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By CATHY DYSON
THE FREE LANCE–STAR

Dr. John Howell doesn’t just break the stereotypes about aging, he completely blows them  
out of the water while on skis—or on the tennis court with a nasty backhand  

or on the dance floor with a few Cuban steps.
Howell, a dentist who continued to practice until he was in his late 70s,  

remains an internationally ranked water skier in his 80s.

82-year-old 
leaves aging 
in his wake  

PETER CIHELKA / THE FREE LANCE–STAR

ABOVE: Dr. John Howell, 82, negotiates a slalom course on Lake Anna behind Al Luck’s boat. Howell still competes in 
slalom events and has won regional championships several times. TOP: Howell gets geared up before hitting the water.

PETER CIHELKA / THE FREE LANCE–STAR

Lori and John Howell, shown at a wedding last 
fall, enjoy dancing, cruises and the theater.

LIFELONG ATHLETE ‘A TOM BRADY, ONLY OLDER’

Even during the winter, he skis 
over a slalom course on Lake Anna 
where the water stays a warm 70-
some degrees after being heated 
to produce steam for the nuclear 
plant and then released.

He also plays tennis several 
times a week, snow skis at Mas-
sanutten, takes cruises, goes to 
the Kennedy Center and takes his 
wife out dancing—she’s 29 years 
younger—when COVID-19 condi-
tions make it safe to do so.

His level of activity inspires 
both seniors and juniors.

“When I found out his age, I 
was dumbfounded,” said Steve 

Flanagan, who’s part of the ten-
nis group Howell plays with and 
is almost 20 years younger. “He 
runs like a deer. I can’t get over 
how impressive his stamina is, his 
ability, his speed. He’s a genetic 
freak of nature. He’s a Tom Brady, 
only older.”

Born a year before the Japanese 
attack on Pearl Harbor, Howell is 
82 and always has been a “super 
jock,” as he calls himself. The 
son of a career military man and 
West Point graduate, Howell went 
to four high schools as his father 
got different assignments—and 

SEE HOWELL, A16

By YURAS KARMANAU
Associated Press

LVIV, Ukraine—Russian Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin warned 
Saturday that Ukrainian state-
hood is in jeopardy and likened 
the West’s sanctions on Rus-
sia to “declaring war,” while 
a promised cease-fire in the 
besieged port city of Mariupol 
collapsed amid scenes of terror.

President Vladimir Putin 
warned Saturday that Ukrainian 
statehood is in jeopardy and 
likened the West’s sanctions on 
Russia to “declaring war,” while 
a promised cease-fire in the 
besieged port city of Mariupol 
collapsed amid scenes of terror.

With the Kremlin’s rhetoric 
growing fiercer and a reprieve 
from fighting dissolving, Rus-
sian troops continued to shell 
encircled cities and the number 
of Ukrainians forced from their 
country grew to 1.4 million. By 
Saturday night Russian forces 
had intensified their shelling 
of Mariupol, while dropping 
powerful bombs on residential 
areas of Chernihiv, a city north 
of Kyiv, Ukrainian officials said.

Bereft mothers mourned slain 
children, wounded soldiers were 
fitted with tourniquets and 
doctors worked by the light of 
their cellphones as bleakness 
and desperation pervaded. Putin 
continued to pin the blame for all 
of it squarely on the Ukrainian 
leadership and slammed their 

By KEITH EPPS
THE FREE LANCE–STAR

A three-day jury trial has been 
set for a former Stafford County 
deputy facing an involuntary 
manslaughter charge in connec-
tion with a fatal collision last 
year in North Stafford.

John Joseph Yenchak III, 25, is 
set for trial Aug. 22–24 in Staf-
ford Circuit Court. He is also 
charged with reckless driving.

The charges stem from the 
July 9 death of 44-year-old Jesse 
Michael Shertz of Norfolk, who 
was struck by Yenchak’s cruiser 
while crossing State Route 610 at 
Center Street early that morn-
ing.

