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COMING UP IN FOOD >> DISCOVER A DELICIOUS NEW RECIPE

GREAT LIVES LECTURE SERIES WILL KICK OFF NEXT WEEK
The 18th William B. Crawley Great Lives lecture season will be virtual this spring. For the 
first lecture, available Jan. 19, University of Mary Washington Museums Executive Direc-
tor Scott Harris will discuss George Washington and James Monroe and their “revolution-
ary rift.” The free, prerecorded lectures will be available at umw.edu/greatlives at 7:30 
p.m. Tuesdays and Thursdays. Subjects to come include Douglas MacArthur, Artemisia 
Gentileschi, Madeleine Albright, Lillian Hellman, Anna Julia Cooper and W.E.B. Du Bois.

By TAFT COGHILL JR.
THE FREE LANCE–STAR

As William “Dick” Mer-
cer’s 70-pound frame be-
gan to wear down, his 
mind remained sharp.

He sought spiritual 
guidance from watching 
church online when his 
body no longer permitted 
him to be there in person. 
When his granddaughter 
filmed some of his final 

days for social media, his 
voice had faded, but his 
words of encouragement 
remained profound.

“I used to pray that my 
daddy would die peace-
fully, that he wouldn’t have 
any bedsores, any temper-
ature or any pneumonia,” 
said his daughter, Jerine 
Mercer McConnell. “Don’t 
you know my prayers were 
answered? He weighed 67, 
68 pounds, but he was ori-
ented times four. His mind 
stayed intact.”

Mercer died Dec. 21 at 
102. The World War II vet-

eran was interred at Quan-
tico National Cemetery on 
Dec. 29.

He was active at Shiloh 
Baptist Church (New Site) 
and other civic organiza-
tions, and was a pillar of 
the Fredericksburg com-
munity throughout his 
life. But he may have been 
proudest of his role as 
patriarch of a family that 
played a key role in pro-
moting civil rights and 
fairness in the city.

McConnell participat-
ed in the 1960 sit-in at 
Goolrick’s Pharmacy in 

Fredericksburg to protest 
segregated lunch counters 
throughout the South.

Mercer’s late son, O’Neal 
Mercer, was recently added 
to the city’s Wall of Honor. 
He helped lead the fight 
for free bus service for 
all the city’s children to 
Hugh Mercer Elementary 
School. He also pushed 
for decades to build what 
is now the Doris E. Buf-
fett Pool in Dixon Park so 
all residents would have 
a place to swim in addi-
tion to a litany of other 

Friends, family remember community leader Mercer
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William ‘dick’ Mercer, a local civil rights leader  
and beloved father, died in december at age 102. 

WWII VETERAN AND 
CIVIL RIGHTS LEADER 
DIED DEC. 21 AT 102

SEE MERCER, B2

IN JANuAry 1961, 
America prepared to in-
augurate John F. Kennedy 

as the 35th president, and the 
White House shifted from 
republican to Democrat. 
Though Kennedy won by the 
slimmest of margins in the 
popular vote, Virginia cast its 
12 electoral votes for richard 
Nixon.

Nonetheless, the immedi-
ate area reflected the close-
ness of the race: While the 
city of Fredericksburg voted 
for Nixon, Spotsylvania, 
Stafford, King George and a 
large swath of southern Vir-
ginia went for Kennedy.

An ad from the Nu-Way 
rug Cleaners on William 
Street thanked Dwight 
Eisenhower for his years of 
service to our country and 
wished him well, while also 
congratulating John F. Ken-
nedy and hoping for his suc-
cess. But before one becomes 
too wistful for the bygone 
days of harmony, a journalist 
observed that the transi-
tion from Truman to Eisen-
hower eight years earlier 
had not gone nearly as well. 
The journalist felt that “the 
atmosphere in Washington 
today is like that breathless 
moment in a theater when 
the curtain begins to rise on 
a great new drama.” republi-
cans were chagrined, but not 
downhearted, and conceded 
that Kennedy seemed to be 
“off to a good start.”

As inauguration draws 
near, a look to the past
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President John F. Kennedy delivers his inaugural address on Jan. 20, 1961. To the right 
are Vice President Lyndon B. Johnson and republican nominee richard nixon. 

LOCaLs reaCT TO Kennedy TaKInG OFFICe In 1961

I WAS WATCHING an old 
“Perry Mason” episode 
the other night, and the 

first thing that caught my 
eye was a 1956 Cadillac that 
looked like it was a mile 
long.

