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Mission accomplished.
One of NASA most well-

known phrases now applies 
to Gregory Robinson, the 
Pittsylvania County native 
who led the launch of the 
James Webb telescope, 
which last month began 
sending details of planets 
and regions in space never 
before seen by human eyes. 

The revealing images of 
stars, black holes and gal-
axies have electrified both 
scientists and the general 
public. 

Robinson retired last 
week from his job as direc-
tor of the $10 billion pro-
gram — after successfully 
turning around the formerly 
troubled mission that got its 
start in 2002. 

“I worked myself out of a 
job,” he said. 

When Robinson took the 
reins of director in 2018, 

the program was behind 
schedule and over budget. 

Robinson said that since 
the project had already been 
underway for years, much 
of the work had already 
been accomplished. It was 
an enormous undertaking, 
with more than 20,000 
people having worked on 
it, along with a vast sup-
ply chain of contractors 
and the space agencies of 
both Europe and Canada 
— spread out over 29 states 
and 14 countries.

By 2018 it needed to 
get over the goal line, said 
Robinson.

To get to that point, 
Robinson said several 
things had to occur — cre-
ating greater transparency 
through all layers of the 
project to restore stake-
holder confidence, institut-
ing better advanced plan-
ning and creating peer 
reviews to eliminate human 
error, the latter of which 
had plagued the project on 

From sharecropper’s son to launching the Webb
“I was star struck. I was in awe 

like most of the world”

Gregory Robinson
on seeing the first images from the 

James Webb telescope

several occasions.
Robinson said many 

of those elements were 
already, but they just need-
ed to be improved upon. 

Robinson, who had been 
working as the deputy 
associate administrator 
for programs, believes he 
was tapped to take over 
the Webb telescope mis-
sion because his boss, 
Thomas Zurbuchen, asso-
ciate administrator for 
NASA’s Science Mission 
Directorate, thought he 
had necessary experience 
through launch and opera-

tions, as well as having 
developed policies for 20 
years. He also had a leader-
ship style — described by 
many as calm — that was 
acknowledged and appreci-
ated. 

Robinson chuckles at 
notion of calmness. 

“There’s still a lion in 
there that can roar if need 
be.”

There was enough lion 
in Robinson to get the 
telescope to its launch 
site in French Guiana on 

Submitted photo
Gregory Robinson recently retired from NASA 
where he oversaw the successful launch of the 
James Webb telescope.

Dubbed the cosmic cliffs, this is one of the first images from the James Webb telescope and it 
shows the edge of a nearby, young, star-forming region called NGC 3324 in the Carina Nebula. 

Images courtesy of NASA
Gregory Robinson said this is one of his favorite images so 
far. It is a star as it sloughs off its outermoust layers. 
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Opening a business on 
Friday the 13th in a soft 
real estate market may 
seem ominous to most, but 
that’s just what Sidney O. 
Dewberry and his partner, 
Jim Nealon, did in April 
1956. 

Dewberry and Nealon 
purchased the engineering 
division of M.T. Broyhill & 
Sons after being employed 
by the land development 
company. But the excite-
ment of ownership quickly 
evaporated. 

“We laid off all but six 
employees on our first 
day of business,” said 
Dewberry in his compa-
ny’s history called “The 
Dewberry Way.”

A year later, to the day, the 
company landed two jobs 
within 24 hours of going 
out of business, and along 
with a vastly improving 
northern Virginia market, 
the engineering and sur-
veying firm of Greenhorne, 
O’Mara, Dewberry and 
Nealon pulled itself out of 
the red.

Since then, the premier 
engineering firm, now 
simply called Dewberry, 
has gone on to build such 
notable projects as the 
design of the Dulles Toll 
Road in Fairfax County; 
the design of the Filene 
Center in Vienna, Virginia, 
after the original build-
ing was destroyed by 
fire; and the planning and 
engineering for communi-
ties such as Montgomery 
Village in Maryland and 

Burke Centre in Northern 
Virginia, as well as major 
projects around the coun-
try. 

Today the company 
boasts more than 2,000 
employees and $488 mil-
lion a year in revenue and 
is located in more than 50 
communities, including 
Danville — just down the 
road from where Dewberry 
grew up. 

And through the decades 
of growth and change, 
Sidney Dewberry remained 
active in the company he 
helped found until his death 
at age 94 on July 16. His 
wife, Reva, passed away 
just a month earlier, on 
June 14.

Dewberry was the son 
of Albert J. and Katie 
Wilkerson Dewberry and 
the family farmed tobacco 
near Hurt. 

