Visionary citizens of the region,
on November 5, 1940,
passed the referendum that established
the Hampton Roads Sanitation District,
a political subdivision of the
Commonwealth of Virginia.

As it prepares to commemorate
the 75th anniversary of its creation,
HRSD is paying tribute to those with the
courage to vote to eliminate sewage pollution
in the tidal waters of the Chesapeake Bay by
publishing the story of their legacy. We hope
that by understanding HRSD’s contributions to
the health of area waterways and the economy of
Coastal Virginia, those we serve will appreciate
their role in “Living the Legacy.”
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Oysters

Provide the Clue

Water is a way of life in Hampton
Roads; it is the one thing that both
unifies and divides us as a region.
It is also a critical component of our

Chapter

economy, our recreation, our lifestyle,
and our history. Accordingly, seafood
plays a large role in the local economy.
And the oyster is central in the
history of the Hampton Roads
Sanitation District, the region’s
wastewater treatment utility.
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J ohn S mith and the L ondon C ompany came ashore at what is now F irst L anding
S tate P ark on A pril 26, 1607. Soon after arriving, they reportedly discovered oysters roasting over
a deserted fire, and later were served oysters by local Native Americans. They were stunned by the size
of the oysters, which measured 13 inches long, and which at low tide
could be harvested by hand.
Captain Smith noted the region as a place where oysters “lay as
thick as stones.” Smith also wrote that the Bay’s seafood population
included “sturgeon, grampus, porpoise, seals, stingrays . . . brits,
mullets, white salmon (rockfish), trout, soles, perch of three
sorts” and a variety of shellfish.
By the mid-18th century, a seafood industry began
to develop in Tidewater, Virginia. In 1753, even with an
abundant oyster population, oyster beds were planted
along the Eastern Shore. In 1821, permission was given “eight
schooner owners” to “transfer oysters” out of Elizabeth City
County (now Hampton) and Virginia.
In Hampton, the oyster industry started in earnest in
1881 with the founding of J. S. Darling and Son. Darling came
“The Oysters Lay
as
Thick as Stones.”
to Hampton in 1865 from New York. Though there were other
oyster firms, J. S. Darling and Son became perhaps the largest oyster
company in the world. During oyster season, the firm employed over
250 people with a fleet of 25 to 30 canoes, processing around 200,000
bushels annually. Oysters were shucked and shipped the same day.

J. S. Darling and Son, which would become
one of the largest oyster producers in the world,
was founded in Hampton in 1881.
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The practice at the time was to release untreated raw sewage directly into the rivers surrounding
Hampton Roads. By 1925, contaminated oysters were a serious problem, which culminated in 10,000
acres of Hampton Roads waters being closed to their harvest. To the shellfish industry that encompassed
not just oystermen, but boat builders, ice providers, wholesalers and retailers, this was devastating.
In response, the General Assembly in 1927 created the Spratley Commission to study the effects of
pollution on the seafood industry. Its report stated the following:

“A most serious question affecting the oyster industry is that of the constantly
increasing pollution and contamination of the salt tidal waters. While this
pollution affects every branch of the seafood industry up to the present time the
injury has been greatest to the oyster…The pollution question is grave….
As the problems got worse, other commissions and studies followed, including the Calrow Report of
1934 by Major Charles J. Calrow. It concluded the following:

“In addition to the injury to the seafood industry, it is the sense of this
commission that the continued pollution of the said tidal waters constitute a
menace to public health, and will seriously affect the future of the bathing resorts
and watering places in this area…Pollution has been found at Willoughby Beach,
off Buckroe Beach, and at Old Point it has become seriously objectionable.”

