They 
are screened for English language skills, and to be sure the computer classes are at the right level for them. They 
must be prompt and faithful in attendance or they lose their places in class to someone on the waiting list – a 
consequence that successfully teaches a good work ethic. Students pay $150 for the course. Both students and 
volunteers sign a 6-month contract committing them for the duration of the course. It takes 80 volunteers to run a 
semester course. Each class of 12 has a teacher and an assistant. Others volunteer as technicians who maintain 
and reconfigure the computers used by the five paid staff members, the students and the volunteers. 

Each graduate receives a computer to take home, which furthers the impact of the program on the community, 
said Dawn Terminella, C.O.R.E.’s operations manager, one of only 5 paid staffers. Two thirds of the students have 
families, and taking home a computer not only gives the graduates access to e-mail and the ability to maintain 
business contacts, it also enables them to teach their children to use computers, giving them a tool toward school 
readiness.

Network Administrator Jim Clager is a volunteer who works 8 hours every Saturday maintaining and refurbishing 
the computers donated by corporations and local governments. In Clager’s day job as a management consultant for 
Booz Allen Hamilton, he supports a major IT project for the Marine Corps at Quantico. He calls Roepke “a human 
dynamo. I’m amazed at her energy, her passion, and her amazing ability to work with people.”

C.O.R.E. receives financial support and in-kind donations from major corporations and philanthropic organizations, 
this year including Northrop Grumman, Boeing, the Meyer Foundation, the Claude Moore Foundation, the Philip L. 
Graham Fund and the City of Alexandria’s Community Partnership Fund. 

Janice Pritchett is the grants administrator for Alexandria’s Department of Human Services, which administers the 
Alexandria Fund for Community Services. “Computer C.O.R.E. provides a service that many residents value in this 
community,” she said. 

Dale Rainville manages Boeing’s Global Corporate Citizenship programs for the Washington, DC area.  Computer 
C.O.R.E. is one of the few nonprofits that made it to the top of their list of partner organizations. They have 
supported C.O.R.E for 4 years, he said, because “We were impressed by the Executive Director, Deb Roepke, and 
her ability to acknowledge the organization’s need to continually challenge and evaluate itself.”

 Longtime volunteer and current board member Gretchen Steenstra said Roepke is both creative and organized. 
“You don’t usually get those two qualities in the same person,” Steenstra said. 

Leslie Downing has volunteered at C.O.R.E. for 2 ½ years. “Deb definitely excels at giving people responsibility, 
at sensing potential, at taking chances on people’s innate abilities,” Downing said.  “It’s extraordinary how much 
students change in the 6-month span of the program. They have every reason not to do this – they have families, 
often hold down two jobs, they have few skills.” 

In the beginning, most students were low-income locals. Now, most are immigrants, with very high graduation and 
success rates. Two thirds are women, a quarter get new jobs, a quarter get pay raises, and 30 percent enroll in 
higher education. Some even start businesses. 

Connie Hanson was a volunteer for years. “C.O.R.E. really does empower and transform lives,” she said, “not just 
of the students but also of the volunteers.” A former teacher, she first volunteered there as a curriculum specialist 
and eventually became the paid Education Coordinator. 

Abdul Agermoune graduated from the program in 2001. A recent immigrant from Morocco, he was working as a 
busboy when he heard about C.O.R.E. He was soon hired as a teller and is now a financial analyst. He often comes 
back to the program to help. “When I see the other students, I see myself as I was.”
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Stephen W. Rideout: Judge, Advocate for Children

S teve Rideout became chief judge of the Alexandria 
Juvenile and Domestic Relations District Court in 
1989. “I loved it from the day I walked in,” he recalled 
recently. 

Rideout happened into law school almost by accident. 
When he finished Washington and Lee University in 
1965, still unsure of what he wanted to do, he went on 
to W&L Law School, earning his LLB in 1968. He was 
an average student who did not find the law easy. Then 
came a clerkship with Judge George L. Hart, Jr. in the 
U.S. District Court for the District of Columbia. “I got 
to go to court every day, and afterwards we’d dissect 
the cases and the performance of the lawyers, so it 
was a great learning experience for me in becoming 
a trial lawyer. And I knew right away I wanted to be a 
judge.” As his career progressed, he took steps that 
would take him in that direction, though there were 
detours on the path. When the clerkship ended, he 
went into private practice in Alexandria. In his second 
case, he defended a Lorton prisoner who had killed 

another Lorton prisoner. When the man was convicted, Rideout felt he had failed, as he believed the man had acted 
in self-defense.

“I stopped practicing and went to work for the federal government.” After 6 months of being bored, however, he 
returned to private practice, working at 117 N. Fairfax Street in Alexandria. The building was filled with lawyers and 
Rideout saw this as another learning opportunity. “Every door was open. Whenever you needed help, the lawyers 
were open to talk, discuss strategy.”  

Years later, he became a substitute magistrate and in 1983, a substitute judge in the General District Court and 
the Juvenile and Domestic Relations Court. “In the process, I learned how to be a better lawyer – what worked and 
what didn’t – and it also firmed up in my mind that being a judge was my career goal.” In 1988, he was appointed 
Chief Judge of the Juvenile and Domestic Relations Court. The clerk of the court was Phyllis Brown, who by then 
had served for more than 30 years. “She is the most fabulous manager of people and systems that I’ve ever come 
across,” Rideout said, “and she trained me.” The person who replaced Brown was Arlene Rager. “We were a great 
team,” Rideout said. Rager remembers him as “the best boss I ever had,” and a leader in foster care and child 
adoption who started the practice of Adoption Saturdays in Alexandria. Twice a year the adoptions of children who 
had come through the court system were formalized at a court proceeding followed by a big party.

As chief (and only) judge of the juvenile court, Rideout regularly worked 11-hour days, often skipping lunch. It was 
the era of the crack cocaine epidemic. The Northern Virginia Juvenile Detention Facility was overcrowded, shelter 
care was underutilized, and he saw masses of juveniles coming back repeatedly. “It was clear to me we should stop 
what we were doing and look at how we could respond to their behavior to hold them accountable, to help them and 
their families and still keep our community safe – but not just keep locking these kids up,” Rideout said.

“We figured that if we could take 200 kids, who cost the system back then an average of $50,000 a year, out of state 
facilities, and take that $10 million in savings and give it to the communities for effective preventive programming, 
it would make a huge difference.” 
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In 1994, Judge Nolan Dawkins joined the Juvenile and Domestic Relations Court as a second judge. With a little 
more time, Rideout began asking people in the community for ideas on how to improve the system. He’d heard 
about the Model Court system, and in late 1995, they began to create a Model Court for Alexandria. Dawkins said 
Alexandria was perhaps the 13th Model Court in the United States – today there are some 32, and they have 
jurisdiction over about 50 percent of the children in foster care nationwide. The building of Alexandria’s model court 
system was the beginning of Rideout’s second calling. Besides being a judge, he became a powerful advocate for 
children.

Dawkins described Rideout as “excellent to work with. We were always on the same page in how we approached 
a subject, even though we did not always agree.” Though Rideout retired in 2004, they still lunch together once a 
month. “Although he retired from the bench, Judge Rideout never retired from his commitment to the best interests 
of children here and around the country,” Dawkins said.

Lillian Brooks is director of court services for the Alexandria Juvenile and Domestic Relations Court. Court services 
has a staff of 35: probation officers, mental health therapists and people who run programs at the Day Reporting 
Center, where kids can be ordered to report after school if they have no structure at home or need tutoring. The 
Center offers educational programs to young people, and parenting programs for those whose kids are on probation. 
Brooks said when Rideout came on the bench, there were very few programs for youths in the court system. “We 
worked very closely together to craft new programs that addressed the problem of truancy among at-risk children. A 
lot of the improvements would not have happened without his grass roots involvement and advocacy,” Brooks said. 
“His persistence got people to stop turf fighting and finger pointing and work together.” 

Rideout and Dawkins also instituted a family treatment drug court in 2001. Dawkins said it was the first in the state 
and “remains perhaps the largest one.”  This court provides family treatment to parents whose children have been 
removed from them and placed in foster care.

Debra Collins, Director of Human Services for the City of Alexandria, said Judge Rideout has a broad national 
reputation. She noted his role in reducing the time of children in the dependency courts, making sure they have 
permanency as soon as possible. 

Vicky Youcha, Executive Director of the Center for Alexandria’s Children, said, “Steve listens. He’s really great at 
bringing together people and getting them to work together differently to reach a solution. You can’t divert him from 
the goal…and he’s not afraid to have a big vision, to see things differently than they are now.”

Diane Charles, Executive Director of Stop Child Abuse Now (SCAN) of Northern Virginia, said, “Judge Rideout has 
been probably the strongest advocate for children, on and off the bench, in the City of Alexandria.” SCAN runs the 
Court Appointed Special Advocate (CASA) program. CASA only succeeds, Charles said, “if the local juvenile judge 
supports and uses it.” 

Rideout, now retired from being a judge, still travels the country advocating, teaching and training juvenile and 
domestic relations court personnel to adopt best practices. He also helped found and remains volunteer co-chair of 
the Coalition for Alexandria’s Youngest Children, which focuses on assisting children age 0–5. His co-chair there is 
Deborah Warren, Director of Child, Family and Prevention Services at the Alexandria Community Services Board. 
Rideout, she says, is utterly passionate about the coalition’s work. 