Shertz, a former Marine, died 
at the scene. Yenchak has since 

Trial set 
for former 
deputy in 
fatal crash 
MAN DIED AFTER BEING 
STRUCK BY POLICE CRUISER 
ON GARRISONVILLE ROAD

SEE Deputy, A16

By JOEY LoMONACO
THE FREE LANCE–STAR

You can take it to the 
bank, er … credit union: 
FredNats Ballpark has a 
new name.

On Saturday afternoon, 
Fredericksburg’s minor 
league baseball team an-
nounced a 10-year naming 
rights deal for its home 

field, which will be known 
as Virginia Credit Union 
Stadium.

FredNats General Man-
ager Nick Hall unveiled 
the new name, along with 
renderings of signage that 
will adorn the stadium’s 
front entrance, jumbotron, 
home plate and the infield 
in front of both dugouts. 

The credit union’s name 
will also be featured on a 
sign visible from Inter-
state 95.

“A ny t ime you ta lk 
about the FredNats, you’re 
going to be talking about 
Virginia Credit Union Sta-
dium,” said Phil Marine, 
VACU’s vice president in 

FredNats and Virginia Credit Union 
announce new name of local stadium

PETER CIHELKA / THE FREE LANCE–STAR

FredNats General Manager Nick Hall, with 
Paige Honaker, unveils the stadium’s name. SEE Stadium, A6

Russian 
forces 
intensify 
shelling
PUTIN PINS BLAME ON 
UKRAINIAN LEADERSHIP;  
HITS OUT AT SANCTIONS

SEE Ukraine, A6
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he played practically ev-
ery sport known to man 
during high school and 
college.

He kept a similar pace in 
the decades that followed.

Howell already had fin-
ished undergraduate work 
at the University of Vir-
ginia and dental school at 
what was then the Medical 
College of Virginia when 
he volunteered to serve in 
the Vietnam War in 1966.

He had done a little wa-
ter skiing before then, but 
when he got assigned to 
a camp along the shores 
of Cam Ranh Bay, Howell 
told the officer ordering 
supplies what he needed 
for his dental facility. He 
also casually mentioned 
that it was “too bad we 
don’t have a ski boat.”

Within a week, How-
ell had his dental equip-
ment—and a 16-foot fiber-
glass boat.

“To make it interesting, 
they had jellyfish the size 
of trash-can lids with ten-
tacles going out so many 
feet,” Howell said. “You 
could fall out there and it 
looked like someone beat 
you with a willow. It didn’t 
take me long to learn to get 
up, I’ll tell you that.”

Howell would apply that 
same kind of tenacity to 
other sports and endeav-
ors in the years that fol-
lowed.

“The man has kept in 
shape and obviously he’s 
got super eyesight and 
quick reactions to be able 
to move, both through a 
slalom course while water 
skiing and during tennis, 
where he loves to come 
up and play the net,” said 
Mike Puig, who organizes 
the tennis group. “But he’s 
been active his whole life, 
that’s the thing. He never 
stopped, he never became 
a couch potato.”

‘NOTHING BORING  
ABOUT HIM’

Howell was a dentist in 
Woodbridge for 51 years 
and for some of that pe-
riod, he divided his time 
between homes in Arling-
ton and lakefront prop-
erty west of Spotsylvania 
Courthouse. In the mid-
1970s, he and fellow water 
skier Joe Cornett were so 
desperate to find a place 
where they could prac-
tice—without interfer-
ence from jet skis, fishing 
boats and joy riders—he 
chartered a plane to search 
for possible private lakes.

He found Jennings Pond 
off Robert E. Lee Drive, 

and he and Cornett found 
partners to develop the 
269 acres around it. The 
two men also removed 
stumps and layers of mud, 
drained the lake, cleared 
the bed and built a new 
dam and spillway—all to 
make the lake ski worthy. 
In a late 1970s story in The 
Free Lance–Star, Howell 
called it “one of the fin-
est ski sites on the East 
Coast.”