“My parents, eight sib-
lings and I grew just about 
everything we consumed, 
except the salt and pepper,” 
recalled Dewberry in “The 
Dewberry Way.”

Dewberry remembers 
watching his father super-
vise the building of a bridge 
on U.S. 29 near Altavista 
and knew by the time he 
was 14 that he wanted to be 
an engineer. He graduated 
from Gretna High School 
in 1945, served two years 
in the U.S. Army, attend-
ed Virginia Tech for two 
years and then transferred 
to George Washington 
University, where he grad-
uated with a degree in in 
civil engineering in 1951. 

Dewberry married his 
high school sweetheart, 
Reva Anne Lanier, in 1950. 

Dewberry’s first job 
was as a surveyor on a 
road-widening project 
in Montgomery County, 
Maryland. While on the 
job, Dewberry was met by 
one property owner armed 
with a shotgun and not 
happy about the project. It 
was there that Dewberry 
learned how near and 
dear people regarded 
their homes and property, 
according to the company 
history.

Each decade of the com-
pany’s history was also 
a reflection of what was 
going on in the country at 
the time — both economi-
cally and otherwise. The 
company benefitted from 
the 1960s housing boom, 
as baby boomers spurred 
on the growth of develop-
ments in northern Virginia, 
many of which also includ-
ed shopping centers and 
recreational opportunities. 

The 1970s provided the 
company with an oppor-
tunity to diversify, and 
the renamed Dewberry, 
Nealon and Davis began 
working with the federal 
Department of Housing 
and Urban Development 
to make maps of flood 
prone areas, as well as 
building projects such as 
the Clarendon Bank and 
Trust at Tyson’s Corner, 
Pentagon Village and a 
water system for Pulaski 
County, Virginia.

By the early 2000s, the 
company had reached $200 
million in billings, and 
today, Dewberry is ranked 
as one of the leading con-
sulting firms in the U.S., 

Building a multimillion business the Dewberry Way

An image from “The Dewberry Way,” second edition, depicting the company’s 
first office in Arlington in 1956.

Submitted photo
In his book, “The Dewberry Way,” Sydney O. Dewberry outlines several key 
principles, including a priority on clients and the team; being inquisitive and 
innovative; valuing teamwork, partnership, excellence, value, intellectual hon-
esty and traditional values. 

See WEBB page 2B

See WAY, page 2B
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Christmas Day last year. 
Robinson was there. 

During the count down to the 
launch, Robinson wasn’t wor-
ried about the reliability of the 
infrared space observatory or the 
mechanisms to get it up in the air. 

“I really had none,” he said and 
complimented the team that got 
the project to that point. 

The real challenge, he said, 
was completing the project in a 
reasonable amount of time and 
cost. 

When the images began to 
arrive on July 12, Robinson said 
he was like anyone else.

“I was star struck. I was in awe 
like most of the world,” he said. 

Robinson was most impressed 
with the clarity and depth of 
the images coming from space. 
The difference between those 
obtained from the Webb versus 
the Hubble, its predecessor, was 
striking. 

“The difference in clarity just 
blows your mind,” said Robinson. 

As to which image is his favor-
ite, Robinson admits to liking 
them all.

“I’m like a kid in a candy 
store,” he said, but did express 
an affinity for the image of a 
dying star, as well as the views of 
exoplanets. The way they move 
in front of their stars allows sci-
entists to look for habitability, 
he said.

Robinson believes the suc-

cessful launch and operation of 
the telescope is a milestone for 
knowledge about space that has 
been building and growing for 
centuries, from the discoveries of 
Italian astronomer Galileo in the 
1500s, to the work of theoretical 
physicist Albert Einstein in the 
early 1900s and beyond. 

This will allow scientists to 
learn more about physics and how 
that knowledge can be applied 
to day-to-day life, he said. The 
telescope will also provide more 
information about the earth’s 
solar system and allow scien-
tists to learn about the potential 
habitability of other planets, said 
Robinson. 

The successful completion 
of the project was also a way 
to restore public confidence in 
NASA and the industrial base that 
helped get it done, said Robinson.

It also solidified the United 
States’ global leadership in astro-
physics, he said.

Son of a sharecropper
Leading the launch of the $10 

billion James Webb telescope for 
the world’s largest space agency 
was long a journey for an African 
American boy who grew up as 
one of 11 siblings and the son of 
sharecroppers on a tobacco farm. 