“The Pollution Question is Grave”
– T h e S p r a t e l y C o m m i ss i o n , 1927
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Two other important studies were completed. One was by the Fisheries Commission under Richard
Armstrong and the other was a report of the U.S. Public Health Service by H. R. Crohurst, its sanitary
engineer. Each concluded that pollution caused by raw sewage discharged into local waters was bad and
getting worse. Funded by a Public Works Authority (PWA) grant of $25,000 along with a supplemental
grant of $15,000 by the Civil Works Administration (CWA), the U. S. Public Health Service report was
the most significant. It offered “a complete scientific, bacteriological study and report of the cause, extent,
and effect of sewage pollution in the Hampton Roads area.”
Among his conclusions, Crohurst proposed that

“one sanitary district be formed to finance, construct,
and operate the proposed sewage works”
and concluded that six sewage disposals plants should be built: three in Norfolk, two in Portsmouth and
one in Newport News. The estimated cost was $6 million.
Statistics backed up his conclusions that disposal facilities were required to stem the flow of
pollution. There were 15,226 oystermen in 1907but only 3,344 by 1934. Onshore employment in the
form of processors, suppliers and other workers declined from 7,616 to 1,672. Between 1920 and 1932,
vessels declined from 170 to 134. By 1935, 60,000 acres of oyster bottoms were condemned. Most
alarming was that over 25 million gallons of raw sewage was being discharged into local waters every day.

H R S D C is Established
With increasing economic pressures and public health concerns, and fueled by the
Crohurst report, the Virginia Assembly created the Hampton Roads Sewage Disposal
Commission (HRSDC) on March 27, 1934. However, while enactment was a
step forward, no funds were authorized for the commission to conduct its business.
Nevertheless, under the direction of Chairman Robert B. Preston, a Norfolk engineer, the
commission was formed on July 1, 1934, and included J. J. Baecher of Norfolk as vice chairman; A. E.
S. Stephens, a Smithfield attorney and member of the House of Delegates, as secretary; J. M. Overton of
Portsmouth; and J. S. Darling of Hampton, grandson of the founder of the oyster company of the same
name and its current president.

E n s u r i n g F u t u r e G e n e r at i o n s I n h e r i t C l e a n W at e rway s
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Their mission was to act as a liaison between the local communities, the General Assembly and the
governor, and to determine the extent and effect of pollution and how to eliminate it.
The first meeting of the HRSDC was held in the governor’s office on October 17, 1934. Its first
order of business was to find funding in the amount of $15,000. State funding was explored via the
Health Department and the Commission of Fisheries, but the attorney general ruled funds from these
departments were not “legally available.” With no state money appropriated, they looked next to the
U. S. government, but it was determined that federal money could not be used to finance a state agency.
Finally, the local communities of Hampton Roads were approached to provide revenues from their
Alcoholic Beverage Control fund. While several communities were amenable, unanimous consent was
needed for the funding. With 13 cities, towns and counties, that goal was a significant early challenge
in “regionalism.”
The localities were approached for funding on a pro rata basis including the cities of Norfolk
($6,630), Portsmouth ($2,346), Newport News ($1,734), Suffolk ($510), South Norfolk ($408)
and Hampton ($306); the towns of Phoebus ($250) and Smithfield ($250); and the counties of
Elizabeth City ($1,020), Isle of Wight, Nansemond, Norfolk and Warwick ($459).
Norfolk Mayor W. R. L. Taylor and
Portsmouth City Manager E. B. Hawks promised
“In addition to the injury to the seafood industry,
to take action but because of potential costs and
it is the sense of this commission that the continued
pollution of the said tidal waters constitute a menace
tax burdens, Mayor Taylor announced he was “not
to public health, and will seriously affect the future of
convinced” of a need for a sewage disposal system.
the bathing resorts and watering places in this area.”
He was quickly rebuked by the Norfolk County
– T h e C a l r o w R e p o r t , 1934
Medical Society pollution committee chair, Dr.
Franklin D. Wilson, who stated “the pollution
situation is a health menace of major proportions.”
Meanwhile, Isle of Wight and Nansemond
County officials indicated they were “vitally
interested in halting pollution” which had
destroyed some of the “greatest oyster producing
areas in the world.” The effort to raise the $15,000
A 1934 report by the U.S. Public Health
continued to meet resistance though, with an
Service offered “a complete scientific,
editorial in the Newport News Daily Press noting
bacteriological study and report of the cause,
that a city council meeting grew heated to the
point of “personal animosity.”
extent and effect of sewage pollution in the