Rideout said he left the bench so he could take what he has learned from this community and from other judges 
and convey it to the rest of the country. “I’m seeing just miraculous change in how communities can improve their 
systems to achieve better results for children and families. That’s what I hope to keep doing.”

Rideout is married to Bobbie M. Rideout. They have two children and three grandchildren.
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Vola Lawson: City Manager, Civil Rights Activist, 

Advocate for Women

Vola Therrell Lawson came of age and was inspired 
to pursue a career in public service in the 1960s, the 
era when President John F. Kennedy asked citizens to 
consider not what their country could do for them, but 
what they could do for their country.

“We were driven by a belief that as part of a committed 
and compassionate government, we could make a 
difference,” Lawson said in a speech in 1993, when 
she was inducted into the Virginia Women’s Hall of 
Fame.

Lawson was born in Atlanta in 1934, and as a child lived 
with her paternal grandparents. Her grandfather was 
elected to the school board from the 4th Ward, which 
had all the historic black universities and the church 
where the late Martin Luther King Jr.’s father was 
pastor. In what was then by law a totally segregated 
world, she recalled recently, her grandfather would 
meet on the front porch with leaders from the colleges 
and with Daddy King, as the senior King was known. 
“My grandfather was a passionate believer in fairness 

and racial equality. So I grew up in the heart of the deep south, but with grandparents who were extremely idealistic 
and incredibly fair-minded,” Lawson said. Those were qualities she took with her. 

Lawson and her husband, David, moved to Alexandria in 1965, with sons David, 4, and Peter, 4 ½ months, living 
at first in Parkfairfax. “We fell in love with Alexandria and put down roots,” Lawson said.  They helped start the 
tenant’s association at Parkfairfax and worked to save a piece of land there as open space. She became active in 
charity work, got involved in the Urban League, and demonstrated for civil rights. Her husband ran the successful 
city council campaign of Ira Robinson, who served from 1970 to 1973 as the first Black city councilman since 
Reconstruction. The Youth for Robinson campaign was led by a young man named Macarthur Myers, whom Vola 
had met before, and he became a part of their family. Lawson considers him her son.

In 1971, Lawson began working for the City as assistant director for the Economic Opportunities Commission, 
where she was in charge of community outreach and grant applications. In 1975, she was appointed Director of 
Community Development Block Grants, channeling federal money for housing into Alexandria to help people buy or 
repair houses. 

In 1981, Lawson was named assistant city manager for housing. When the City transferred the commercial and 
residential urban renewal projects from the Alexandria Redevelopment and Housing Authority (ARHA) to the City’s 
own jurisdiction, she was responsible for the construction and completion of almost $250 million worth of properties 
in the heart of today’s downtown Alexandria.

In February 1985, when then City Manager Douglas Harmon left his position, Mayor Charles Beatley appointed 
Lawson Acting City Manager. In September of 1985, after a nationwide search, the Council chose Lawson as the 
new manager. Vice Mayor Del Pepper, who was first elected to City Council that same spring of 1985, and helped 
interview all the candidates, said they had interviewed four or five people that day and were tired, not looking 
forward to interviewing one more person. “She walked in and just electrified everybody…. On a scale of 1 to 10, 

12



She was an 11.” Pepper, who nominated Lawson as a Living Legend, said that Lawson was always very prepared. 
“Things went very smoothly. She was careful that Council was never embarrassed.”

Former Mayor Kerry Donley said Lawson ushered in a new era of professionalism, hiring department heads and 
managers who had professional experience outside both the city and the region, people with expertise and new 
ideas. Lawson takes pride in having increased the professionalism and diversity of the city’s staff, hiring more 
women and minorities. She was also responsible for forming the Alexandria Commission for Women, which today 
oversees the Office on Women. Lawson was a pretty tight manager, Donley said. “She always wanted to be informed 
and involved. She believed truly that the buck stopped at the Manager’s desk. There was true accountability.” 

Former Delegate Marian Van Landingham said Lawson’s long history of civic activism made her very effective 
because she had so many contacts in the city’s various interest groups and the city departments she had worked 
for and with. “She was smart, and tough, and understood all the Byzantine connections and conventions that made 
the city work. It takes a long time for an outsider to learn what she knew instinctively when she was hired,” said Van 
Landingham.

Lawson served 15 years as city manager, always remaining active across the wider community. Ferdinand Day, 
Alexandria’s first African American School Board member, remembers her as “a dependable, trusted friend of the 
Day family for years. Mrs. Lawson’s extraordinary touch of class and dignity, good manners and high standards 
in perfect service have created a lasting impact,” he said. “She is a stellar person who not only speaks about the 
Judeo-Christian doctrine of brotherhood, but practices it daily.”

Longtime friend Nancy LaValle Perkins met Lawson when both lived in Del Ray, and they often worked together over 
the years. “Vola has a great appetite for life. She managed the city like a mother manages her family: she cared; she 
was nosy.” Another longtime friend is Carlton A. Funn Sr., a native Alexandrian who taught in Alexandria schools for 
38 years. “I volunteered at Hopkins House, which had kept me and my brothers out of trouble when we were young,” 
Funn said, and he sometimes met Lawson through his work there. Funn says he particularly respects that the City 
achieved a double Triple A bond rating when she was City Manager.

Beverly Steele, who served Lawson as Deputy City Manager, said, “The key thing about Vola is that she came 
from the community.” Along with honesty, integrity and fairness, that was the key to her success, Steele continued. 
She noted that Lawson was not only the City’s first female city manager, but also did much to promote the status 
of women by hiring them. Through her long service, she became a regional and national leader, raising the city’s 
profile nationally. 

Congressman Jim Moran (D-8th) said he considers Lawson his best friend. “She is so compassionate, so bright and 
full of wonderful intellectual curiosity, so well read, so good-hearted,” he said. 

Lawson continues to work on projects she cares deeply about. A breast cancer survivor who had a double mastectomy, 
she said that a mammogram saved her life because the kind of cancer she had did not manifest itself through 
lumps. After her recovery in 1994, she gathered representatives from Alexandria Hospital, the Office on Women 
and the Office on Aging as well as the Public Health Department. The group raises funds to help provide education 
and funding for mammograms to lower income women, creating the Walk to Prevent Breast Cancer as the chief 
fundraising vehicle. Lawson serves on the State Commission on Local Government. She also helped make a reality 
of the new animal shelter approved by the City late in her tenure by leading its fund-raising efforts. The new shelter, 
named after her, was dedicated in 2002.

Lawson and her Jack Russell terrier, “Jack,” recently returned to Parkfairfax, where her apartment has a view of 
the forested hill she and David worked to save back when they first lived in the community. “I love being back in 
Parkfairfax,” Lawson said. “It’s been the beginning and the end of our time in Alexandria. David’s buried in Ivy Hill 
Cemetery and I’ll be there next to him some day. Sometimes I wish it were all starting over again. Those were such 
wonderful days. We were young and all of our lives lay in front of us.”
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Patricia S. Ticer: Mayor, Senator, Advocate

S tate Senator Patricia S. Ticer (D-30th) came 
to politics naturally. “I majored in government in 
college, so I always had the interest,” said Ticer. 
“And when I married Jack Ticer in 1956, he was in 
his first term on City Council. My parents had worked 
on his election campaign.” 

Patricia Keyser Smith was born in Washington, D.C. 
on January 6, 1935 and moved to Alexandria with 
her parents in 1947, when she was in 7th grade. She 
graduated from George Washington High School 
and then Sweet Briar College. 

Patsy and Jack went on to have four children – three 
daughters and a son. Patsy was active in PTA, a 
warden at St. Paul’s Episcopal Church, an Alexandria 
Hospital Board member and president of its junior 
auxiliary affiliate, the TWIG. “I had done every sort 
of volunteer work in the City, and had worked in 
real estate for 12 years,” she recalled when asked 
how she first came to run for office. Her youngest 
child, Virginia, had started school, and her husband 

suggested she try politics. Then one day she ran into Mayor Chuck Beatley on the street, and he asked her to run 
for City Council. 

“It was a large field of candidates, and we went from forum to forum,” Ticer recalled. “Chuck had some of us practice 
our speeches at Lois Walker’s house and at home in front of a mirror.”

The practice must have worked – that and the name recognition she enjoyed in the city from her years of volunteerism. 
She came in second in a field of 12 candidates. That was 1982, and she kept being reelected, rising to the position 
of vice mayor in 1984. She was serving as vice mayor in January 1991 when then Mayor Jim Moran left for his new 
job on Capitol Hill, having been elected to Congress in November 1990. In May of 1991 she was elected mayor for 
a full 3-year term. She was the first (and to date, only) woman elected as mayor of the city. 

During the first year, she said, she felt people watched her a little more critically because she was the first woman. 
“My style was different from that of a lot of the men. Often, I didn’t make up my mind until I heard the discussion, 
rather than organizing and steering a vote ahead of time,” she said. Some of her male colleagues felt this was not 
a sign of strength, she said. But she still feels the same way. “If you, as an elected official, have an agenda, it’s 
punitive to the other side, which deserves to be heard before Council.” 

After about the first year, however, her position as a woman became accepted. More women in the city had reached 
higher positions. “We had a kind of matriarchy going there, for a while,” Ticer recalled of the period when she and 
Councilwoman Del Pepper, City Manager Vola Lawson, and Delegate Marian Van Landingham – among others – 
served at the same time.

Ticer served one full term as mayor, and was halfway through another when she was asked to run for the Virginia 
legislature. “I loved being mayor,” Ticer said, “but we needed more Democrats in the Virginia Senate, so I ran. She 
won the 30th District seat and went to Richmond in 1995.