The second thing that I 
noticed was that everybody 
was smoking a cigarette. 
People today have no idea 
how prevalent smoking was 
in the 1950s. Smokers were 
the norm and nonsmokers 
were in the minority.

Most 1950s cars came 
with built-in cigarette light-
ers and pullout ashtrays. 
Every room in the house 
had an ash tray and some 
were even decorative floor 
models.

Perry Mason had a 
cigarette box on his desk 
and classy silver cigarette 
cases would make a perfect 
Christmas gift for many 
people.

Businesses gave away 
matchbooks with advertis-
ing on the front and ciga-
rette commercials spon-
sored as many primetime 
television shows as automo-
bile makers did.

The Marlboro Man, wear-
ing a sheepskin coat, sat 
tall in the saddle with his 
white Stetson standing out 
against an azure blue Colo-
rado sky. And there were 
those who “would walk a 
mile for a Camel.”

Movies that depicted 
life in the 1940s and ’50s 
featured heroes and villains 

Oh, those 
hazy days 
of smoke 
and cigs  
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a Winston cigarette 
advertisement on a Times 
square billboard in 1975.
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Melissa Gilbert left 
such an indelible impres-
sion as author Laura In-
galls Wilder, many fans 
think she actually wrote 
the “Little House on the 
Prairie” books.

Instead, the televi-
sion series launched a 
career and provided the 
kind of crash course in 
Hollywood that helped 
her spread her wings as 
a writer, director, pro-
ducer and president of 
the Screen Actors Guild.

“Little House,” Gilbert 

says, “helped to form the 
person that I ultimately 
grew into.”

The show’s execu-
tive producer and star, 
Michael Landon, “de-
manded we be as profes-
sional as he was. Michael 
insisted I follow around 
a person from each de-
partment so that I had 

the understanding and 
appreciation of what 
the grips did, what the 
electricians did, what the 
craft services people did. 
Not only would I know 
how to look for people 
who were good at their 
jobs, I also had an abso-
lute understanding that 

‘Little House’ gave actress a strong foundation

NBC

Melissa Gilbert (right) stars as Laura, with alison 
arngrim as nellis, in ‘Little House on the Prairie.’

WANT TO WATCH?

The PBS “American Masters” episode titled “Laura 
Ingalls Wilder: Prairie to Page” can be watched online at 
pbs.org/wnet/americanmasters through Jan. 24.

SEE JOHNSTON, B2

SEE MIGDAL, B2

SEE GILBERT, B2
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accomplishments.
“Of course, everybody 

thinks their father or their 
parents are the greatest, 
but my dad was an awe-
some dad,” said his daugh-
ter, Beverly Lawson. “The 
things he taught us I try 
to remember, live by and 
teach my children. He said 
the most important thing 
is your name. You have to 
protect it. If you blemish 
your name, it can affect 
your life.”

McConnel l said the 
family’s ability to peace-
fully make strides when it 
comes to injustice stems 
from their upbringing.

“My dad was a fair man. 
He didn’t believe in vio-
lence,” McConnell said. 
“He believed in talking 
things out and trying to 
see the other person’s side 
of it … He believed that if 
you treat people fairly, kept 
your word and kept your 
name clean, people would 
more than likely return the 
same.”

Mercer was born on a 
Caroline County farm on 
April 8, 1918, but spent 
the majority of his life on 
Glover Street in Freder-
icksburg’s Mayfield neigh-
borhood. His family de-
scribed him as a frugal but 
sharply dressed man who 
looked out for others with-
out expecting anything in 
return.

Fredericksburg blues 
musician and activist Gaye 
Todd Adegbalola said Mer-
cer was “the ultimate role 
model” for young Black 
men and a “natural born 
leader.” She noted that he 
was a great provider for his 
family and he owned his 
own home at a time when 
few Black people were as 
fortunate.

“He was independent,” 
Adegbalola said. “He was a 
lover of nature with all his 
gardening. He was always 
stylish, neat as a pen, with 
a sharp shave and haircut. 
Even in his later years, 
quite handsome. He was 
quick to laugh and had a 
perpetual twinkle in his 
eye.”

Mercer was a member 
of American Legion Post 
142—an all-Black organi-
zation that later integrated 
with Post 55. But he and a 
few others remained with 
Post 142 after the merger 
out of a sense of loyalty.