Robinson would counter any 
consideration of how he rose in 
the ranks of NASA with how 
on earth did he get out of rural 

Pittsylvania County in the first 
place, given his very humble 
beginnings?

That was the hardest first step, 
he said.

Robinson began attending 
school before racial integration 
was complete in 1970, and went 
to Southside, Mount Hermon and 
Glenwood elementary schools, 
followed by Blairs Junior High 
School. He graduated from Dan 
River High School in 1978, not-
ing that he excelled in math and 
science. He simply loved to learn 
new things.

“I always had that fire burn-
ing,” said Robinson. 

As a child in a rural commu-
nity, Robinson said it was natu-
ral for him to gaze at the night 
sky — made more vivid due to 
the lack of city lights. Robinson 
remembers trying to find the vari-
ous constellations. 

“What else do you do in the 
country at night,” he said. 

He also followed the NASA 
space program as a child, as the 
Apollo space mission figured 
prominently in the nation’s atten-
tion in the late 1960s and early 
1970s. 

There was a lot of energy in 
the country for that program, said 
Robinson.

But it wasn’t a celestial 
event that got Robinson out of 
Pittsylvania County, it was a 
football scholarship to Virginia 

Union.
That was the ticket out of 

Danville, he said.
After that, the stars and plan-

ets aligned for Robinson, as he 
earned a degree in math from 
Virginia Union and a degree 
in electrical engineering from 
Howard University. In 1993 he 
obtained an MBA from a satellite 
campus of Averett University. 

Robinson got his start at 
NASA’s Goddard Space Flight 
Center in Greenbelt, Maryland 
where he held several leadership 
positions. In 1999, Robinson was 
assigned to NASA Headquarters 
in where he served as deputy 
chief engineer, as well as dep-
uty center director at NASA’s 
John H. Glenn Research Center 
in Cleveland, Ohio. Other posts 
included work at NOAA, manag-
ing the nation’s environmental 
monitoring and weather forecast-
ing satellites. 

For Robinson, being a black 
man in a white man’s world was 
not unlike the other areas of his 
life. 

One learns to navigate and tries 
to contribute to the diversity of 
the organization, he said, adding 
that there weren’t many women 
in NASA at the time, either. 

Robinson believes he was able 
to make the leap into leadership 
by mastering what he was good 
at, building a strong network and 
always striving to go further. 

It’s still tough to rise through 
the ranks, and if you’re a minori-
ty, the competition is even harder, 
he said. 

Robinson was keen on observ-
ing the leadership skills and tech-
niques displayed by others, learn-
ing from mentors and completing 
the NASA leadership program. 

He also admits that some of his 
abilities are innate — such as his 
naturally calm disposition. 

Robinson is proud of what he 
has accomplished with the Webb 
telescope — along with all the 
thousands of others who have 
worked to get it into space.

“It’s truly an accomplishment,” 
he said. 

Robinson said his retirement 
had already been planned prior 
to the images coming in from the 
Webb. 

“It’s just time,” he said of leav-
ing NASA and his career, adding 
that at some point you have to 
establish and date and get on 
with it. 

As for the possibility of life 
beyond earth, “I have no idea, but 
hopefully as we explore, we will 
learn more if there is or not. We 
may never know,” he said.

One thing that has been 
revealed by the Webb telescope 
is the evidence of water. 

Water is an essential ele-
ment for life as we know it, said 
Robinson. 

Webb
Continued from page 1B

providing design and con-
sulting expertise to support 
major land development 
initiatives, transportation 
infrastructure, emergency 
management and disas-
ter response, municipal 
engineering and building 
design. 

Following Nealon’s 
retirement, Dewberry’s son, 
Barry, joined the firm in 
1975, and became chair-
man of the board in 2012. 
It was then that the elder 
Dewberry assumed the title 
of chairman emeritus and 
founder, and the company 
remains family-owned.  His 
daughter, Karen Grand Pré, 
and youngest son, Thomas 
Dewberry, serve on the 
board of directors. His 
grandson, Michael Sidney 
Dewberry, II, is an engineer 
in the Fairfax headquarters.

Dewberry’s interest 
in community develop-
ment led him to co-author 
the “Land Development 
Handbook,” published by 
McGraw-Hill and now 
in its fourth edition. The 
textbook is widely used in 
civil engineering educa-
tion programs. He was the 
chairman and a founding 
member of the acclaimed 
Engineers & Surveyors 
Institute, a model for gov-
ernment-industry partner-
ship.

Dewberry was also a 
founding member and 
chairman emeritus of 
George Mason University’s 
Urban Systems Engineering 
Institute, now known as the 
Civil Engineering Institute. 