14



In the Virginia Senate, where seniority has a lot of weight, “I was back to square one,” she said. There were eight 
women in the Senate at the time. That group of women bonded, she said, but, “It was a very difficult time in partisan 
terms,” making it difficult to get funding for projects dear to Ticer’s heart.

Former Alexandria Vice Mayor Mel Bergheim nominated Ticer as a Living Legend for her “extraordinary public and 
community service…. When you look at her legislative commitments and accomplishments you will see they are 
closely tied to where her heart is: she is committed to the health, education and well-being of children and their 
families. It really comes from the heart,” Bergheim said.

Ticer looks back with satisfaction at her early work on City Council, where she strongly encouraged the first rigorous 
review of the City’s master plan and zoning code since 1952. She worked with Mayor Beatley in his efforts to 
transform Alexandria from a sleepy bedroom community to a thriving independent economy by encouraging “clean 
business” such as associations to move into the city. “That was really the beginning of our outreach to businesses 
and eventually the high-tech community,” said Ticer. 

She also led the City’s successful fight against the plan of then Redskins owner Jack Kent Cooke to build a new 
stadium at Potomac Yard on land the city had zoned for mixed-use residential and commercial development. 

In Alexandria, on Council and then as mayor, Ticer worked to put Alexandria in the forefront on progressive 
childcare and early childhood education issues, providing the political enthusiasm and support to set standards 
and build programs. Both in the city and later in the Legislature, Ticer consistently worked for improved standards 
and regulations. During the administration of Governor Gerald L. Baliles (1986–90), she was appointed to the 
Virginia Governor’s Council on Child Day Care and Early Childhood Programs. She toured facilities where daycare 
providers clearly did not have adequate training or education to offer safe, quality care. Too many people in power 
in Richmond still regarded childcare as babysitting, she recalled, and did not believe in regulating it. She worked for 
grant funding so that providers could take courses – a program eliminated by funding cuts in the mid to late 1990s. 
“Educating childcare providers is key,” she said. 

Barbara Fox Mason, Executive Director of the Child and Family Network Center, which today runs 12 preschool 
classrooms in Alexandria and Arlington, remembers when Ticer, as mayor, visited the first Alexandria Network 
Preschool. Ticer soon appointed Mason as her representative on the city’s Economic Opportunities Commission and 
later the Early Childhood Commission. Ticer now serves on the Center’s Advisory Board.

Ticer had been involved earlier as well. The first Network Preschool had been started when a group of women 
talking at a neighborhood party decided to form a task force. They had learned that every single child who went to 
kindergarten from the Cameron Valley Housing Project on Duke Street (long since razed) failed. They simply were 
not prepared to learn. Today, Mason said, according to a recent survey reported in McCall’s magazine, Alexandria 
has the highest number of accredited child care facilities of any locality in the country.

Preschool Director Sharon Shackelford of the Child and Family Network Centers said Ticer’s ongoing support is 
critical in fundraising. The Center has a budget of about $2.5 million dollars, most of it privately raised, Mason said. 
In the past decade local, state and federal funding has declined, and what remains is more difficult to access. Many 
of the children served by the Center are American citizens, but their parents are not, and most funding for services 
depends on the eligibility/citizenship of the parents. 

Torpedo Factory artist Murney Keleher is Ticer’s longtime tennis partner. They met when they were both members 
of TWIG, back in the late sixties or early seventies. She described Ticer as “very centered and caring. She is a lady 
at all times, kind to all people, very courtly.” 

In the Virginia Senate, Ticer serves on the Rehabilitation and Social Services Committee, the Agriculture, 
Conservation and Natural Resources Committee, and the Local Government Committee.  

In private life, Ticer enjoys her six grandchildren. “Someday, if I ever hang up my campaign shoes, I’d like to 
volunteer to read to children in the schools,” she said.
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Joe Youcha: Building Boats, Rebuilding Lives

In the beginning, it was all about building wooden 
boats: the chance to work with good wood, to design 
and create objects of beauty and utility that would 
take people out on the water. But Joe Youcha has 
made his true contribution through helping rebuild 
the lives of young people.

Youcha is Executive Director of the Alexandria 
Seaport Foundation, a nonprofit organization 
housed in a floating boat building school on the Old 
Town waterfront and some rented warehouse space 
in Robinson Terminal. The Foundation runs boat 
building programs for communities, individuals and 
families, but its chief mission now is its apprenticeship 
program for young people. Apprentices who graduate 
end up not just having learned to build a simple boat, 
but also having acquired high level carpentry skills, 
self confidence, and a new outlook. Youcha says the 
program has a 70 percent success rate.

Apprentices in the 4-month program are paid a 
starting wage of $6.50 an hour. They work from 7:30 

a.m. to 4:30 p.m. Time is built in for the program’s integrated GED program, with on-site teachers and tutoring. If 
they are late, their pay is reduced to minimum wage. If they miss a day, they are docked two days’ pay. Too many 
violations can get an apprentice fired from the program. But with time and skills, the pay can go up to $11.50 an 
hour.

Many of the participants are troubled youth, often school dropouts. Some have had brushes with the law. Retired 
Judge Stephen Rideout says Youcha has a special understanding for teenagers who have come up under difficult 
circumstances, even though he grew up in a supportive middle class family.

The young people find their way to the program through counselors, parole officers, or just word of mouth. To 
graduate from the program, they must complete their general equivalency diploma (GED), be clean of drugs, and 
have a driver’s license and tools. Those who complete the program are eligible to become members of the United 
Brotherhood of Carpenters Apprenticeship Program through an agreement between the Seaport Foundation and 
the union.

Chris Heinz, a Seaport Foundation board member and former government affairs director for the United Brotherhood 
of Carpenters, helped negotiate the connection between the Foundation and the union. “The quality of the students 
that come out of the Foundation’s program is at the top of the line in terms of work ethic and skills. They know what 
the industry entails and what they have to do to become good solid carpenters and union members,” Heinz said.

The program relies on volunteers who help teach the apprentices to build boats. “The boats are a hook into volunteers, 
and also a good teaching tool,” Youcha said.  Many of the volunteers first come to the Seaport Foundation to learn 
to build wooden boats, or for help in building one they have planned or designed. As the apprentices help with the 
work, the adults get hooked into the role of teaching. 

Board member Brian Lockett once took a 6-month sabbatical from his job as a journalist to work with the program. 

16



He likes the way the program puts academic work in context. “Most kids sitting in a classroom find it hard to see the 
value of learning fractions,” he said. “But when you’re about to cut into an expensive piece of wood, that makes it 
come to life.”  

The other part of the work is instilling good work habits. “Someone relying on you makes you see the need to show 
up for work,” Locket said. In many cases, no one has been setting an example for them. Youcha says the program 
socializes participants, helps them understand that society can use and want them and their skills. “We broaden 
their horizons, give them wider options and expectations of what their lives should be, that they can make $60,000 
to $80,000 a year and have health care,” Youcha said.

Jay Creech, who is retired, spent time round the water and built boats in his youth. “These folks gave me a chance 
to come back to boat building – and an opportunity to teach young people, which is a real kick,” Creech said. He 
volunteers in the shop two days a week, working 7:30 to 3:30, sometimes more, teaching boat building and, in the 
process, some math. Of the young men he teaches, Creech said, “You have to earn your position and their respect 
each time you get new kids in. You treat them like adults, they’ll respond in kind.”

Board member Tom Tuttle says, “Joe is a great boat builder and a better teacher.” Together, Youcha and the board 
work to keep the operation afloat, to shape it to this community’s needs. Tuttle says Youcha has the ability to get 
along with all kinds of people to get his job done, from high-net-worth donors to mature volunteer practitioners of 
the building craft, to the kids in the apprentice program. He adds that Joe takes the mission very seriously, but not 
himself. “He’s the first guy to laugh, he’s fun to be around.” 

Vicky Youcha, Joe’s sister, says he’s always been that way. “You know how most babies will wake up in the night 
crying? Joe laughed in his sleep. When he got older, he would fall out of bed laughing in his sleep.” 

Youcha grew up in Rockland County, New York. He started sailing at 5 and by the time he was 6, was helping his 
father work on the family sailboat, built at a local boatyard. He graduated from Columbia University in 1984 with a 
degree in history. He married Jessica Kaplan in 1988, and by 1992, they were living in Colorado, where he had a 
computer job he hated, writing training manuals and interactive videos. So he started looking for programs that were 
building wooden boats. He found one in Seattle and one in Mystic, Connecticut, and the one run by the Seaport 
Foundation. He began looking for ways to do something similar. After he and his wife moved to Alexandria, a mutual 
friend, Bob Grove, introduced him to William H. (Bill) Hunley over lunch. By the end of the lunch, the back of a Fish 
Market placemat had an outline for their first year’s work. 

Hunley, who was chief naval architect of the U.S. Navy when he retired, had been a volunteer for the Foundation 
since 1986. The Foundation was established in 1982 to promote and preserve the maritime heritage of the city of 
Alexandria, but by the early 1990s, had fallen on hard times financially. In 1992, Hunley joined the board as its 
new program chairman, and at his first meeting, offered plans for a boat building school. He found a building at the 
former Smoot Lumber Yard location at 1201 N. Royal Street, and soon after meeting Youcha, hired him to run the 
school. 