1934

Hampton Roads area,” and proposed
“one sanitary district be formed”
to include six sewage disposal plants:
three in Norfolk, two in Portsmouth
and one in Newport News.
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A Plan for

Six Sewage Treatment Plants

Even with funding for essential HRSDC operating expenses unavailable, Preston moved forward to
press the case for funding on a much larger scale: the six sewage disposal plants, as recommended in the
Crohurst report.
In order to achieve that goal, he and the committee began a lobbying and education campaign,
“confident that in the main such opposition as may exist to a thorough consideration of this great
problem is due to ignorance of conditions and of their possibilities.”
There was also optimism that due to high concentrations of military and civilian employees the
federal government, via the PWA, would “give due and favorable interest to application for funds.” The
state also had a stake in that it owned the oyster beds, which it leased out, deriving tax money from the
industry.
The Norfolk Ledger-Star on November 23, 1934, reported that Preston anticipated that at least half
the funds to build the sewage treatment plants would be granted by the PWA for “anti pollution work,”
and that no bonds would be needed. As the nation was still struggling with the Great Depression, federal
funds were available for public works, which helped create jobs.
Crohurst’s original plan called for plants in Norfolk, projected to cost $4,423,000, to be located at
the Army Base off Hampton Boulevard at 38th Street near Lamberts Point and on Water Street. These
would serve Norfolk, South Norfolk and parts of Norfolk County.
The two Portsmouth plants were budgeted at $1,326,000, to be located on First Street and at
Pinner’s Point. These would serve Portsmouth and parts of Norfolk County. The Newport News plant, to
be built near Salter’s Creek at a cost of $2,621,000, would serve Newport News, Hampton, Phoebus and
parts of Warwick and Elizabeth City County.
In late August 1934, Preston urged a plan to seek $8,370,000 from the PWA to construct the plants
after a “stern warning” from Governor George C. Peery and acting state administrator of the PWA,
Colonel James A. Anderson, that “some definite action must be taken immediately” to try to get the
federal aid as the deadline to apply was September 16, mere weeks away.
Handicapped by a lack of funds to conduct its work, and with commissioners having paid all
expenses thus far out of pocket, they completed a new application for $15,000 in federal money to help
complete the plans.
Preston’s plan was that no city or county would have to provide funds for this effort, but each would
need to provide support to prepare the proper plans and applications. As such, he led an effort to urge
Norfolk city council to join the request for PWA funds, with the goal to get 100 percent of the money to
build the plants from the federal government.

E n s u r i n g F u t u r e G e n e r at i o n s I n h e r i t C l e a n W at e rway s
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Not

Everyone Agrees

Meanwhile, Norfolk’s Mayor Taylor was making things difficult for the commission. He did not see the
need to build any sewage disposal plants. Referring to the Crohurst and other reports as “propaganda,”
his position was that Norfolk should not be responsible for “up to $500,000” in operating costs, calling it
a “wild expenditure.”
His stand was that oyster beds were the state’s responsibility and that the local federal presence
dictated it was a federal responsibility. To bypass the resistance of Mayor Taylor, Preston sought to go
before the council to plead that the city take a lead role. “Norfolk’s attitude has been a stumbling block so
far,” he said.
Local newspapers started offering their thoughts. A Daily Press editorial said “the pollution problem
is one which should be attacked jointly by the municipalities, the counties, the state and the federal
governments. All have a stake and all should cooperate.” They called for the state to take the lead because
the communities were disjointed and the commission had done all it could do.
The Norfolk Virginian-Pilot wrote that while it agreed with Mayor Taylor that state and federal
governments had a financial stake in clean water, they rejected his comments about pollution reports
being “propaganda.” The Pilot called on the state to take a greater role than just creating an unfunded
commission.