The university’s civil 
engineering department is 
named the Sid and Reva 
Dewberry Department of 
Civil, Environmental, and 
Infrastructure Engineering 
in honor of their extensive 
contributions in establish-
ing and supporting the 
department.

Dewberry was the recipi-
ent of multiple awards hon-
oring his civic, charitable, 
and academic endeavors as 
well as his leadership in the 
profession. He was present-
ed with George Washington 
University’s Distinguished 
Alumni Award in 1991 and 
inducted into the universi-
ty’s School of Engineering 
Hall of Fame in 2009. He 
received an honorary doc-
torate from Old Dominion 
University and was present-
ed with the George Mason 
Universisevty Mason 
Medal.

Additional honors 
included the Virginia 
Economic Bridge 
Initiative’s Leadership 
Award, the Fairfax County 
Chamber of Commerce’s 
Captain of Industry Award 
and James Reese Award 
for Lifetime Achievement, 
and the Northern Virginia 
Community Foundation’s 
Founder’s Award. He 
was inducted into the 
Washington Business Hall 
of Fame in 2007. He was 
named “Northern Virginian 
of the Year” by New 
Dominion magazine and 
honored as a distinguished 
member of the American 
Society of Civil Engineers. 

In 2014, he was presented 
with the Northern Virginia 
Family Services Legends of 
Northern Virginia Award. 
The following year, he was 
inducted into the Arlington 
Chamber of Commerce 
Business Hall of Fame.

In addition to his fam-
ily and consulting prac-
tice, Dewberry’s interests 
included the collection of 
antique surveying and engi-
neering tools. In 1995, he 
established the Sidney O. 
Dewberry Collection of 
Surveying and Engineering 
Technology, which remains 
on display in Dewberry’s 
Fairfax headquarters. Mr. 
Dewberry also enjoyed 
learning to play the piano 
at a late age, taking weekly 
lessons for years.
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The Dan River Basin 
Association provided 
more than 50 youth from 
Danville and Pittsylvania 
and Caswell counties with 
an epic river experience at 
Abreu-Grogan Park on the 
Dan River. DRBA offered 
two, one-day events in 
June and July.   During 
the events, youth rotated 
through stations learn-
ing about the river, pad-
dling and water safety. 
The events were funded 
by a grant through the 
Community Foundation of 
the Dan River Region.    

“Providing youth in 
the area with a safe and 
memorable learning expe-
rience is our goal,” said 
Kathy Milam, executive 
director of the Community 
Foundation of the Dan 
River Region. “We pro-
vided support because we 

believe that when youth 
personally enjoy the river 
in their own community, 
they will be proud of it and 
want to share the experi-
ence with others.”

DRBA partnered 
with Danville Parks 
and Recreation to pro-
vide the two Epic River 
Experiences. The City of 
Danville also provided the 
kayaks as in-kind towards 
the events.

“The youth loved pad-
dling on the Dan River,” 
said Maggie Brown, out-
door recreation coordina-
tor of Danville Parks and 
Recreation. “For many 
of them, it was their first 
experience with being on 
the water so learning how 
to paddle and to always 
wear a life jacket was 
important.”

Four stations were pro-

vided that focused on river 
ecology, water safety, 
paddling, and water qual-
ity testing. The stations 
gave hands-on learning 
opportunities that aligned 
with DRBA’s mission of 
preserving and promot-
ing the natural and cultur-
al resources of the basin 
through recreation, educa-
tion, and stewardship.

“After both events, the 
youth reported feeling more 
confident, more engaged in 
their community, excited to 
take on new challenges and 
more motivated to become 
advocates for the protec-
tion of natural resources,” 
said Krista Hodges, educa-
tion manager of the Dan 
River Basin Association. 
“Our goal was to provide 
them this experience so 
they can enjoy the river, 
and then want to protect it.”

Photo courtesy of DRBA 
Brian Williams of DRBA explains paddling basics to youth at the Epic River 
Experience event. 

Dozens of youth enjoy an epic river experience for first time

The Dan River is the 
source of drinking water 
for the City of Danville 
and parts of Pittsylvania 
County.

DRBA helps plan and 
construct trails, parks, river 

access points, and provide 
environmental education 
programming in the 3,300 
square miles of the Dan 
River Basin watershed. To 
learn more about DRBA 
and its recreation, educa-

tion and stewardship pro-
grams that protect and 
preserve our local natural 
resources, visit www.dan-
river.org.
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