“Not many people predicted success,” Hunley drily recalls. But gradually, as the program grew and developed, Youcha 
and the Foundation fine-tuned the use of volunteer mentors and eventually were able to hire some staff. Youcha 
was good at fundraising and at finding a niche for the Foundation. From then on, Hunley said, “The Foundation 
prospered.” Getting the floating Seaport Center built was one of Youcha’s successes.

People often mention how generous Youcha is, with his time and other resources. When program graduate Steve 
Hernandez returned from a stint in the Marine Corps, he and his girlfriend planned to marry before a justice of the 
peace. Instead, he recounts, “Joe and my auntie planned my wedding upstairs in the Seaport Center I helped build 
– as a surprise.” 

Joe and Jessica have two children: Emma, 11, and Zach, 8. They are taking sailing lessons this summer.
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David Cleary: Founder of SCAN

David Cleary grew up in Illinois, the youngest of 
10 children, in a family that always discussed politics 
at the dinner table. Born in 1941, he graduated from 
Notre Dame with a degree in chemical engineering and 
went on to earn a master’s degree in the same subject 
from Iowa State. He ended up in management at 3M 
in charge of acquisitions and mergers. While living in 
St. Paul, he was elected to the Minnesota legislature, 
where he saw a parade of bills that convinced him 
that if children were raised in a normal, nurturing 
environment, the prisons would be half empty. He 
also became a volunteer working with handicapped 
children. 

Cleary came to the DC area in the 1970s, when he 
was named a White House Fellow. He and his wife 
lived in Alexandria and liked it, and he decided to stay 
and go into business for himself, founding Cleary & 
Oxford Associates in 1978. The company arranges 
acquisition and mergers, numbering among its clients 
larger medical device companies such as Johnson & 

Johnson, Medtronic, Kimberly Clarke and other companies that sell medical products.

In 1987, when Cleary was appointed to the Board of Directors of Prevent Child Abuse Virginia, there was no 
equivalent organization in Northern Virginia. Cleary set out to fill the gap.

By 1988, he had founded SCAN: Stop Child Abuse Now. It began small, as a group of friends and neighbors 
meeting in the basement of his house. But as a clear-eyed businessman, he quickly set out to professionalize the 
organization. He donated money to hire a part-time director, and began recruiting people with particular skills to 
form a board of directors: people with legal and accounting and organizational skills, and some higher-profile people 
who knew how to raise money. He developed good contacts with child services agencies in the local jurisdictions 
and sought out people with a vision for how to prevent as well as deal with the effects of child abuse. The group 
developed a mission statement and established goals they could achieve with limited resources. 

SCAN’s first major effort was to set up Court Appointed Special Advocates (CASA) programs for children in 
Alexandria City and Fairfax County. The CASA program in Fairfax County soon became autonomous, as the two 
jurisdictions have separate court and social services systems. Today the Alexandria program has become the 
Alexandria/Arlington CASA program. CASA “provides trained volunteers appointed by the court to serve as a direct 
voice for children in the juvenile court system,” many of whom have been abused, neglected or abandoned by their 
families. CASA’s volunteers receive intensive pre-service training and are required to take an additional 12 hours of 
in-service training each year. They commit to work an average of 10 to 15 hours a month advocating for children. 

For Cleary, CASA is a success story, but it’s not enough. Children are referred to the program through the court 
system. In CASA, he said, “We’re working with abused children. It’s after the fact, helping them through the courts.” 
His hope is that eventually, through education and preventive services, SCAN can be more effective at preventing 
abuse. “Child abuse is almost always cyclical. Most abusers were themselves abused,” he said. Over its nearly 20 
years of existence, SCAN has helped between 3000 and 4000 children, he said.

SCAN’s prevention efforts include the Success by Six preschool program for children who are at risk or whose 
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parents might otherwise not be able to afford preschool. SCAN offers parenting classes and support groups to at-
risk parents. SCAN monitors and advocates for abuse prevention legislation. It creates and distributes fact sheets, 
brochures and other educational publications, raising awareness of what constitutes child abuse and of resources 
that can help. Some of its outreach is in Spanish.

Cleary’s long-term goal is to come up with a model child abuse prevention program. He points out that other social 
reforms – for gender rights, child health and prenatal care, for example – have been implemented when activists 
can persuade governments or businesses that the reform will have financial benefits down the road. 

“In the United States, every year, we spend directly $30 billion because of child abuse on hospitalization, law 
enforcement and judicial costs,” Cleary said. Indirectly, he believes, we spend another $70 billion on lost work, 
school remediation, and other problems stemming from abuse. “With $100 billion a year to prevent child abuse, you 
could do a lot,” he said.

While returns are difficult to measure conclusively until a child grows up, Cleary believes the returns on such an 
investment would be fantastic: reduced health care costs, lower teen pregnancy rates, 100 percent immunization 
rates rather than the current 50 percent, and children who are better prepared for school. He cited a Michigan 
program that showed higher rates of high school graduation, better jobs, higher rates of home ownership. All of it, 
he said, would provide a return rate of nearly 40 percent, which is twice what a private equity firm would be happy 
with. So far, few governments have pursued strong and effective prevention programs. His hope is that someday a 
for-profit company will do it.

Diane Charles has been SCAN’s executive director for 9 years. She nominated Cleary as a living legend, she said, 
“because of his untiring belief that children should be nurtured.” It is the combination of that belief and his personal 
magnetism and business skills that makes him effective, she said. 

Charles calls Cleary a nurturing person who slowly builds relationships. “There are members of the board who are 
there because of him. He gets really good people.” And though SCAN is his passion, and everyone on the staff and 
the board knows what he hopes for from the organization, he doesn’t micromanage, she said. “He comes to every 
meeting. He compliments what we’re doing, but pushes us to a larger vision,” Charles said.

Board member and past president of SCAN Charles Spearman is president of Tucker, Spearman & Associates. 
He got to know Cleary when his company moved into the same office building as Cleary’s firm. Though he was 
at first too busy establishing his new company, he eventually agreed to join the SCAN board. He noted Cleary’s 
unassuming leadership style and willingness to hear other voices. “The word ‘good’ comes to mind,” Spearman said. 
He’s the essence of that to me.”

Gail Ledford is deputy director of the Department of Administration for Human Services in Fairfax County. She’s 
been on SCAN’s board since the early 1990s and has twice served as its president. Her career has been spent 
working primarily with at-risk children and youth and their families. “SCAN is a wonderfully managed grass roots 
advocacy organization serving all of Northern Virginia,” she said. She added that Cleary “embodies the belief that 
those of us who have something to give to improve our communities have an obligation to give it.”

Board member Kevin Monroe is a CPA at Deloitte & Touche, LLP. He has served as treasurer of SCAN. “He’s very 
humble, but also very passionate in advocating for SCAN and educating people to prevent child abuse,” he said of 
Cleary. 

Sabrina Black, an 11-year volunteer with SCAN’s CASA program, works with the US Attorney’s Office in Alexandria. 
“I’ve learned so much from those children and families,” Black said. “The unconditional love and trust of those 
children – there’s no way you can look at those eyes and not want to keep helping.” Black was the first winner of 
the Cleary Award, which recognizes both SCAN’s founder and those who further its mission.

19



Gladys Seisler: Knitting to Change Life for Others

On a windy January day, the Naughty Knitters have 
made their way to the Community Center building in 
the Montebello condominium community off Route 
1, just as they do every two weeks. They slip into 
chairs around a long table, pull out bags of yarn, 
needles and patterns, and begin knitting.

Sitting at the head of the table is Gladys Seisler, 
who started the group back in 1994. She’s wearing 
a T-shirt printed with a knitting basket and a ball 
of yarn that winds around the front, and the words,  
“Naughty Knitters of Montebello.” Her eyes are 
bright and she’s quick with a joke, told in the accent 
of her native Brooklyn. As they have become friends 
over their knitting, the group has also become 
a kind of support group for its members as they 
cope with issues of health and aging, mourning the 
deaths of loved ones or celebrating the joys of new 
grandchildren. The Naughty Knitters was born one 
night 14 years ago when Seisler turned on the local 
Cable TV channel. Margaret Conner, then president 
of Ho Ho Ho, a local nonprofit now called Community 

Partners for Children, was asking for donations of warm hats, scarves and mittens as gifts for needy school children 
in Alexandria. 

Seisler had learned to knit from a German neighbor woman as a 6-year-old back in Brooklyn, and had kept up her 
skills over the years. So she decided to start knitting items for the project. She quickly realized, however, that her 
donation wouldn’t be enough. She thought there must be other knitters in her condominium complex, so she posted 
notes on the bulletin boards and started talking to people. Pretty soon she had a group of 15 women knitting for the 
children. They named themselves the Naughty Knitters. Seisler thinks somebody’s husband dreamed up the name, 
but member Tamara Webb thinks it was Gladys herself. Nobody’s prepared to say for sure. 

The Naughty Knitters’ motto is, “Every stitch is made with love.” Over the years, they have donated more than 
5300 items to those in need. Besides Alexandria school children, beneficiaries have included children in Alexandria 
shelters, homeless kids living in the subways of New York, and orphans in Colombia and Korea. The Knitters 
have given blankets and baby clothes to teenage moms and other single mothers. One of their regular projects is 
“Children of Chernobyl,” who come to Alexandria from Belarus each summer to spend some time away from the site 
of the nuclear disaster that affected the health of many of them and their families.

Kathleen Minnix, host coordinator of the Children of Chernobyl program at Christ Church, says each year the 
program sends back medicines and winter clothes for all the children who come, as well as their siblings. 

