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GLANCING ASTERN; FULL SPEED AHEAD 

~ Foreword ~ 

Anniversaries are not just times for renewing acquaintances, for reflection and for 
celebration; but are also opportunities for creating blueprints for the future. This is 

especially true for the Apprentice Alumni Association, whose past good works not only 
create a proven pattern, but also provide the inspiration and impetus for continued 

success. Hopefully, this history is but the first chapter in a much longer chronicle that 
will someday be written and celebrated by future generations of shipbuilders.

The Apprentice Alumni Association dates back to 1933, when efforts to create such an 
organization were initiated. For unknown reasons, that activity stopped and lay dormant
until April of 1936, when a group of apprentice graduates undertook a reorganization. 

Perhaps the reasons why the initial effort was not entirely successful can be attributed to 
the harsh economic times that existed in Newport News in 1933. The year before, 
because of a scarcity of work as the Great Depression worsened, the shipyard
management ordered an across-the-board pay cut of 10%. In March of 1933, a further
10% reduction in pay rates went into effect. In June, as part of the National Recovery
Act, production work on government contracts was limited to 32 hours per week.

To make matters even worse, in
August 1933 a severe hurricane 
caused considerable damage in the 
yard and throughout the community. 
Obviously, 1933 was not the best of 
times for starting a new organization. 



But, by April 1936, the economic climate in Newport News had improved considerably. 
That same month, the yard launched its second aircraft carrier, and work was well 
underway on a third carrier and several commercial vessels. Repair work flourished as a 
byproduct of the depression years, when owners kept their vessels longer than normal.

In addition, during the 1920s, the yard had turned to the design and construction of 
hydraulic turbines to supplement a low volume of work following World War I. By the
mid-1930s, the yard had built and installed some of the largest units in the world.

By the spring of 1936, the Apprentice School had trained and graduated a total of 960 
young men. It was clearly time for the keel of the Apprentice Alumni Association to be 
well and truly…and permanently…laid.

A constitution and by-laws were established, along with written objectives:

“To promote the general and social welfare of its members; to foster
any and all of the legitimate undertakings of the Apprentice School; 

 to promote or foster any civic, social, charitable or general activity of the
community when so decided by the Board of Governors of this Association.”

The reconstituted organization’s first President was John B. Steen (Designer, Machinery 
– 1925), who served for two years, along with the following slate of officers: 

William M. Gares, Vice-President (Electrician – 1918) 
John J. Carvil, Secretary (Designer, Machinery – 1916) 
W. Cowles Hogge, Treasurer (Sheet Metal Worker – 1928) 

A small group of graduate apprentices, who constituted the organization’s initial Board of
Governors, supervised their efforts. Neither the number of members nor the names of this
group are recorded. Apparently, they were too busy making history to record it.

No photos of John Steen or Bill Gares could be located. However, John Carvil later 
served on the Apprentice School Faculty and taught Engineering Drawing for a number 
of years. His photograph-left-hand side, below-was included in the faculty section of the
1941 (and very first) edition of the Binnacle. Cowles Hogge was elected President of the 
Association in 1938 and 1939, and later became the Foreman of the Sheet Metal 
Department. His photo-right-hand side, below-was taken at an apprentice alumni banquet 
in the late 1950s. 
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In 1940, Thomas M. Dozier (Pipefitter – 1934) was elected 
President of the AAA. His photo, left, is the earliest one that 
could be found of the association’s first 
presidents.

One of the men who served with him,
as Financial Secretary, was Luther H. 
Flowers (Machinist – 1930). Better 
know as Lou Flowers, right, this 1930 
graduate is well remembered by many 

present-day alumni members as the Apprentice School’s Chief 
Instructor in the 1950s. 

Amongst other good works conducted by the Association in 1940, two hundred dollars 
was contributed to the school, earmarked for the purchase of five uniforms for the 
Apprentice Band. That same year, the Association presented to the student body a large 
Virginia State Flag and standard, matching a national flag and standard previously 
donated in 1939. These flags provided a nice setting at the school, when the 1940 Board 
of Governors posed for this photo, published in the 1941 Binnacle. The Association also
made a substantial contribution towards publication of that first yearbook ever.

First Row, Left to Right: Walter G. Satchell (Shipwright – 1938), Nat S. Powell (Molder – 1924),
Elmo A. Carter (Patternmaker – 1917), William A. Kosicki (Designer – Machinery – 1932), and

Charles D. Gillette (Draftsman, Engine – 1911). Second Row, Left to Right: Glen. R. Seeley
(Designer, Machinery – 1928) and Russell M. Ward (Machinist – 1917)

3



One of the most endearing and lasting images of
that period of time was the Apprentice School 
Seal; created by alumnus Richard B. (Dick) 
Poythress (Painter & Decorator – 1937). By 
1941, the Association had grown substantially 
in membership. Eleven shipyard departments
were reported as having 100% membership.