Ultimately, the HRSDC commission took its case for funding directly to
President Franklin D. Roosevelt when Preston and Representative S. Otis Bland
met him at the White House to solicit his help to secure PWA funds.

The Virginian-Pilot reported on August 27, 1935, that Roosevelt “expressed deep interest in the project”
and that he would take this request directly to Secretary of the Interior Ickes, who oversaw the PWA. He
was, however, noncommittal.
Senator Byrd and Representatives Bland and Darden also supported the PWA funding effort, and
a new group, the Chesapeake Bay Authority, acting on behalf of the HRSDC, lobbied the PWA and
other agencies for funding. Governor Peery also recommended that $7,500 be appropriated to further the
commission’s work, but to no avail.
As a new session of the General Assembly was about to commence, a Newport News Times-Herald
editorial on December 27, 1935, noted “the magnitude of the problem presented to the seafood industry
. . . by sewage pollution of Eastern Virginia waters” and appealed to the Virginia Assembly to “listen to
those who have cried out . . . for every Virginian’s right to enjoy the waters of this State untainted by the
wastes of municipal systems and industrial plants.”
Nevertheless, the editorial concluded optimistically that “all signs point to the most concerted action
ever made in the General Assembly for pollution abatement in the upcoming session” and offered that
“at long last the battle against pollution is to become progressively more effective and broader.”
E n s u r i n g F u t u r e G e n e r at i o n s I n h e r i t C l e a n W at e rway s
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HRSDC

Report is Issued

As the New Year dawned, Preston and the commission completed their “Report of the Hampton Roads
Sewage Disposal Commission” and presented it to Governor Peery and the General Assembly on January
6, 1936. It offered several conclusions:

1) That proper care of raw sewage and construction of sewage systems
will safeguard health.
2) That unless “drastic measures” are taken to stop sewage pollution,
the seafood industry will be practically wiped out.
3) That unless contamination is halted, the beaches at Ocean View,
Willoughby, and Buckroe will be condemned for swimming.
4) That if the beaches were condemned, loss of adjacent real estate values
would be approximately $1 million, not including Buckroe Beach.

The report reiterated that over
25 million gallons a day of sewage
“with all its attendant evils”
were being discharged into
Hampton Roads’ waters.
It noted that oyster revenue was in the millions annually, that communities would incur economic loss
and that the state would lose tax revenue, as well as employment and population as people left the area.
Indeed, the entire area’s reputation was a stake. It feared that “the evil through association will extend even
to Virginia Beach,” not included in this report, and that tourism would be severely impacted.
It concluded that a plan against “inevitable financial loss and against continued menace of epidemic”
was of critical importance to the entire state, and that conservation of natural resources as well as public
health and financial resources was critical “to the great Hampton Roads Area.”
More ominously, Preston wrote that should local Hampton Roads communities “continue the
attitude of the proverbial ostrich they will, as time goes on, with increasing volume, suffer loses in seafood
and real estate values, losses in tourist trade, supplies trade and labor amounting to millions of dollars
yearly.” Public health was also listed a major concern as stressed “in no uncertain terms” by the Norfolk
County Medical Society.

E n s u r i n g F u t u r e G e n e r at i o n s I n h e r i t C l e a n W at e rway s
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Fortunately, the report achieved its intended impact in Richmond when
the General Assembly, on February 18, 1936, finally authorized $15,000 to
fund the commission, based on a bill submitted by Delegate A. E. S. Stephens,
a commission member from Isle of Wight County. His bill requested the
ability to fund operations and empower HRSDC to make contacts with
localities and to apply for federal funds.
The stated objective of the commission going forward would be not to “sell” or “promote” sewage
disposals plants, but rather to present facts so communities could plan further action.
Even still, there was mixed reaction about the “pollution problem” amongst the mayors and
council members across Hampton Roads. In July 1936, the Daily Press editorialized that city council was
“indifferent” to the pollution issue even though their community “most depends on a flourishing seafood
industry for much of their sustenance.” Its call to action was to “cure that indifference.”
Indeed, the Virginia Commission on Fisheries concluded that pollution impacting oysters and clams
was costing the seafood industry $1,500,000 annually, while also threatening bathing beaches. It also
noted that the state earned $6,272 annually from the oyster industry, which was threatened.
A Suffolk News-Herald editorial on October 28, 1936, titled “What Price Pollution” highlighted the
damage as seen by the impact on employment and investment. It stated labor had been reduced by 70
percent and capital by 90 percent in the oyster industry.