Many of the children seldom wear clothing that is not passed along from an older child, and even some of the 
donated items the church collects are used, such as parkas and warm coats. But thanks to the Naughty Knitters, 
each child also gets to select a brand new set of scarf, hat and mittens bagged in clear plastic so they can see the 
array of bright colors – and they may also choose a set for each of their siblings. “They love the quality of these 
lovingly hand-made items,” Minnix said. That the items are new and beautiful is not lost on the children. Another of 
the Naughty Knitters’ projects was to send a dozen blankets to a project in Long Island that provides cozy coverlets 
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to children undergoing chemotherapy as part of their treatment for cancer. They have also donated blankets to 
senior citizens in Alexandria. 

Seisler, born Gladys Margolis an indeterminate number of years ago (“I never tell my ago,” she says firmly), 
graduated from Brooklyn College with a degree in Sociology, and was briefly a caseworker. After her marriage, she 
moved to Philadelphia, and then Towson, Maryland – her first stay in the Greater Washington area. Moving several 
more times because of her husband’s job, Seisler ended up on Long Island. She went back to school, became 
accredited to teach preschool, kindergarten and elementary school, and eventually earned a master’s degree in 
Special Education. She worked in a school for autistic children, in public schools with special education students, 
and then in special learning centers for slow learners and for children with emotional, physical and other learning 
disabilities. In time, she became the coordinator for all special education programs in her school system.

She lived on Long Island until 1992. By then she was retired and divorced. Nothing was holding her there. She 
considered Florida, but didn’t like it. Her son and his family then lived in Alexandria, and they urged her to come 
down and explore the area. She arrived in spring, when everything was in bloom. In her real-estate search, she 
visited the Montebello condominiums – up on a hill, all those trees! – and found her new home. She put her old 
house on the market, and moved here in October. 

As soon as she settled in, she went to a meeting of the condo’s garden club to meet people. At the club’s first 
Christmas lunch, she won a Norwegian Santa Claus. She still has him, a memento of that warm welcome. She got 
active on committees, and soon was the editor of the Montebello Times. After the Newsletter Committee, she got 
active on the Operations Committee and the Budget and Finance Committee. She served as president of the Garden 
Club. Some years ago she ran for the Montebello Board of Directors. Her 4-year term will be up in April. One of 
the initiatives undertaken during her service as a director was the resident artist program. She had noticed that the 
café/restaurant on the premises had only a few photos of various Washington monuments on its walls. With many 
professional artists among the condo’s residents, she thought, they could do better. The Board set up a procedure 
for juried shows. She chairs a small group that monitors the shows, which change every 5 weeks. Each new opening 
is celebrated with a reception in the café – “a wonderful community event,” Seisler says proudly, looking fondly at 
the bold colors of the current crop of paintings. 

But despite her other interests, Seisler has remained the force behind the Naughty Knitters. At each meeting, she 
collects and tallies the garments completed since the last gathering. This time, more than 20 items stack up in front 
of her: soft scarves in a rainbow of colors – some striped, some plain, some tailored and boyish, some fuzzy and 
girly, many with matching hats; baby blankets, booties, mittens, tiny sweaters for infants, bigger ones for school 
children. This batch goes to another partner in serving the needy, the Campagna Center preschools. 

Of the original members, only 3 remain. “They stay until they move or die,” Seisler said. “Very few just drop out.” 
But their ranks continue to be replenished, so that today, some 20 active knitters are on the list. Some are relative 
beginners, like Irene Parris, who only took up knitting in October. For now, she’s sticking mostly to scarves. Others, 
like Gerry Travis, have multiple handiwork skills. Travis is one of the remaining original members. She knits, 
crochets, and does embroidery, including traditional Norwegian hardanger style, and has been a regular participant 
in the Annual Needlework Exhibition at Woodlawn Plantation. 

Sharon Hodges, former board member and president of Community Partners for Children, said that Seisler and 
her knitters have made sure a lot of kids had warm hands, necks and heads. “The quality of the handiwork is 
phenomenal.” Pat Miller, former board member and president of Community Partners for Children, calls Seisler “an 
inspiration to all!”

Mary Karstens, president of Community Partners for Children, nominated Gladys Seisler as a Living Legend. “I 
thought that recognizing her would inspire others to realize that even the smallest thing can make a difference, and 
that cumulatively, it adds up to very big things,” said Karstens.
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Meet David Martin: He Saved First Night

David Martin made a difference to our city by 
saving First Night Alexandria. A lawyer specializing in 
corporate and securities matters might not seem the 
most likely person to care about a family-oriented arts 
festival, but this Alexandria resident put himself on 
the line. 

Ann Dorman, First Night Alexandria’s current executive 
director, nominated Martin as a Living Legend, she 
said, because, “He made it his mission and he put 
his money and effort where his heart was, becoming 
one of our largest individual financial contributors. I 
had a vested interest (as a paid executive director) 
in rebuilding the organization, but David just knew it 
would be good for the community,” she said.

First Night is an entertainment and performance-
oriented festival celebrated in cities across the 
country. It encourages families to see in the New Year 
together in an alcohol-free environment with arts and 
performance events that appeal to all age groups. 
Martin first came to First Night as a performer. He 
was a singer and board member with the Washington 

Revels, a group dedicated to reviving and celebrating cultural traditions of music, dance, stories, drama and ritual 
from our past. He heard about First Night Alexandria a few years after it began and contacted the organizers to see 
if the Revels could perform at one of the venues on New Year’s Eve. “One thing led to another,” he recalled. 

The city had celebrated First Night since 1994, but in December 2000, First Night Alexandria went dark. In September 
of that year, the organization’s board and executive director had faced the fact that there simply wasn’t enough 
money on hand. So on New Year’s Eve, there was no festival: No folk music, no jazz, no face painting, no plays, no 
dancing, no fireworks! 

FNA was started as an all-volunteer organization by people who had attended First Night Annapolis and thought it 
would be a good event to hold in our city as well. Eventually, the group hired a part-time director. But by 2000, the 
board had shrunk to a handful of people and fundraising was haphazard, said Dorman, a self-employed meeting 
and events planner.  

In January 2001, Martin, as president of the organization’s board of directors, took action to bring back First Night 
for the coming December. He addressed a forum of the Alexandria Convention and Visitors Association in January 
of 2001, explaining why there had been no First Night the month before, and appealed to them to help. He lived 
in Alexandria, he said, but because he worked in the District of Columbia, he needed collaborators who were well 
connected in the Alexandria business community to help him raise money to support and reactivate First Night.

Dorman, who was present at the forum, offered to create a plan for First Night’s future. Martin pledged a sizable 
donation and asked others to do the same so that they could hire Dorman and her husband, Rick, as a management 
team. The Dormans believed in the project so strongly that they offered to work without pay until they had raised 
enough money to prove themselves. The first thing they did was to expand the board of directors with Alexandria 
business leaders. One of those who pitched in and helped with the fundraising was then City Councilman (now 
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Mayor) Bill Euille, who appealed to many of his business colleagues, Dorman said.  The plan worked, and First 
Night was back in December 2001.

Nora Partlow was one of the board members who lived through the transition and set about raising money in her 
neighborhood of Del Ray, where she runs St. Elmo’s Coffee Pub, a hub of the community. She is also active in the 
Potomac West Business Association, the Alexandria Chamber of Commerce and the Alexandria Convention and 
Visitors Association. 

Partlow praised Dorman for bringing in new fundraising ideas and connections. But she emphasized that what made 
the difference was David Martin’s decision to bring in a professional fundraiser and to build the board by bringing 
on others who were also effective fundraisers. He led by example, Partlow said, pledging a substantial sum in 
financial support as a private individual, while many others who donated gave through their businesses, viewing the 
contribution as part of their overall marketing efforts.

Charles K. Collum, chairman and CEO of Burke & Herbert Bank, who served on the board from 2002 to 2006, said 
he went to contacts in the banking and financial community. Others, he said, networked with King Street merchants, 
for example. “Ann Dorman did a fabulous job in keeping many different types on the board so there were ways to 
reach all parts of the business community.” Business donations ranged from $1,500 to $5,000 dollars.

The city of Alexandria also supports First Night, providing about a third of the festival’s annual budget each year, 
Dorman said, through its marketing fund and the Arts Commission. The festival’s current annual budget is about 
$200,000. Though merchants and restaurateurs were dubious about the value of such an event in the beginning, 
they soon realized that it drew people from all over the metropolitan Washington region. Dorman said it brings about 
13,000 visitors and more than half-a-million dollars to the city annually. 

“Communities are built around predictable traditions of coming together,” Martin said, explaining what motivated 
him to make sure that First Night returned to his city. “Alexandria is strong for having these kinds of events. Music, 
dance and performance are gathering points for celebration, and culture is a glue in our society. These are the 
things that get people through hard times.”

Dorman noted that First Night had serious discussions with the city after 9/11 with regard to safety. But the consensus 
was that the city needed the celebration more than ever, reaffirming our need to go on with our communal life. “We 
needed to say goodbye to that year and look forward to a new one. Attendance was only about 5,000 or so that year, 
down from nearly twice that in the late nineties. But crowds have steadily increased since then.”

George Seghers is executive director of the George Washington Masonic Memorial, one of the venues for First 
Night performances. Its grounds are the site for the fireworks that end the New Year’s Eve festivities. “I think it’s 
important to begin the year with a family event, for families to be together as they make that transition. And,” he 
added, “it’s a joy for us just to have the community come in.”