During World War II, many Apprentice School activities were severely curtailed, or even 
suspended. The same held true for  alumni events. In addition, hundreds of students and 
alumni entered military service near the end of the war, when their occupational
deferments were terminated by the government.

But by 1947, conditions in and around Newport News were not only back to a peacetime
norm, they had expanded. Apprentices still in their time returned, for the most part from
military service to complete their time.

Graduate apprentices also returned
in great numbers, and created a 
renewed enthusiasm to participate 
in alumni activities On February 
27, 1947 the Apprentice Alumni
Association held its first annual 
banquet at the Hotel Chamberlain.

Over 250 alumni attended, along 
with J. B. Woodward, Jr., NNS 
President, other company officials,
and G. Guy Via; Director of 
Education and Training. Several 
fifty-year graduates from the
classes of 1894, 1895 and 1896 
were honored, and four of them, all 
members of the Class of 1896, 
were present that night. 

Seated, Left to Right: Samuel H. Adams (Patternmaker)
and Benjamin A. Grady (Machinist). Standing, Left
to Right: Robert M. Sherman (Designer, Engine) and 
Jacob W. Daughtrey (Designer, Engine).

Throughout 1947, numerous alumni assisted in reviving many of the school’s activities 
and several former apprentice athletes also volunteered as assistant coaches for the 
school’s sports programs. Alumni also served as advisors to revitalized student 
publications, including a ‘catch-up’ Binnacle that included all graduates from the classes 
of 1943-1947. Alumni participation in the graduation exercises that year included 
presentation of the Charles F. Bailey and Niels Christiansen awards to the students who 
had the highest grades in scholastic and shop work, respectively.
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Other alumni association activities in 1947 included oyster roasts and informal dances.
These events were climaxed by a homecoming celebration in October. The following
cartoon-by Dick Poythress, of course-helped celebrate a football game on the old athletic 
field and at the same time cleverly incorporated the early history of school facilities.

Several hundred graduates were reported to be present at that 
event. Half-time ceremonies were highlighted by an address 
given by the Newport News City Manager, Joseph C. Biggins 
(Designer, Construction – 1920). The game was followed by an 
informal reception and dance at the nearby Original Club.

The association’s second annual banquet was held at the Hotel
Chamberlain in November 1947.  Like the Original Club, the 
Chamberlain was the scene of many alumni-sponsored events for
several decades. Music for the occasion was provided by the 
Apprentice School band, under the direction of alumnus Donald 
W. Gilman (Designer, Electrical – 1941).

That particular banquet was especially noteworthy because recently
retired shipyard President Homer L. Ferguson was in attendance and
was named an honorary member of the Apprentice Alumni
Association. Other honorees would follow in succeeding years, but 
perhaps no other nomination was more universally approved than that 
of Mr. Ferguson.  After all, to many, Homer L. Ferguson was the 
Newport News Shipbuilding & Dry Dock Company. And the 
Apprentice School and its alumni association’s patron saint.
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The association’s affection for this leader of the world’s best 
shipbuilders is also demonstrated by a tradition that was started the
next year, and endues even today. On January 14, 1949, the first 
HOMER L. FERGUSON AWARD was presented to the 1948 
graduate who had scored the highest average in his combined
classroom and shop grades. The first recipient of a ‘suitably 
engraved’ gold watch was M. Louis Wood, Jr. (Toolmaker – 1948). 
Like many others enrolled in the school during World War II, his
apprenticeship was interrupted by military service.

Louis Wood joined the alumni association shortly after completing his time in January 
1948 and has been a loyal member ever since. He advises that he still has and treasures 
the pocket watch that was presented to him almost six decades ago, and keeps it in its 
original case.

He also remembers: “Monk White was the person who told me I was to receive the
award. I didn’t even know there was such a thing, but I sure knew who Mr. Ferguson 
was. I had even had the opportunity to meet him a time or two when he was on one of his 
many walks around the shipyard. I received the watch during my class’ graduation
ceremonies. It’s a beautiful Gruen watch that still keeps perfect time, when wound. I have 
a framed picture of Mr. Harold T. Bent presenting it to me.”

[Harold Bent was Production Manager for the shipyard, at that time]

For decades, now, generations of fresh-faced apprentice graduates have had the
opportunity to join seasoned shipbuilders and enjoy the fellowship and service that has 
become the hallmarks of the Apprentice Alumni Association. At some unrecorded point
in the organization’s history, the alumni association started presenting a one-year 
membership at no cost to each graduate apprentice. This practice has often benefited both
the individual and the association, and still continues.