The partners later built 
a second body of water—
Bear Lake—that’s fed by 
natural springs. Those 
involved got to pick their 
lots based on when they 
joined the partnership and 
Howell’s first dibs entitled 
him to a home that abuts 
both lakes.

The four children he had 
with his late first wife got 
to enjoy obstacle courses 
he set up at the Jennings 
Pond property, where they 
could swim, kayak, shoot 
BB guns and bows and ar-
rows and rope-swing into 
the lake.

The water has also been 
a source of enjoyment for 
him and his second wife, 
Lori. She was a dance in-
structor, and she taught 
him how to improve his 
footwork—which he says 
helped immensely on 
the tennis court—and he 
taught her how to water 
ski.

Like his fellow tennis 
players, she never would 
have guessed how old he 
was when they first met. 
Even when she realized 
the difference, she wasn’t 
concerned because he 

didn’t look or act his age.
In fact, when Flanagan 

once asked what drew her 
to him, she said it was be-
cause she’d seen him with 
his shirt off and he was 
ripped. He has a headful of 
hair, few wrinkles and no 
age spots.

“He’s just a fun, amaz-
ing, exiting man,” she said. 
“There’s nothing boring 
about him, and I can tell 
you that I’m not neglected 
in any way by being mar-
ried to an 82-year-old.”

‘IT’S ALL ORIGINAL’
Not only does How-

ell keep moving—with 
a schedule that often 
includes dai ly sports 
matches—but he also 
does everything with a 
pedal-to-the-metal atti-
tude. A photographer fol-
lowing him to Lake Anna 
had trouble keeping up 
with him on winding back 
roads. Once there, Howell 
wasted little time before 
climbing into the boat and 
heading for the slalom 
course.

His wife said he works at 
staying active and healthy. 
When he wants a snack, 
he picks an apple or orange 
while she says she’d prob-
ably reach for popcorn.

He doesn’t avoid red 
meat, but he doesn’t over-
indulge, either. He weighs 
himself daily to make 
sure he stays on track and 
his weight has hovered 
around 163 pounds for 
decades.

Howell also has taken 
supplements for 30 to 40 
years and often suggests 
them for friends and fel-
low players having pain or 
joint problems. He favors 
a tablet that combines 
glucosamine, chondroitin 
and methyl sulfonylmeth-
ane, or MSM, “to get rid 
of all those shoulder aches 
and knee pains and stuff 
like that,” Howell said. 
“It’s a preemptive strike so 
I don’t have problems.”

He also takes an antiox-
idant and another supple-
ment to keep his prostrate 
in check. He takes medi-
cine for high blood pres-

sure and gout, especially 
after he played a tennis 
match while suffering a 
painful bout in both feet.

“Still, I went out and 
played. It was not of the 
happier times of my life, 
but my partner and I did 
quite well,” he said. “Cer-
tain things in life you 
don’t forget, and I’ll never 
forget that.”

Howell admits he has 
a high threshold for pain 
and that may be one rea-
son age hasn’t been able to 
catch up with him—either 
that or he simply moves 
too fast for it. He avoids 
pain relievers because 
they’re bad for the kid-
neys, even though there 
were plenty of times when 
he probably needed relief.

He’s broken ribs, dislo-
cated shoulders, knocked 
himself out, had concus-
sions and suffered the 
normal twists and bends. 
Most injuries came on the 
water.

“You’re going 45 to 50 
mph and all of a sudden 
you crash,” he said, “it’s 
like having somebody dis-
member your body.”

Even so, he’s proud he 
hasn’t done any major 
damage.

“If you look at my knees, 
they are perfect. No scars, 
no torn cartilage, no torn 
ACLs, no replacements, 
nothing,” he said. “It’s all 
original, like an antique 
car.”

And one that plans to 
keep running, full throt-
tle.
Cathy Dyson: 540/374-5425
cdyson@freelancestar.com

HOWELL
► FROM A1
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Al Luck pilots his boat through a slalom course as his friend Dr. John Howell, 82, skis on Lake Anna.