He was also a member 

of the Mayfield Civic As-
sociation since its incep-
tion. He was known as the 
“Keeper of the Key” for 
the MCA building that sits 
across the street from his 
house.

The Young Expres-
sions dance group uses the 
building for rehearsals and 
other organizations hold 
meetings there. Young 
Expressions sent a letter 
of condolence to the Mer-
cer family stating that he 
always left the key in his 
mailbox so they were never 
locked out. The group 
said he often provided 
treats, eating utensils and 
allowed them to use his 
home phone when their 
cellphone batteries were 
exhausted.

Trudy Smith, president 
of the Mayfield Civic As-
sociation, said Mercer was 
unhappy if the key wasn’t 
returned on time.

“He took it personally 
when the key was miss-
ing,” Smith recalled. “Of 
course, he took responsi-
bility because he was the 

Keeper of the Key.”
Mercer attended school 

through just sixth grade in 
Caroline County, but his 
family said he was “one of 
the wisest men ever.”

He joined the Army and 
was active in World War 
II. He was one of the first 
Black military policemen. 
He retired from the Syl-
vania Plant in Fredericks-
burg and later worked for 
and retired a second time 
from Fruit Growers Corp. 
in Alexandria as a forklift 
operator.

He was a landscaper 
for many of the homes on 
upper Caroline Street in 
downtown Fredericks-
burg. On his 100th birth-
day, he received a call from 
Fredericksburg Mayor 
Mary Katherine Greenlaw.

He was overjoyed hear-
ing from Greenlaw person-
ally because he faithfully 
watched every City Coun-
cil meeting on television.

“He didn’t know I was 
going to call and we had the 
most wonderful conversa-
tion,” Greenlaw said. “He 

was the most delightful 
gentleman. That was such 
a privilege.”

Greenlaw has lived in 
Fredericksburg all her life 
and Mercer moved there 
with his late wife, Marga-
ret Childs Mercer, in 1937. 
So Greenlaw said the con-
versation centered on all 
the changes each of them 
have witnessed in the city 
over the years.

Greenlaw also attended 
the drive-thru celebration 
of Mercer’s 102nd birthday 
that was postponed to last 
July from April because of 
the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The mayor plans to make 
a statement recognizing 
Mercer at the City Council 
meeting Tuesday, Jan. 12.

“He was a very involved 
and contributing citizen to 
this community,” Green-
law said. “His family have 
been contributing citizens 
to this community for 
quite some time. They’ve 
been very generous with 
their efforts and their 
abilities.”
Taft Coghill Jr: 540/374-5526
tcoghill@freelancestar.com 
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Dick Mercer, photographed on April 9, 2018, a day after his 100th birthday. 
He was he patriarch of a family that played a key role in promoting civil rights.

Mercer is surrounded by family members (from 
left) Robert ‘Bobby’ Mercer, Dick Mercer, Beverly 
Mercer Lawson, Jerine Mercer McConnell and Mary 
Mercer at his home in Mayfield in 2018. 

MERCER
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with cigarettes in their mouths. 
How they held it usually deter-
mined their worth. A cigarette 
hanging out the corner of your 
mouth quickly marked you as a 
bad guy.

Movies in the 1930s showed 
high-class women using cigarette 
holders.

Yes, cigarettes were all the rage 
in those days, but they were not 
the only form of tobacco that 
was popular. George Burns and 
Groucho Marx would not have 
been George Burns and Groucho 
Marx without their cigars.

In fact, cigars were a symbol of 
wealth. Only the rich could afford 
those expensive Cuban cigars, and 
old guys with fat bellies and large 
bank accounts solidified their 
status in life by leaning back in 
their easy chairs and puffing on a 
big $10 Cabana.

When your wife had a baby or 
even found herself in a “family 
way,” the prospective father would 
hand out cigars to celebrate the 
occasion.

Cigars, of course, came in 
cardboard cigar boxes and almost 
every child had one of these con-
tainers—whether someone in his 
family smoked cigars or not. They 
were perfect for storing crayons 
and pencils and all sorts of small 
items. A kid kept all his treasures 
in a cigar box.

There was almost always a band 
around a cigar that noted its brand. 
They made perfect rings, and 
fathers and grandfathers would 
slip them off the cigar and onto 

the finger of a child or grandchild. 
These bands were often very im-
pressive.

Some women smoked cigars, 
too, but not those big old brands. 
Mostly gals smoked the thin ones 
that resembled a brown cigarette. 
Some were smoked with short 
holders. Others had holders al-
ready attached.