Each year, the highlight of the organization’s annual events is the alumni banquet. In past 
years, elaborate, fairly formal and well-attended functions were held in the stately Hotel 
Chamberlain. A number of officers of the company always attended, underscoring the 
value of the association’s members to the shipyard.
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These note-worthy events were reported each year in detail in the Shipyard Bulletin. That
periodical’s February 1963 issue nicely summarized the importance of apprentice alumni
to the company, under an appropriate title: He That Hath a Trade, Hath an Estate.

“One of the most important operations within our Shipyard is our apprentice training 
program. Since our first three apprentices were graduated in 1894, the Apprentice 
School has never ceased to produce outstanding craftsmen, designers, supervisors and 
even officers of the Company. 

“Our Apprentice School graduates are a unique breed. Nowhere else can you find a 
more active alumni support and loyalty. Where else could you find an annual alumni 
banquet attended by 428 out of 600 active alumni members except in our training 
school?”

That highly successful event was presided over by association
President Charles A. Newell (Designer, Hull – 1948). A former
association president, Cowles Hogge, served as Toastmaster.
Undoubtedly, the highlight of the 1963 event was the induction of 
Fairmont R. (Monk) White as an honorary 
member of the AAA.

Monk White was not just the administrative head 
of the Apprentice School for years, he was 

highly popular with the students throughout his tenure, and had 
proved himself a perennial friend of the AAA on many occasions.

To mid-20th century students, he was the Apprentice School.

Over the last sixty years, the venues for Apprentice Alumni Association events have all 
changed. In addition, like any decades-old fraternal organization, the membership has 
experienced considerable change as well.

The passing of the guard, from generation to generation, has resulted in 43 graduates 
serving as President. Many held office for two years; a few for three years.

In a recent interview, Robert F. (Bobby) Powers (Designer,
Electrical – 1944) reminisced a bit about his decades of 
membership, and his term as President of the association in 1957. 
Foremost in his mind was the possibility that he might be the 
oldest continuous member of the organization. In his own words:

“I never had a problem getting any of the boys to help me get 
things done. In particular Scotty Leyland was untiring in his 
efforts, and I fondly recall that for years he led the assembled 
group at the annual banquets in singing Auld Lang Syne at the 
conclusion of each evening’s festivities.” 
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Walter A. (Scotty) Leyland (Electrician – 1927) served the 
organization in many capacities for decades, including a term as 
President in 1950-1951. At the December 1951 banquet, he had the 
honor of presenting an honorary membership card to shipyard 
president, J. B. Woodward, Jr., who-long before he was president-
was a shipyard engineer and volunteer instructor in the early days 
when apprentices went to school at night on their own time.

Generations of family members have served the Alumni Association. An early Father-
Son combination was Felix M. Hoffmann, Sr. (Machinist – 1898) and Felix M. 
Hoffmann, Jr. (Electrician - 1943). The senior Hoffmann was honored at the 1948 Annual 
banquet as a fifty-year graduate as more than 300 members applauded.  Felix Hoffmann,
Sr. had retired the year before, after 55 continuous years of service to the shipyard. 

Multiple members and generations of additional shipyard families have also been 
apprentice graduates and active in the alumni group. To mention but a few: the 
Robertsons, the Carters, the Johnsons, the Healys, the Lambiottes and the Monfalcones.

Perhaps the most recent example is 
the McKinney family.  J. Michael 
(Mike) McKinney, Jr. (Sheet Metal 
Worker – 1989) is the association’s 
current  President. His Father, John
M. (John) McKinney (Shipfitter – 
1965) also served as President of the 
organization in 1985-1986.

No organization associated with ‘the romance of shipbuilding’ could grow and prosper 
for seventy-five years without establishing a number of traditions. One such tradition is 
the periodic recognition of the service of Apprentice School faculty members. The first 
honorary membership of this nature was presented in 1948 to G. Guy Via. Before 
retiring, he had served for years as the shipyard’s Director of Education & Training, and 
was the first supervisor of apprentices when the school was formally established in 1919. 

For as far back as any currently active members of the organization can remember,
several popular activities have been held annually. 

Alumni Banquet-an always eagerly awaited event highlighted by the honoring of 
an ever-growing number of fifty-year graduates of the Apprentice School 
A ‘tailgate’ party-a highly popular event held in association with the Builders’ 
traditional homecoming football game at the Apprentice Athletic Complex
Crab Feast-once held every Summer at the Original Club, and the scene of some
wild crap games run by honorary apprentice alumni, “Pop” Lampkin
Oyster Roast-annual Fall event, that for many years took place on the old football 
field behind the athletic building (built in 1933)
Financial and volunteer support-for the school’s popular Kiddie Christmas Party 
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Not only have all these traditional activities continued, they have been expanded upon in
recent years. Perhaps more importantly, several events serve the community as well.

