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WILLIAMSBURG — Al-
most 25 years after 12 people
lost their lives inaplanecrash
in King and Queen County,
there has been an increase
in the number of airplane
crashes from the rural shores
of the Mattaponi River in
King and Queen County to
thewater’s edge inHampton.
Thatbucks thenational trend
of fewer aviation accidents.

In the years after the 1995
plane crash, six more people
have died and a dozen have
been injured in 27 plane
crashes in the cities of
Williamsburg, Newport
News and Hampton, and in
James City, York, King
William, New Kent and King
and Queen counties, accord-
ing to National Transporta-
tion Safety Board data.

While airplane crashes are
generally rare, they’ve be-
come more common in the
region.Ananalysisof thedata
shows that the 11 crashes that
have occurred from 2015 to
May 10, 2019 is an all-time
high for any five-year period
of time since theNTSBbegan
to use its current tracking
system in 1982.

The analysis excludes data
on crashes that occurred be-
fore 1982, as the format and
type of information was sub-
stantiallydifferent than in lat-
er crash reports. The analysis
includes all other crashes in-
vestigated by the NTSB.

The NTSB tracks and in-
vestigates crashes of all civil
aircraft ranging from heli-
copters to flying sport trikes
and Cessnas. The increase in
crashes comes despite a na-
tionaldecrease ingeneral avi-
ation crashes, according to
the Federal Aviation Admin-
istration. Nationwide, there
has been a 41% decrease in
thenumberof crashes in2016
compared to a baseline pe-
riod of 2001-2006.

Regional
plane
crashes
increase
27 wrecks recorded
in area since 1995

By Steve Roberts Jr
Staff writer

See Crashes, page 7A

Thomas Jefferson has been more than a role for
Colonial Williamsburg actor-interpreter Bill
Barker. The Founding Father has been a lifelong

passion and source of inspiration.
Williamsburg looms large in the third president’s life:

it was here he studied at the College of William and
Mary and served as the state’s governor before the
capital moved to Richmond during his administration.

The city also looms large in
Barker’s life: it’s here that he has
devoted himself to educating
others as Jefferson for 26 years.
His tenure ends in June, when
he will move on to portray
Jefferson at Monticello.

“I’ve felt very much at home
here since the very beginning,”
Barker said in a recent interview.

“As you read him, you’re
pulled into him,” Barker said of
his lifelong interest in Jefferson.
“He’s extremely receptive, con-
versational in writing, provoca-
tive, throwing out things that

make you think.”
As a historical actor-inter-

preter at Colonial Williamsburg,
Barker interacts with guests at
the living-history museum to
bring one of America’s most
prominent leaders to life.

His work combines schol-
arship with theater perform-
ance, and explores the relation-
ship between the modern world
and Jefferson’s world. As Jeffer-
son, Barker has performed at the
White House, Palace of Ver-
sailles and in nearly every state.
He has been featured in “People,”

“Time” and “Southern Living,”
as well as on ABC, CNN and
PBS, according to a Colonial
Williamsburg news release.

Interpreter takes
Jefferson ‘home’

Colonial Williamsburg interpreter Bill Barker fields a lot of questions about what Thomas
Jefferson would think of the current political battles the country finds itself in.
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Thomas Jefferson interpreter Bill Barker reflects on 26 years of service
at Colonial Williamsburg before leaving to continue role at Monticello

As Jefferson, Barker has per-
formed at the White House,
France’s Palace of Versailles
and in nearly every state.

COURTESY OF COLONIAL WILLIAMSBURG

By Jack Jacobs | Staff writer

See Jefferson, page 7A



MAY 15, 2019 THE VIRGINIA GAZETTE 7A

Becoming
Jefferson

The seeds of Barker’s
story were planted when he
was young, thanks to his
parents’ love of history.

“I was just fortunate to
have parents who were fas-
cinated and innately inter-
ested in history and shared
that with their children,” he
said.

Barker was born in Phila-
delphia, which, like
Williamsburg, has deep his-
torical roots in America’s
founding. That environment,
as well as frequent trips to
the circa-1760s farm his fa-
ther grew up on in North
Carolina, meant history was
a constant in Barker’s life.
Bouncing between the two
areas meant frequent stops
at Williamsburg and Monti-
cello.

In college, Barker was
passionate about two sub-
jects — theater and history,
particularly Jefferson.