You didn’t mess with a woman 
who smoked a cigar. That was an 
unwritten rule. Smoking a cigar 
was usually a sign that this woman 
wasn’t going to put up with any-
thing. She was to be approached 
with caution.

Then there were pipes, which 
were used by gentler men. A doc-
tor, a teacher or even a preacher 
might choose a pipe.

Pipe tobacco had a much more 
pleasant aroma than either a cigar 
or a cigarette. And it came in dif-
ferent flavors. I used to work with 
a man who used cherry-flavored 
tobacco in his pipe and I can still 
smell that sweet aroma.

Cigar smoke, on the other 
hand, stunk, at least it did to me. 
Cigarette smoke didn’t smell good, 
either, and it seemed to permeate 
the air forever. It did—and still 
does—get into your clothes and 
stays there. You can always tell 
when someone has been around a 
smoker.

My grandfather smoked roll-
your-own cigarettes, and I can still 
see him opening a sack of Duke’s 
Mixture, pouring that tobacco into 
a thin paper and licking the paper 
(to make the paper stick together) 
before he rolled it.

Then, with the cigarette in one 
hand and the sack in the other, 
he would use his teeth to pull the 
string and close the sack.

Empty tobacco sacks were fun 
for kids to play with, too. You 
could carry small treasures on 
your person in a tobacco sack.

The worst tobacco of all, of 
course, was chewing tobacco. 
It was nasty to watch men with 
brown teeth sitting around spit-
ting tobacco juice.

Tobacco is politically incorrect 
these days, but two generations 
ago, it was an extremely popular 
vice.

Tobacco also sustained Vir-
ginia’s economy back in the 1600s 
and 1700s. In the 1950s, growing it 
was still so popular that if you got 
a half-acre allotment, you were in 
good shape. You could raise more, 
but you weren’t allowed to sell it.

Caroline County farmers grew 
much tobacco even in the 1970s 
and I’m sure that some tobacco 
(drying) barns still exist.

Just a few thoughts on tobacco 
for the younger generation.
 Donnie Johnston: djohn40330@aol.com

JOHNSTON
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Groucho Marx’s cigar was almost 
as iconic as the comedian.

People’s breath was 
certainly taken away by 
the 20-degree weather 
and 8 inches of snow 
that fell the night before, 
requiring 3,000 workers 
in Washington to begin 
clearing streets in the 
middle of the night when 
the snow finally stopped. 
Hotels and motels in the 
Fredericksburg area were 
filled to capacity and were 
still locating rooms for 
inaugural guests arriv-
ing in the wee hours of 
the morning. Quantico 
Marine Corps Base bil-
leted 800 out-of-town 
participants, and a farm 
in Massaponax hosted 40 
horses that would carry 
the Alabama Sheriff’s 
Posse in the parade.

The Free Lance—Star 
found some old-timers 
who had witnessed inau-
gurations in the distant 
past. Mrs. J.B. Whitaker 
of 301 Hanover St. saw the 
inauguration of Grover 
Cleveland in 1885 when 
she was 7. “I remember 
he was riding in a horse-
drawn open hack with 
an open seat, and was 
wearing one of those long 
silk stovepipe hats.” In 
1961, however, she opted 
to watch it on her televi-
sion. “You can see more of 
what’s going on.”

Cleveland Holloway 
of Caroline County had 

a personal invitation to 
view the parade from 8th 
District Rep. Howard 
Smith’s office. Hollo-
way, at 76, was a lifelong 
veteran of inaugurations. 
Though named for Grover 
Cleveland, the first in-
auguration he witnessed 
was William McKinley’s 
in 1901 (“A very distin-
guished and fine-looking 
person”), followed by 
Theodore Roosevelt’s in 
1905 (“I remember Teddy 
had all the Rough Riders 
that were with him in the 
Spanish American War in 
the parade”). He also saw 
Woodrow Wilson’s in 1913 
(“devilish bad weather”) 
and then Harry Truman’s 
in 1949, also as a guest 
of a representative, Otis 
Bland.

But most Fredericks-
burgers stayed home 
and read in the paper of 
Eisenhower’s invitation 
for Kennedy to drop by for 
coffee before they rode to 
the ceremonies together. 
They read the stirring 
words of Kennedy’s 
speech—which included 
the now-famous “Ask not 
what your country can 
do for you, ask what you 
can do for your country.” 
They read of Kennedy’s 
hopes for the future, not 
knowing how little of it he 
would live to see. Then, 
they shoveled even more 
snow that had fallen and 
got on with the 1960s.
Wendy Migdal is a freelance writer 
in Fredericksburg.