Martin worked at the United States Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) from 1980 to 1985 and again from 
2000 to 2002. He is now a partner with the law firm of Covington & Burling LLP, where he heads the firm’s securities 
practice. A graduate of Yale University, he and his family first came to Alexandria in 1972 when they settled here 
after 4 years in the Navy that ended with a posting in D.C. He earned his J.D. from the University of Virginia Law 
School, where he was managing editor of the Virginia Law Review. He spent 15 years in private practice prior to his 
time at the SEC, where he was Director of Corporation Finance at the time of his move to Covington & Burling.

He and his wife, Martha, have three grown children and one grandchild. He has been active in St. Paul’s church, 
where he has sung in the choir and served several terms on the Vestry. He served on the Alexandria Industrial 
Development Authority, on the boards of the Washington Chamber Symphony and the Support Center of DC (both 
now defunct), and has worked with Jubilee Jobs in D.C. for 15 years.
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Ferdinand T. Day: He Battled Segregation

Ferdinand T. Day was born in Alexandria on 
August 7, 1918, into what he called, in a recent 
interview, “a typical southern port city. I love 
Alexandria very dearly,” he said. “Alexandria has 
been very good to me. I have a great many friends 
throughout the city, both black and white.” 

In a speech last fall, he expanded on that thought. 
“In my day, however, there were admittedly many 
injustices and shameful wrongs to be corrected…. 
Most of the problems then inherent in the Deep 
South were prevalent here in Alexandria.” 

Day was nominated as a Living Legend for his role 
in the integration of Alexandria schools and his work 
in obtaining rights and opportunities for African 
Americans in our city by former City Manager Vola 
Lawson, who recalls meeting Fred Day when she 
and others active in the civil rights movement were 
picketing in Alexandria in the 1960s. “We picketed the 
ABC stores because they would not employ blacks, 
and Diamond Cab Company because they wouldn’t 
hire black drivers or pick up black passengers. And 

we picketed City Hall because they flew the Confederate Flag,” recalled Lawson. “Day was very much a part of the 
civil rights movement here in the sixties,” she said. Day himself did not take part in the pickets, but offered moral 
support and advice. “He would say, ‘Always comport yourself in a dignified manner, so the focus is on the issue, 
not on you.’”

Day attended the segregated Parker-Gray Elementary School through seventh grade. There was no public high 
school for African American youth in Alexandria, so he made the daily trek into Washington, D.C., where he 
graduated from Armstrong Technical High School in 1935. Later he earned a B.S. degree, with a major in geography 
and history, from Minor Teachers College in D.C. Being unable to teach in his hometown, he found employment with 
the Federal government, participating in the Department of State Administrative Intern Program. He also completed 
advanced management courses at the Foreign Service Institute. Day retired from the U.S. Department of State as 
a Foreign Service Reserve Officer in 1978. 

Still tall and erect at 88, Day offers a ready smile and a warm handshake upon meeting. He addressed Mayor William 
Euille’s Unity Breakfast last November. When he spoke at the Alexandria Education Partnership Awards Dinner on 
May 17 this year, he reminded attendees that the date was the 53rd anniversary of the 1954 U.S. Supreme Court 
Decision on Brown vs. Board of Education. In response to that decision, the Alexandria City Council eventually 
expanded the City’s public school board from 6 to 9 members, and appointed Day as one of the three new members. 
The date was July 1, 1964, ten years after the Brown decision. He was the only African American. 

With then Superintendent John Albohm, the new board worked to achieve the integration of Alexandria’s public 
schools, a process neither quick nor easy. 

A. Melvin Miller, chairman and acting deputy director of the Alexandria Housing and Redevelopment Authority and 
a former school board member and chair, worked closely with Ferdinand Day on many issues, he recalled recently. 
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Both were part of a group of African American men working toward civil rights and the integration of schools and 
other public institutions in Alexandria in the late 1950s and early 1960s. 

“I make a distinction between desegregation and integration,” said Miller. “The steps past token desegregation toward 
meaningful integration actually occurred with the 1971 consolidation of the high schools into T.C. Williams High 
School as shown in the film, Remember the Titans,” Miller said. Once integration was accomplished on the secondary 
level, he said, the school system moved on to pairing elementary schools from different neighborhoods.

For example, Jefferson Houston, a largely black inner city school, was paired with Ramsey, a then largely white 
school in the West End. With the help of busing, their student populations were then blended, with half the grades 
going to Houston, the other half to Ramsey. These schools then fed into the middle schools, and eventually on up 
to T.C. Williams, achieving the goal of system-wide integration.

“Certainly Ferdinand was the strong voice and the strong mover, because he was on the school board,” said Miller. 
“His strong leadership and ability to work with the community was what made that successful.”

“Fred Day provided the moral leadership that helped Alexandria reconcile its segregated past of racial injustice by 
appealing to the City’s conscience and hopes for a better future,” Lawson said. “Martin Luther King Jr. believed 
that to effect the change necessary in America required people who were tough-minded but tenderhearted, and 
that describes my dear friend of 40 years, Fred Day,” Lawson continued, calling him “a passionate advocate for 
educational equality and excellence.”

Lewis Stearman, former editor of the old Alexandria Gazette and a longtime friend of Day’s, said, “He was one of 
the outstanding black leaders of our community. He was a man that knew what he was doing, and set out to make 
giant achievements.”

First as a member, then as vice chair and chair of the board of Alexandria City Public Schools, and as vice-chairman 
of both the Northern Virginia and the Virginia State Boards of Community Colleges, Day served for nearly two 
decades in the cause of improving local education. When he became chair of the Alexandria School Board, he was 
the first African American chairman of a public school board in Virginia. In 1985, he was selected by the Secretary 
of Education to assist in the further implementation of the Virginia desegregation plan for higher education.

Lillian Patterson, curator of the Alexandria Black History Museum, recalls Ferdinand Day as a family friend. Her late 
husband, E.L. Patterson, was also a member of the group working to integrate Alexandria, sometimes called the 
Secret Seven. “Ferdinand was in the forefront of everything that had to do with civil rights and education,” she said, 
“not just formal education, but all the things that help people advance.”

Over the years, Day has received many awards for outstanding community service from groups such as the 
Alexandria City Council, Alexandria Olympic Boys and Girls Club, Alexandria Public Schools, Alpha Kappa Alpha 
Sorority, Omega Psi Phi Fraternity, Departmental Progressive Club, Elks Lodge, Friendship Veterans Fire Engine 
Association, Hopkins House Association, National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, National 
Society for Personnel Administration, Northern Virginia and Washington Urban Leagues, the Virginia Community 
College System and the U.S. Department of State.

Day, who is a widower, resides in Alexandria with his daughter, Gwendolyn Day-Fuller. He has two grandchildren, 
William Fuller and Shanna Ringer, and a great-granddaughter, Imani Fuller, who reside in Massachusetts.
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Marian Van Landingham: Artist, Torpedo Factory Founder, 

Virginia Delegate

Marian Van Landingham founded the Torpedo 
Factory Art Center, which opened on the waterfront 
in 1974. She also represented the 45th District in the 
Virginia House of Delegates for 24 years, from 1982 
to 2006. During all that time she was also a working 
artist with a studio in the Torpedo Factory.

Born in Albany, Georgia on September 10, 1937, 
Van Landingham earned bachelor’s and master’s 
degrees in political science from Emory University. 
After working in public relations jobs in Atlanta, she 
came to work in Washington, first at the National 
Air Pollution Agency, and then as a speechwriter for 
the late Rep. Phillip M. Landrum (D-GA). She found 
an apartment in Shirlington, where she lived from 
1967 to 1971, and joined the Art League when it was 
housed in Parkington (now Ballston). When it moved 
to 315 Cameron Street in Alexandria in 1971, she 
followed along, finding a “totally unreconstructed” 
apartment on the third floor of a building at the 
corner of Cameron and North Pitt Streets. Its great 

advantage was that it was just a block from the Art League, she said. Meanwhile, having found writing speeches 
rather boring, she cut back her job to part-time and began freelancing in public relations work in Alexandria. “I didn’t 
have to go into Washington any more. It was a kind of breaking free.”

By 1973, she had become president of the Art League, and the League had outgrown its space on Cameron Street. 
“I was getting discouraged,” she recalled. Even the worst spaces were too expensive. One of her part-time jobs was 
in Alexandria’s Bicentennial office. (The Alexandria Bicentennial of 1974 celebrated the 1774 Fairfax Resolves, an 
early statement predating the Declaration of Independence and principally composed by George Mason back when 
Alexandria was a part of Fairfax County.) The head of the Alexandria Bicentennial Commission was Jim Coldsmith, 
then editor of the Alexandria Journal. In her 1999 book, On Target, Stories of the Torpedo Factory Art Center’s 
First 25 Years, Van Landingham recalled his suggestion: “Why not consider the Torpedo Plant,” he asked. “The City 
doesn’t know what to do with it.”

So began her effort to turn the former torpedo factory, built in the early 1900s to produce torpedoes for use in World 
War I, into the art center that has become a worldwide model. When she first looked at the factory, it was filled 
with old government office furniture, Smithsonian Institution storage items, federal documents from World War II, 
including the records of the Nuremburg Trials, and layers of encrusted pigeon dung. The three blocks of buildings 
were considered a blight on the waterfront, and because they were so different from the 18th and 19th century 
buildings that predominated in the area, many citizens wanted them knocked down.