Jefferson got Barker fired
once. Barker recalled an
incident where his inability
to keep his nose out of a
biography about Jefferson
earned him a pink slip while
working as a store clerk
during his college years.

“I remember I was read-
ing (“Thomas Jefferson: An
Intimate History”). I presi-
ded over summer furniture
and there was no business,”
Barker said. “I was told ‘cut
it out, get busy.’ The third
time was the charm. They
caught me and said ‘get out
of here.’”

He was also an actor.
“I could not stay off the

stage from the earliest time.
I was just fascinated with
theater and I was in several
shows a year all through
college,” he said.

Those two passions
would come together when
a friend of Barker’s, a
fourth-grade history teacher,
noted Barker’s resemblance
to Jefferson. Between his
looks, skills and knowledge
of Jefferson, he would make
a good fit for an open posi-
tion at Independence Hall
for a Jefferson re-enactor
for photo-ops and celebra-
tions.

Barker began working at

Independence Hall as Jef-
ferson in 1984. He also made
an appearance in character
for his friend’s students.

Colonial
Williamsburg

In 1993, Barker joined
Colonial Williamsburg as a
Jefferson historical-inter-
preter to take part in sum-
mer programming. That
position turned into a full-
time gig. Since then, Barker
has seen plenty of change on
the streets where Jefferson
once walked, both in terms
of his own work and the
work of the museum itself.

Over the years, interpret-
ing Jefferson has become
more nuanced and inte-
grated with the stories of
others during the Colonial
era, such as enslaved blacks.

“It’s evolved more into
the meat of the matter. More
into his words and his con-
text, which is so beautifully
fulfilled with the environ-
ment. Walking the same
streets, looking at these
same buildings,” he said.
“The amount of letters he
provides us in his early life,
during the 20 years he was
here, brings Williamsburg
alive.”

Barker’s ascension to full-
time Founding Father her-
alded a new era for Colonial
Williamsburg. Gone were
the days of special appear-
ances of noteworthy histori-
cal figures to commemorate
anniversaries or celebra-

tions. Instead, Colonial
Williamsburg began to in-
troduce actors dedicated to
historically significant fig-
ures.

Colonial Williamsburg
now has a cohort of experi-
enced actor-interpreters in
the Nation Builder program,
which is comprised of indi-
viduals who portray histori-
cal figures connected to
18th-century Williamsburg
and who made important
contributions to American
history.

Many of the significant
players in early America
were upper-class men who
owned slaves. A more con-
centrated effort to incorpo-
rate the black experience
into programming started in
1979, which paved the way
for a more nuanced look at
men such as the slave-own-
ing Jefferson, as Barker in-
teracted with colleagues
who portrayed enslaved
people.

“The conversation be-
came a lot more engaging,
provocative and profound.
We found this was what
people wanted to hear,”
Barker said.

Barker has been pleased
to watch archaeology be-
come a more prominent part
of how Colonial Williams-
burg not only learns about
the past, but teaches it, spe-
cifically in regards to chil-
dren-oriented dig activities.
No doubt, Jefferson, himself
an archeologist and propo-
nent of education, would

find some pleasure in that as
well.

Successive presidential
elections have also been a
highlight of Barker’s time at
Colonial Williamsburg.
There’s a steady rhythm to
the questions guests pose. So
much so that Barker can
close his eyes, hear the ques-
tions and determine
whether its an election year
or not.

The questions that chal-
lenge Americans today —
issues such as balance of
power between executive
and legislative branches of
federal government and the
power and influence of the
press — also challenged
Americans in the country’s
earliest days.

Division is also a long-
standing part of American
political life. The only differ-
ence is that instead of Feder-
alists and anti-Federalists,
there are Democrats and
Republicans.

“Colonial Williamsburg
helps all of us understand
that this has always been a
part of who we are,“ he said.

Return to
Monticello

Barker will continue to
portray Jefferson at Colonial
Williamsburg through June
7; he will make his first pub-
lic appearance at the Thom-
as Jefferson Foundation at
Monticello June 14.

“Bill’s knowledge, experi-
ence and passion for his

subject are unparalleled. We
are proud that he will bring
Thomas Jefferson home to
enliven and deepen the ex-
perience of our visitors with
Jefferson’s immense con-
tributions to the new na-
tion,” Monticello President
Leslie Greene Bowman said
in a news release.

“He will also assist us in
conveying an honest, com-
plicated and inclusive his-
tory of freedom and slavery
at Monticello.”