For the past several years, the association has held 
golf tournaments three times a year for the enjoyment
of its members, with contributions to worthy charities 
a desirable and beneficial byproduct.

Another good example is the Children’s Annual 
Fishing Clinic, now in its thirteenth year. This event
is held in conjunction with the Newport News Rotary
Club and the Peninsula Coastal Conservation 
Association. Each year, 250 underprivileged children 
are given fishing equipment, lunch, an all-important
commemorative tee shirt and most importantly, the 
opportunity to learn to fish. This event takes place on 
the James River Fishing Pier, and it’s hard to tell who 
enjoys the event more; the children or the sponsors. 

Anyone who knows very much about the shipyard is well aware that apprentice graduates 
have long been the backbone of this world-famous industrial giant. The Alumni
Association enjoys a unique position in the society and community of the Virginia 
Peninsula; one not found in other institutions of higher learning. Graduates of most 
schools largely go their separate ways, after graduation, but not at NNS.

Graduates of the Apprentice School often continue working in the same environment in 
which they received their education. This alone differentiates their alumni group for all 
others, and provides added incentive for Apprentice Alumni Association members to
participate in worthy causes for their alma mater and their community.

In addition, this unique situation provides the association’s members a wonderful 
mechanism to continue the friendships fostered while they were in their time, plus the
added opportunity to develop and enjoy additional relationships with other members of 
the organization. Many of the individuals who have had a leadership role in the success 
story known worldwide as Newport News Shipbuilding have also been leaders in the 
Alumni Association’s decades of parallel success.

Participating in such happy events as Homecoming is relatively easy, logistically, for 
them. The same holds true for directly supporting the Apprentice School. In that context, 
‘over the shoulder’ training in good works to benefit a shared community can continue as 
long as each individual desires to do so.

Now, in its 75th year, and with an eye to the future, the Apprentice Alumni Association 
offers potential members who are currently students or graduates of the Apprentice 
School the opportunity for embracing the organization’s goals that were first formalized 
in 1936.
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The original goals of the Apprentice Alumni Association have not changed over seven 
and a half decades, and probably never will. 

“To promote the general and social welfare of its members; to foster any and all 
 of the legitimate undertakings of the Apprentice School; and  to promote or foster any 

civic, social, charitable or general activity of the community” 

But there is also a well known, albeit unstated goal of the association’s membership:

“Have a great time, in the process” 
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 ~ Postscript ~

I remember well the first time I was qualified to attend an alumni event. It was the
1959 annual banquet. Things got going on the sun porch of the Hotel Chamberlain,

as conversations and mixed drinks flowed freely. Dinner and the speeches that
followed were held in a cavernous banquet room that held hundreds of us.

Some classmates and I sat as far in the rear of that big room as possible. I don’t recall 
very much at all about the presentations; my interest was not concentrated on the old 

fogies who dominated the formalities. With some classmates, I left as soon as possible to 
go, as I recall, to Mama de Anglo’s for a midnight snack and a superfluous nightcap. 

Next year, I hope to attend the banquet, be one of the men honored as a fifty-year 
graduate and receive one of those treasured plaques, like this one my older brother, 
Howard E. Lee, Jr., (Draftsman, Piping – 1947) was delighted to receive in 1997. 

If some young men and women should happen to leave next year’s event before all the 
hoopla about us old fogies dies down, I’ll understand. 

     Bill Lee
Designer, Atomic - 1959
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TTHHEE  AAPPPPRREENNTTIICCEE  AALLUUMMNNII  AASSSSOOCCIIAATTIIOONN  
((CCEELLEEBBRRAATTIINNGG  SSEEVVEENNTTYY  FFIIVVEE  YYEEAARRSS))  

 

Richard E. Bryant (Class of ’73) February 16, 2008 

 
An institution a place to learn 

A livelihood a place to earn 

A forum filled with family and friends 

A place of change of setting trends 

More than the knowledge of learning a trade 

More than the effort put forth in a grade 

More than the ships put out to sea 

The Apprentice School is the place to be 

 

To be that person you’ve dreamt of being 

To learn and lead to become foreseeing 

To be prepared and to be on time 

To be honed and mentored for the ladders you’ll climb 

It’s a place to receive and a place for giving 

A good place to prepare for an honest living 

For head heart hands and the golden rule 

There’s no place better than The Apprentice School 

 

To those yet to come and to those gone before us 

It’s a pride to be known as an Apprentice Alumnus 
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