Van Landingham had a different idea: She drew up plans that would make space not just for the Art League’s galleries 
and classrooms, but also for artists’ studios. There was evidence that people are curious about how artists work, and 
she thought open studios would attract visitors to watch painters, sculptors, printmakers, potters, jewelers, stained 
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glass workers and makers of musical instruments. She pitched the art center as a modest, 3-year experiment, and 
with support from the Bicentennial Commission, the City, under then-Mayor Chuck Beatley, eventually authorized 
original funding of $140,000 to clean up one of the old buildings and make it usable. The government began moving 
its stored materials out of the building, and in the spring of 1974, the artists began cleaning and painting. 

The Torpedo Factory Art Center (TFAC) celebrated its official opening on September 15, 1974, and soon became a 
major tourist attraction and the heart of new projects to redevelop the waterfront and the historic part of the city. As 
the first director, Van Landingham was front and center in the effort, leading not just with ideas and organizationally, 
but physically with the labor. “About every three days (during the original cleanup), I went to Duron Paint and bought 
about 15 gallons of antique white. Everything was dirty government green with rat footprints,” she recalled. “We had 
three 16-foot extension poles with rollers to do the upper walls of spaces with 20-foot ceilings,” she remembers. The 
artists still hold an annual painting party to spruce up the interior.

Margaret Mayer, the Factory’s first assistant director, remembers when it had no air conditioning, and the offices 
she and Marian shared had leaky roofs. “I remember Marian getting up on the roof with a bucket of tar to fix the 
leaks – and ruining her white sneakers,” said Mayer.  

The artists acquired some of the stored furniture that the government didn’t want to bother moving. Among the finds 
were 12 mahogany table legs, wrapped in paper covered with pigeon dung, which Van Landingham traded to the 
City carpenter in exchange for labor. Today they are the legs of the massive official table in the Council Work Room 
at City Hall.  

The way the factory operates has evolved over the years, but the basic principles remain the same. The artists must 
work a certain number of hours per week in the studios, which cannot simply be little galleries with paid sales staff. 
Prior to 9/11 the factory drew about 750,000 visitors a year. Since then, the numbers are down a bit, but the TFAC 
remains the city’s single biggest tourist attraction.

The artists from the early days of the Torpedo Factory remember how much fun it was. Mayer recalled free artists’ 
parties, so crowded they had to limit access and only let more people in when others left. John and Luray Schaffner, 
now retired to Southern Maryland, had a studio there from the start, often bringing along their two children. Son 
Shawn helped man the first information desk when he was only about 10.  Sculptor Larry Morris has fond memories 
of a “very Bohemian art community that provided a nurturing atmosphere for my career, allowing me to thrive as a 
working artist.”

Jolande Goldberg, another sculptor, said, “Marian was open to anything that was esthetic and made artistic sense. 
She has a very fine eye, and this applies to her political work too. She is a very calm presenter – not that she lacks 
passion, but she can contain it. That’s really key to her success.”

Mary Ann Stevens, one of the original artists at the TFAC, said that having a real studio made a huge difference 
to artists who had previously worked part-time at home. “Without her, I would never have had an art career, I don’t 
think,” said Stevens. “Marian has always been able to use both sides of her brain successfully,” added Stevens. 
“She’s both an artist and a successful politician.”

Andra Patterson, a painter, was president of the TFAC Artists Association from 2003 to 2005, during the time the 
Factory suffered hurricane flood damage. “She was my mentor, always available. In a long meeting of 100 or so 
artists, she would listen to everything, and then in two sentences, cut to the heart of the matter.”

Artist Marsha Staiger has known Van Landingham for 10 years, and says, “She motivates everyone who comes in 
contact with her to think outside their own sphere.” 

In 1975, Van Landingham encouraged Phyllis Cohen and another printmaker from the Art League to set up 
a printmaker’s group. The Printmakers opened on the third floor of the Factory in June of that year, with Van 
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Landingham as a member. Cohen and others are still there, though Van Landingham moved on to other media and 
is today a painter of large arcylics. “I have always felt that that day in her office changed my life. It allowed us to do 
what we wanted in our lives – our art – in addition to our families,” said Cohen. “It gave us a sense of community, 
interchange between artists on a daily basis, and it broke the isolation of working at home alone.”

“Because it is a concrete reality, so visible in the City, the Torpedo Factory is what people will remember me 
for—more so, probably, than for the 24 years of legislative service,” Van Landingham said. She’s proud of her 
work on the Appropriations Committee, particularly the Public Education subcommittee, which she chaired near 
the end of her service, and of her efforts to increase funding for the aging, mental health, Medicaid, childcare, help 
for the homeless. “There was never enough money to go around,” she said, but she successfully advocated for 
human services funding for projects in Alexandria and elsewhere. She also served on the Privileges and Elections 
Committee and the Militia, Police and Public Safely Committee.

The early campaigns were tough. She had little money, and needed to gain name recognition. She first ran for 
Delegate in 1981 and won, then had to run again in ‘82 and again in ‘83 because of redistricting. Lois Walker, 
who managed Van Landingham’s early campaigns, remembers it as exhausting work. “Marian is one of the most 
stubborn, tenacious people I’ve ever met, really a determined person, said Walker. “She would get up and walk 100 
houses a day when campaigning, knocking on doors, talking to people, leaving notes for those not home. She’s 
tall, and she walked fast. I always felt as though I was running to keep up.” One of the things that helped Van 
Landingham succeed in the House of Delegates, Walker believes, is that “She talks Georgian. She is truly southern, 
and could talk to all those southern gentlemen in the legislature.”

Longtime aide Harlene Clayton said, “Marian truly legislated from the heart. She cared deeply for those less 
fortunate and who needed a spokesperson on their behalf…. She was also a true advocate of equal justice for all 
of the citizens of the Commonwealth.” Clayton said Van Landingham always maintained an open door to Alexandria 
constituents. “And on the campaign trail, when the going got tough, Marian was a real trooper.”

Many of Van Landingham’s friends and colleagues mentioned her persistence and toughness, her humor and her 
wit. Printmaker and painter Nancy Reinke, who has known her from the factory’s beginnings, commented on her 
well-known love of puns. But above all, she said, Marian is an artist. Others, she said, “may speak of her power and 
prestige as a brilliant legislator and policy maker.” But inside the Torpedo Factory, Reinke said, “She is one of us: a 
talented, prolific painter and a valued friend.” 
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Mollie Abraham has consistently spoken 
out against bigotry and for equal rights. She 
founded Virginia NOW and chaired the Alexandria 
Commission for Women for 4 years. An Alexandria 
resident since 1949, she raised 3 children, was 
active on PTA Council, civil rights, the busing 
issue, and her temple sisterhood. She worked for 
legislation requiring better options and information 
for women diagnosed with breast cancer.

Franklin P. Backus, who died Oct. 7, 2007 
at 94, retired as chief judge of the Alexandria Circuit 
Court in 1978 after 26 years on the bench. While 
he was mayor (1949–52), the City more than 
doubled its size by annexing the 11-square-
mile West End from Fairfax County. Influential in 
establishing the Juvenile and Domestic Relations 
Court, he also was the first chairman of the 
Virginia Judicial Inquiry Commission.
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Sarah Becker became director of the  Stabler-
Leadbeater Apothecary Shop in 1995, when it 
was in dire financial straits. She developed new 
programs, gave it a national profile, and raised 
funds, including an endowment. Formerly owned 
by a private nonprofit, the historic landmark and 
tourist attraction became a city property in 2006. 
Becker also worked hard to improve the Inner 
City neighborhood beginning in the 1980s.

Donna Bergheim has been honored for 
her devotion to enriching Alexandria’s artistic 
and cultural life. She served five years on the 
Virginia Commission for the Arts and advocated 
for arts education in public schools and for 
festivals such as the Alexandria Arts Safari. She 
helped transform an old lumber warehouse into 
MetroStage’s 150-seat professional theater, 
which is named for her.
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As a Vice Mayor and City Councilman, Mel 
Bergheim led the way in protecting consumers 
and human rights; abating air pollution, soil 
erosion and noise; acquiring Dora Kelly Nature 
Park, and providing primary health care for the 
poor. He also founded the Alexandria Federation 
of Civic Associations and headed citizen efforts to 
establish an adolescent health clinic.

Thomas C. Bowling is president and 
chairman of the board of the Ivy Hill Cemetery 
Company of Alexandria, where he began work at 
age 15. Because he regards the cemetery and its 
preservation as a vocation, he founded the Ivy Hill 
Historical Preservation Society in 2006, the year 
marking the 150th anniversary of the cemetery.
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Graphic designer, fiber artist, and volunteer, 
Barbara Brecher was a founding organizer 
of Alexandria Arts Safari, an annual festival of the 
arts. She created the Professor Art Safari Game, 
in partnership with Jefferson Houston School, 
and has given her time, talents, and company 
resources to many Alexandria organizations 
including First Night Alexandria and the Arts 
Commission.

Susan Lowell Butler created the ongoing 
Women’s History Project to preserve women’s 
history in Alexandria. While representing the 
Alexandria Commission for Women on the city’s 
250th Anniversary Commission, she found that 
women were largely missing from city histories. 
She led researchers, found funding, and wrote the 
Alexandria Women’s History tours now available 
on the city’s Web site and in brochures.
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Jean Caldwell worked to protect Powhatan 
Street in her Northeast neighborhood from 
becoming an extension of Route 1 when the 
first Monroe Avenue Bridge was being planned. 
For many years, she spoke up before City 
Council to preserve her neighborhood. She also 
acted as a one-woman welcome committee and 
organized annual cleanups and picnics that built 
community.