Some of John Howell’s water skiing awards and 
medals fill the top of a pool table in his home.

STAYING ACTIVE WITH A-FIB

Dr. John Howell was in his 70s when 
he was diagnosed with atrial fibrilla-
tion—an irregular heartbeat—even 
though he didn’t have any symptoms. 
He started taking blood thinners to 
prevent blood clots and reduce the 
risk of a stroke.
But the drugs increase the chance 
of heavy bleeding, especially among 
people with active lifestyles and as Dr. 
Kenneth Ellenbogen at VCU Health 
noted, Howell “is without a doubt one 

of the most active people I know.”
Howell went to Ellenbogen, the 
department of cardiology chair, to 
have a Watchman device implanted. 
Shaped liked a tiny parachute, the 
device is placed at the opening of 
the left atrial appendage, where most 
blood clots form. It prevents the clots 
from entering the blood stream and 
causing a stroke.
Howell was featured in VCU Health’s 
summer magazine about advances 

in heart-related issues, including an 
ongoing clinical trial in which up to 
3,000 people worldwide will have 
the latest version of the Watchman 
device. The study will look at whether 
the device is a better choice than 
drugs for most people.
Ellenbogen believes the public needs 
to start thinking differently about 
people in their 80s who may not lead 
lifestyles as extreme as Howell, but 
still want to remain active.

“They want to have a good quality of 
life, that’s hard to do when you’re on 
these blood thinners and you’re afraid 
to do things, afraid to travel, afraid to 
do any kind of sports,” he said.
Howell said he figured he was in-
cluded in the magazine because they 
wanted to say, “Hey, look, this guy is 
the real deal. He hasn’t blown it out of 
his chest yet. He’s crashed and done 
other things but the doggone Watch-
man is still hanging on.”

left the Sheriff’s Office.
The charges Yenchak is 

facing carry a combined 
maximum sentence of 
11 years in prison. But 
people with no criminal 
record, such as Yenchak, 
seldom get anywhere near 
the maximum sentence if 
convicted.

The Culpeper Com-
monwealth’s Attorney’s 
Office is handling the 
prosecution. Yenchak is 
free on bond.
Keith Epps: 540/374-5404
kepps@freelancestar.com

Deputy
► FROM A1

BY THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

S EO U L ,  S o u t h Ko r e a—
Thousands of South Kore-
an firefighters and troops 
were battling a large wild-
fire on Saturday that tore 
through an eastern coast-
al area and temporarily 
threatened a nuclear power 
station and a liquified 
natural gas plant.

The f ire,  which be-
gan Friday morning on a 
mountain in the seaside 
town of Uljin and has 
spread across more than 
14,800 acres to the nearby 
city of Samcheok, de-
stroyed at least 159 homes 
and 46 other buildings and 
prompted the evacuation 
of more than 6,200 people.

Images from Uljin and 
Samcheok showed large 
swaths of white and gray 
smoke emerging from the 
slopes of mountains that 
cover the country’s east-
ern coast and firefighters 
operating water hoses 
amid thick, smoky air.

There were no imme-
diate reports of injuries 
or deaths. Officials were 
investigating the cause 
of the blaze, which grew 
rapidly amid strong winds 
and dry conditions, South 
Korea’s Ministry of the In-
terior and Safety said.

As of Saturday after-
noon, around 7,000 fire-
fighters, troops and public 
workers as well as 65 he-
licopters and 513 vehicles, 
were being deployed to 
contain the fire, which 
after reaching Samcheok 
was moving southward 
back toward Uljin, driven 
by wind.

Officials hoped to con-
tain the fire by sundown, 
Korea Forest Service Min-
ister Choi Byeong-am told 
reporters in a briefing in 
Uljin.

Hundreds of firefight-
ers worked overnight to 
successfully prevent the 
blaze from spreading to an 
LNG production facility in 
Samcheok, which is just 
north of Uljin.

S. Korean 
wildfire 
destroys 
159 homes
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