MIGDAL
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we’re all equal and we’re 
all in this as a team effort. 
Remove one person or one 
profession and the whole 
thing falls apart.”

Now, as  “A merican 
Masters” takes a look at 
Wilder, the author who 
decided at 65 to chronicle 
the life she led as a child, 
fans of the book are redis-
covering the long-running 
television series.

Many, Gilbert says, are 
surprised to see how rel-
evant the stories were.

“We started in the mid-
’70s and the country was 
just getting out of Viet-
nam and we were smack 
in the middle of the civil 
rights movement. ‘Little 
House,’ although couched 
in that sweet family es-
thetic, was really telling 
some hard-hitting stories 
about our country in the 
1970s. It served as a re-
minder to people then, if 
we could survive the set-
tling of our country in the 
1770s and 1870s, we could 
certainly make it through 
the 1970s. With the resur-
gence in popularity now, 
it’s once again showing us, 
‘We can do this. Here are 
the tools.’”

‘ELAbORATE  
HOME MOvIES’

A l t h o u g h  G i l b e r t 
doesn’t number herself 
among those bingeing 
“Little House,” her hus-
band, actor–director 
Timothy Busfield, has 
embraced it. “He never 
watched it before he knew 
me. And now he’s getting 
into it. He’s becoming a 
huge Michael Landon fan. 
We’ll be watching and 
he’ll say, ‘Look, she’s so 
sad …’ and then he’ll start 
to cry and we’ll pause it 
and I’ll have to tell a story 
about the day when we 
were shooting. I not only 
got the best game of dress-
up. I also got the most 
elaborate home movies.”

Nine when she started 
“Little House,” Gilbert 
had read the first book, 
“Little House in the Big 
Woods,” but didn’t finish 
“Prairie” because she got 
the show’s script and that 
became her focus.

“The series veered, but 
the pilot episode was very, 
very close to the book. 
In our show, the Ingalls 
family settled in Walnut 
Grove, Minn., and never 
left. And that’s not true. 

They had to 
expand our 
s h o w ,  s o 
that’s why it 
says, ‘based 
on the books.’ 
That’s how 
they got the 
l e e w a y  t o 

create other siblings and 
a husband for Mary, who 
never married.”

Since those 10 years 
with the series, Gilbert 
has read the books mul-
tiple times and still sees 
their value.

Getting to live the life–
with real horses, real ba-
bies and real chores—was 
the ultimate interactive 
experience.

“I loved being her,” Gil-
bert says. “I would run 
into the writers room ev-
ery week and say, ‘What’s 
next?’ It was an absolute 
joy.”

When Landon left the 
series, Gilbert became 
first on the show’s call 
sheet. She followed her 
boss and friend’s lead 
(even naming a son after 
him) and realized “love is 
the key to tolerance, un-
derstanding, compassion, 
security, community and 
faith.”

NOT READy TO  
SAy GOODbyE

When the venerable 
series was canceled, “I 
thought I was ready to 
say goodbye and I re-
ally wasn’t. I was shattered 
and remained shattered 
for a long time after. It was 
really deep and intense 
grieving. I was saying 
goodbye to everything I 
knew for 10 years of my 
life. And it wasn’t just any 
10 years. It was the most 
formative.”

Because Landon popu-
lated the set with plenty 
of children (many the 
offspring of crew mem-
bers), Gilbert’s experience 
wasn’t like that of other 
child stars. “He made sure 
we focused on our school-
ing. It was very much a 
family. We all traveled 
together when we went on 
location. I didn’t experi-
ence any of that stuff most 
child actors do. I have 
nothing but good memo-
ries.”

While watching with 
Busfield, the 56-year-old 
mother of four says she 
doesn’t see herself on 
the screen. “All I see are 
teeth,” she says with a 
laugh.

GILbERT
► FROM B1

He was independent. 
He was a lover of 
nature. ... He was 
always stylish, neat 
as a pen, with a sharp 
shave and haircut. Even 
in his later years, quite 
handsome. He was 
quick to laugh and had 
a perpetual twinkle in 
his eye.

—GAYE ADEGBALOLA

Gilbert 
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