George Cook was elected to City Council twice 
(1969 – 1973) and served again by appointment in 
1975. He refused to allow Council to pressure the 
appointed School Board to slow the progress of 
racial integration and supported the development 
of the Torpedo Factory Art Center. He served 
15 years on the Board of Alexandria Hospital, 3 
years as Chairman. 
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Freelance writer Lou Cook served on the 
School Board from 1977 to 1986, including 3 years 
as Chair. While on the Board, she advanced the 
Family Health curriculum. She was a columnist 
for the Alexandria Gazette and the Port Packet. 
She and her husband, George, were among the 
founders of the Scholarship Fund of Alexandria.

David Cordell (R) and Jonathan  
Friedman (L)  served  as  co-chairs of the  
Alexandria City Special Education Advisory 
Committee. They are strong advocates for 
special needs students who attend Alexandria 
City Public Schools. They urged the School Board 
and Superintendent to make the improvement 
of special education programs and services a 
priority and sponsored a candidates’ forum on 
special education issues during the last School 
Board elections.
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Kerry Donley served on City Council from 
1988 to 1996 and then as mayor of the City of 
Alexandria until 2003. He strengthened the city’s 
reputation and leadership in the region and 
nationally. He helped orchestrate the campaign 
to bring the Patent and Trademark Office to 
Alexandria, enhancing the city’s employment and 
tax bases.

Mayor William D. Euille made “One 
Alexandria” a vision for our city, not just a slogan. 
Born and raised in Alexandria, he returned after 
college to found a successful company. He served 
on School Board and City Council and in 2003 
was elected mayor. A role model and mentor, 
he has given time and resources to many city 
organizations.
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Marion Galland, who died August 5, 2007 
at the age of 93, was the first Alexandria woman 
elected to the Virginia House of Delegates. She 
served three terms, beginning in 1964, one of only 
three women serving at the time. In Richmond and 
in Alexandria, she worked to promote equality, 
human rights, better education, and health and 
human services.

Charlotte Hall enlivens the city’s riverfront 
through her business and volunteer efforts. Vice 
President and partner of the Potomac River 
Boat Company, she is active in the Chamber of 
Commerce, Old Town Business and Professional 
Association and other organizations. She builds 
bridges between the business community and city 
government, presenting innovative ideas such as 
outdoor dining and the water taxi.
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Sheriff Dana Lawhorne served as an 
Alexandria police officer for 27 years before his 
election as sheriff. Innovative on the job and 
as a volunteer, he has served as a mentor and 
role model to youth and worked for excellence in 
public safety as a police officer and as sheriff. 
He is a leader in his profession and an agent for 
positive change in his community. 

Marlin Lord is an architect, artist and civic 
activist who spent 20 years on the Park and 
Recreation Commission. He worked for major 
parkland acquisitions, including the expansion 
of Fort Ward Park and the extension of Simpson 
Field. He promoted the revitalization of Mount 
Vernon Avenue and Arlandria and led the 
campaign to realign the Route 1 bridge at Monroe 
Avenue.
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Timothy A. Lutz has taught instrumental 
music in Alexandria City Public Schools since 
1970, helping thousands of students learn to play 
instruments. A band director on all levels, Lutz 
was also assistant director and director at T.C. 
Williams High School. He started the All-City 
Elementary Band in 1972 and now continues 
as its director. He teaches at MacArthur and 
Maury elementary schools.

Anna Lynch is an award-winning volunteer 
for Alexandria Archaeology. Using her more than 
40 years of experience as a language and special 
needs teacher, she greets local and international 
visitors to the museum and leads Adventure 
Lessons in archaeology for student groups. An 
observant historical scholar and researcher, she 
also cleans, classifies and catalogs artifacts, 
participates in the lab, at dig sites and in public 
programs.

38



A longtime civil rights activist, Eula Miller is 
also program head of Early Childhood Education 
at Northern Virginia Community College. She has 
recruited people from disadvantaged backgrounds 
to become teachers and childcare workers, 
worked for higher childcare standards, and taught 
generations of Alexandrians to be better teachers. 
She has organized parenting classes for teenage 
mothers and encouraged them to finish their 
education. 

Former civil rights lawyer A. Melvin Miller 
served on the Board of the Alexandria 
Redevelopment and Housing Authority 1970–1977 
(chair ’71–’77) and 2000 to the present (chair 
since 2001). He was a member of the Alexandria 
School Board from 1986 to 1993, serving as chair 
from 1990 to 1992. Virginia Governor Linwood 
Holton appointed him to the State Council of 
Higher Education in 1971.
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Pat Miller is integral to the success of Art on 
the Avenue, the Del Ray Farmer’s Market, and the 
Del Ray Business Association (formerly PWBA), 
consistently publicizing and strengthening her 
community. She promotes artists, public art and 
funding for the arts. A longtime supporter of 
Community Partners for Children, she has served 
as its president and on its board. 

Developer Scott Mitchell created St. 
Elmo’s Coffee House as part of his vision for a 
revitalized Del Ray. It became a hub for community, 
creativity, politics and business. Scott serves on 
the Inova Alexandria Hospital Foundation Board, 
has served on the Salvation Army Board, and 
works with the Alexandria Boys and Girls Club as 
well as Child and Family Network Center.
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Patty Moran is the consummate volunteer, 
particularly in Del Ray (Turkey Trot, First 
Thursdays) and at T.C. Williams High School. 
Long after her children graduated, she continues 
to help make Titan Expo, the All-Night Graduation 
Party and the Scholarship Fund Gala successful. 
She serves on many boards and committees, 
including Community Partners for Children, United 
Way and the Alexandria Volunteer Bureau.

Family Nurse Practitioner Anne Boston 
Parish founded and owns Queen Street Clinic, a 
provider of low-cost medical care for men, women 
and children who are uninsured or underinsured. 
Parish restored an old grocery store to create 
examining rooms and a waiting area. The clinic 
provides screening tests, school physicals, shots 
and treatments.
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Former City Council member Ellen Pickering 
urged the adoption of the city’s Open Space 
Plan, helped save what is now Founder’s Park 
from high-rise development, and served 15 years 
on the Sanitation Commission. She lobbied for 
and helped build the Mount Vernon Memorial 
Trail for bicyclists. She has supported historic 
preservation, and as chair of the Beautification 
Commission, implemented the planting of 1000 
citizen-donated cherry trees.

John Porter was principal of T.C. Williams 
High School for more than two decades, beginning 
in 1984. He was a teacher and assistant principal 
in Alexandria public schools for 15 years prior to 
that. His personal touch and caring have influenced 
the lives of tens of thousands of students. He 
now serves as assistant superintendent for 
administrative services.
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Kitty Porterfield was the founding director 
of the Scholarship Fund of Alexandria, which 
helps deserving graduates of T.C. Williams High 
School to access and complete postsecondary 
education. She developed the framework that 
has awarded over $4.8 million to more than 2700 
students, helping them meet higher-education 
costs. She also helped students and their families 
with the financial aid process. 

Bill Reagan started the Alexandria Small 
Business Development Center, of which he 
is Executive Director, in 1996. Functioning 
as an economic development program for the 
city, Alexandria SBDC has assisted more than 
3700 small businesses, which have created 
approximately 1500 new jobs, avoided 2000 
layoffs, increased sales by over $60 million, and 
helped generate approximately $36 million in new 
loans.
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Ronald Rucker has been the custodian at 
Lyles Crouch Elementary School for more than 
34 years. A mentor and role model for students, 
he provides a listening ear or caring straight talk 
about making choices. He takes pride in going 
above and beyond the requirements of his job 
and expects the same of students, demonstrating 
to them daily that each person matters.

The late John Tenneson (Jack) Ticer 
served three 3-year terms on City Council, 1955–58 
and 1964–70. He was most proud of representing 
Council as a member and later chairman of the 
Northern Virginia board that established what 
evolved into George Mason University. He was 
president of the Alexandria Library Company and 
a member of the Vestry of St. Paul’s Church.
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Larry Trice taught math in the Alexandria 
City Public Schools for 39 years. He retired 
from teaching in 2007 and is now building 
use coordinator of the new T.C. Williams High 
School. While a teacher, he served as sponsor 
for the Student Council Association and Key Club, 
attending nearly every school event, supporting 
the Titans with his time and expertise.

Pat Troy started the tradition of the St. Patrick’s 
Day Parade in Alexandria 27 years ago. He formed 
an organization called the Ballyshaners (Gaelic 
for Old Towners – the name offered by Judge 
O’Flaherty), which co-sponsors the event with the 
city. The parade attracts participants from around 
the Metropolitan area to celebrate Irish-American 
Heritage Month.

45



Joseph F. Viar, Jr. has been a member of 
the Alexandria Hospital Foundation’s board since 
1984, serving as chair for 13 years. He has led 
or co-chaired every major fundraising campaign 
during that time, raising $30 million. He is currently 
heading a $12 million fundraising effort to support 
a major hospital expansion and renovation. The 
Alexandria Times named him 2007 Citizen of the 
Year.

Glenn White directs the Community Services 
Program of the Alexandria Chapter of the American 
Red Cross. The program’s 70 volunteers reach 
out to visit with and meet the needs of isolated 
seniors in Alexandria, offering these vulnerable 
citizens companionship and help. He has found 
volunteers who speak 15 languages, increasing 
their ability to have a positive impact on the 
community.  
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