Engineering Firm is Hired
In 1936, the General Assembly broadened the Act and a newly appointed Hampton Roads Sewage
Disposal Commission organized on August 1. Its first significant order of business was to hire Greeley and
Hansen of Chicago, a sanitary engineering firm that was establishing sewage disposal plants nationally,
including a $15 million plant in Buffalo, New York.
An agreement was made to pay the firm $4,000 for a preliminary survey and possibly another
$4,500 from the PWA if those funds were secured. Greeley and Hansen set up a local office, and with
the help of the commission, began compiling data and information on current infrastructure from the
various communities. In November 1936, Greeley and Hansen presented to Preston maps showing
existing sewer lines and those that would be needed.
Preston met with Governor Peery to discuss the engineers’ recommendations and also arranged
meetings between Senators Byrd and Glass of Virginia, and Senators Tydings and Radcliffe of Maryland

E n s u r i n g F u t u r e G e n e r at i o n s I n h e r i t C l e a n W at e rway s
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to explore cooperative efforts to address pollution. The goal was to have estimates prepared and presented
to local, state and federal authorities by February 15, 1937.
At the same time, there were three other significant developments: 1) William R. Shands, director of
the Division of Statutory Research and Drafting in Richmond, was studying the proper legal foundations
to establish a Sanitation District; 2) a Citizens Advisory Board (CAB) was created in conjunction with the
commission; and 3) a public relations campaign was commenced.
The advent of the CAB, under Chairman George H. Lewis of Norfolk, brought many prominent
figures aboard to publicize the critical need to abate sewage pollution. The first meeting of the CAB, held
on November 23, 1936, was attended by 35 members. These included such prominent names as Paul S.
Huber and Littleton W. Tazewell of Norfolk; John B. Dey and Floyd E. Kellam of Princess Anne County;
Mayor John P. Leigh of Portsmouth; and Howard Gwaltney of Smithfield.
Local boards were later established in each community. The Norfolk board included Chairman John
Twohy, a businessman and city council member, as well as B. O. Colonna, Colgate Darden and Walter F.
Fentress. Raymond B. Bottom, a newspaper publisher, was the Peninsula chairman. Other local chairs were
Charles B. Godwin, Nansemond; Dr. George Hayes, Portsmouth; and Mayor Jack W. Nurney, Suffolk.
Creation of the CAB was met enthusiastically by editorial writers across Hampton Roads. In a
November 27, 1936, commentary, The Virginian-Pilot noted that the new CAB was a “most encouraging
development” and commended the appropriation of $15,000 and the hiring of Greeley and Hansen as
“real signs of aggressive community action.” It called on the board to “furnish stimulus and direction”
and to “press the issue through a surprising amount of indifference and positive objection.”
The Times-Herald on February 24 noted that the “commission was not trying to stir sentiment but
to present facts. These facts deserve earnest consideration of every community.” The Ledger-Dispatch
posited on November 27 that with the CAB and commission working together “there is every promise
that the attack on pollution will show results.”
As 1936 came to an end, much had been accomplished. There was now an effort to establish
advisory boards in each community, with local chairs and key citizens. The Eastern Shore, specifically
Cape Charles and Chincoteague Island, joined the list of communities under the commission’s purview
by an Act in a special session of the General Assembly. And nationally, Secretary of the Interior Ickes
noted that the PWA was undertaking nearly 900 sewage system projects at a cost of $318,700,000 to
“abate the barbarous custom of directing untreated sewage to the nearest river.”
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A New