In some ways, the move
to Monticello mirrors Jeffer-
son’s own trajectory. After
finishing his presidency in
1809, Jefferson returned to
Monticello ready to contin-
ue his work in education
and Enlightenment thinking,
Barker said.

“He’s entering, essentially
as I am, the last third of his
life and he’s not quitting,”
Barker said.

It’s a fitting move for a
man dedicated to one of the
giants of American history.
Barker’s own work will con-
sist of furthering our under-
standing of a complex and
vital member of the Revolu-
tionary generation.

“I’m looking forward to
fleshing it out even more.
I’m looking forward to en-
gaging the mindset of an
individual after 40 years of
public service, saying ‘I’m
not done yet.’”

Jack Jacobs, 757-298-6007,
jojacobs@vagazette.com,
@jajacobs_
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Colonial
Williamsburg
interpreters
Ron Carnegie,
left, who por-
trays George
Washington,
and Bill Barker,
who portrays
Thomas
Jefferson,
discuss past
presidents’
inaugurations.
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Across the region, there
has been an increase in the
number of general aviation
accidents, according to the
NTSB data. The region has
seen an all-time high in the
number of accidents since
2015 with 11 incidents.

At its safest, the regionhad
just two aircraft accidents
from 2000 to 2004, accord-
ing to the NTSB data.

As recently as Jan. 26, a
plane crashed and suffered
substantial damage after a
Yorktown man inadvertently
crashedwhile onapproach to
a runwayat theWilliamsburg
Jamestown Airport. There
were no injuries.

Thepilot’s approach to the
runway was too high and
both he and his plane landed
in an embankment off the
runway, Virginia State Police
spokeswoman Sgt. Michelle
Anaya said at the time.

The incident remains
under investigation byNTSB.

Whilemore thanhalf of all
plane and helicopter crashes
result inno injuries, justmore
than a quarter result in a fa-
tality or serious injury.

In crashes that result in
deathor injury, pilot error is a
contributing factor to the
crash about 70% of the time,
according to the data.

Errors run the gamut from
losing control of the plane —
the most common reason for
a crash— to knowingly flying
in bad weather, according to
the data and the FAA.

In at least one case, the pi-
lot couldn’t be blamed for a
death that occurred on the
plane.

In 2009, a skydiving in-

structor was killed in West
Point when a student pulled
the cord on the instructor’s
parachute, according to the
NTSB accident report. The

instructor died when his
head hit part of the wing of
the plane.

When a plane crashes and
thepilot isn’t toblame, the in-
cident report tells the tale of
the person’s last moments.

“The flight had been air-
borne for (approximately) 38
minuteswhenthepilotbegan
experiencing communica-
tion problems,” one report of
a fatal crash in Newport
News from1984 states. “Nine
minutes later the pilot re-
ported ‘instrumentproblems’
… 15 minutes later she de-
clared an emergency and said
her (magnetic) compass and
directional (gyroscope) had
malfunctioned. Twenty-five

seconds later she said ‘I’m,
I’m starting to spin.’ ”

“No further transmissions
were received. The aircraft
impacted (approximately) 3
miles west of the intended
landing airport.”

For aviation safety expert
and Embry-Riddle Aeronau-
tical University Professor
William Waldock, reducing
the number of crashes would
likely come at a cost to pilots
in the form of regulations.

“You could say it’s safer
than it ever has been, but it’s
really been kind of stagnant
since 2005,” Waldock said.
“We’ve kind of reached a lev-
el of acceptable risk. We’re
willing to tolerate a certain
number of accidents because
to go much further to get
the accident rate down you
either get into some harsh
regulations or some Hercu-
lean types of safety ap-
proaches.”

Waldock previously
served in the Coast Guard in
Yorktown and spent consid-
erable time in the Williams-
burg area.

He said he could think of
no reason or obstacle — tur-
bulentwinds ormountains—
that could trip up pilots to
cause them to crash in the re-
gion. Alaska routinely has the
highest rate of crashes, Wal-
dock said.

“I see why you’re per-
plexed,”Waldock said. “I’d be
kind of perplexed, too.”

Steve Roberts Jr.,
757-604-1329,
srobertsjr@vagazette.com,
@SPRobertsJr.
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Fire personnel work on extracting the passengers of a Cessna that crashed in the
Williamsburg Landing retirement community on April 19, 2013. Two people died.
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