Public Relations Offensive

On New Year’s Day, 1937, the Ledger-Dispatch published an article with the headline, “Fight Coming
on Pollution.” It was written by Robert B. Preston, chairman of the Hampton Roads Sewage Disposal
Commission.
He reviewed the history of sewage pollution, the challenges and hazards associated with it and the
steps that had been taken to address it. His article was the beginning of a new, aggressive public relations
campaign designed to present the facts surrounding sewage pollution so that local communities would
take action.
Meanwhile, Preston took every opportunity to speak to such local civic groups as the Townsmen
Society of Norfolk, the Optimist’s Club, the Hampton Kiwanis Club, the Suffolk Lion’s Club, the
Virginia Oysterman’s Protective Association and many others.
He also solicited and received letters and telegrams supporting pollution abatement from groups
like the Izaak Walton League of America, which declared that it considered “elimination of pollution in
our local waters the greatest and most important problem confronting us.” The Norfolk Association of
Commerce wrote that the pollution menace “must be curbed and disposed of definitely before it makes
greater inroads on health, industry, commerce and resort activities.”		
Preston educated and engaged the community, telling groups he anticipated the federal government
would provide grants to build sewage systems, that the state would also contribute, but the rest might
have to be financed by “self-liquidating bonds,” which he said could be funded through connection
service charges.

Eastern Shore, Virginia Beach and
Williamsburg

											

Take Action

Early in 1937, Greeley and Hansen went to the Eastern Shore to conduct a survey of their facilities.
Residents in Cape Charles, under Mayor B. A. Parsons, and Chincoteague, under Mayor J. W. Winder,
feared the complete destruction of the oyster industry, a staple of their entire economy.
Meanwhile, the two communities to the east and west of Hampton Roads—Virginia Beach
and Williamsburg—were going it alone, and having success. In contrast to fears by many in the
13 communities under HRSDC, the Daily Press noted that Williamsburg had acquired a sewage
disposal system that “was neither burdensome in taxation nor inefficient in operation.”
In the town of Virginia Beach, a referendum was held to approve sewage bonds to borrow
$168,000 less a federal grant of $75,000 to construct a sewage disposal plant. An application to the
PWA for the grant was approved in 1936 pending the outcome of the vote, which passed 159-49
out of an estimated 500-600 eligible voters.

E n s u r i n g F u t u r e G e n e r at i o n s I n h e r i t C l e a n W at e rway s

14

HRSD’s F i r s t 75 Years • O y s t e r s P r o v i de

the

Clue

A special tax was added to water bills of businesses and residents to pay off the $92,400. The town
council retained the engineering firm Wiley and Wilson of Richmond to build the plant, to be situated
on Linkhorn Bay, at an estimated cost of $130,000. After the referendum passed, Virginia Beach Mayor
Roy Smith and Judge B. D. White of Princess Anne County went to Washington to present the approved
proposal.
Most importantly, lessons were being learned as new neighborhoods and communities developed.
The Daily Press reported on January 9, 1937, that the Chickahominy River, as the seat of Virginia’s fish
hatcheries, would be protected from pollution at the outset by requiring sewage treatment plants. “The
problem is quite different in Hampton Roads, which requires cooperation by all cities and towns on
contiguous waters in order to make effective any program for pollution elimination.”

A

National

Problem

Nationally, greater attention was being paid to the pollution of streams and waterways, and there were
two competing congressional bills. The Barkley-Vinson bill would help administer loans and grants
to states for pollution control. It was a considered a “gradual approach” through the creation of a new
division of PWA. States and localities that deposited sewage into navigable streams would be eligible for
federal grants for plants.
The Lonergan-Pfeiffer bill recommended strict federal controls with penalties for violation of
pollution measures. Its basis was that pollution was out of control and states could not control it properly.
Locally, the Daily Press called for all localities to “get together and throw behind their combined
strength” to get federal and state funding passed. Preston went to Washington in early February 1937
for a conference with the National Resources Committee (NRC) to explore federal funding and to meet
Congressional representatives.
Soon after, it was reported in The Virginian-Pilot that President Roosevelt had recommended an $8
million appropriation based on the report of the NRC. Virginia Beach was recommended for $150,000.
These recommendations were part of a $5 billion federal construction program for water supply systems,
flood control and sewage plants.
Even still, the money had to be authorized by Congress. The Virginian-Pilot on February 5, 1937,
implored the region “not to let up in the constant efforts to prepare” should Congress pass funding.
The Ledger-Dispatch on the same day said there was “still need for local effort” and that local funding
could still be needed.
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Greeley and Hansen

Report Released

In April 1937, Greeley and Hansen released their report, which was presented to the governor by the
commission, offering six potential solutions. Proposals ranged in cost from $7,798,000 to $8,793,000,
with options to build six plants, eight plants or nine plants, and with two alternatives in each plan.
Alternative 1 was to barge sludge to sea and dump it. Alternative 2 was to have sludge “digested
and dewatered” with possible byproducts being fertilizer and gas. Alternative 2 offered cheaper annual
costs but higher construction costs. Their own recommendation was to build eight plants, and go with
Alternative 2.
Of course, all the local mayors were concerned with costs, with Portsmouth Mayor J. J. Davis
declaring that “our attitude will depend on the financial plan.”
Greeley and Hansen recommended that the General Assembly adopt a law to create a sanitation
district, and upon approval of a referendum to be scheduled for election day, November 1938, “that
a program be adopted for expenditure of between $8 million and $9 million for construction and
operation of sewage disposal plants in Hampton Roads, supplemented by plants in nearby communities.”
On November 19, 1937, The Virginian-Pilot reported that the commission had approved draft
legislation that would provide for a sanitation district, a $10 million bond referendum and request the
1938 General Assembly to approve $50,000 operating and maintenance expenses for two years. No state
money would be requested toward capital costs.

November 19, 1937

Members of the Hampton Roads Sewage Disposal Commission drafted a final report of its work and
recommendations for a law to provide for sewage disposal plants to rid the waters of Hampton Roads of
pollution. They are shown here at work. Left to right in the picture are R. B. Preston, chairman of the
commission; J. J. Baecher, vice chairman; J. S. Darling, secretary; and J. M. Overton and A. E. S. Stephens.
Virginian-Pilot Photo by Charles S. Borjes.
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The draft bill proposed that the commission build and contract for plants in Cape Charles and
Chincoteague, which would form its own district, and seek federal aid to treat and dispose sewage from
federal posts and properties including Norfolk Navy Base, Norfolk Navy Yard, Langley Air Force Base,
Fort Monroe and Portsmouth Naval Hospital. Yorktown and York County would be a part of the district.
Three of the eight plants would be in Norfolk, two in Portsmouth, one in Newport News, one in
Suffolk and one in Smithfield. The estimated cost was $8,568,700, of which it was hoped half would
come from federal funds due to the large federal presence. Operating costs were projected at $711,130
annually and that an “average family of 5” would pay 50 cents a month to pay off the bond.
The Virginian-Pilot and Daily Press both supported the recommendations, with the Daily Press
observing that there “are many diehard opponents to any move to cease making our tidal waters a
cesspool—and they are numerous in this city.”
The New York bond lawyers and bankers made a final recommendation that a statewide law
controlling pollution be passed instead of just one for Hampton Roads. They then recommended
a special law empowered by the new statewide law to create the Hampton Roads Sanitation District,
with the power to issue bonds for $10 million after the vote.

On To the

Referendum

After numerous studies and reports and years of efforts by Robert Preston and the Hampton Roads Sewage
Disposal Commission detailing the devastating impacts of inaction, a referendum was now in place to
provide a solution. In just under a year, the citizens of Hampton Roads would have the opportunity to rid
the region of a menace that was impacting the economy, public health, recreation, and indeed, a way of life.
Hard work had paid off through difficult struggles amongst disparate communities with competing
interests and strong personalities. It had been a difficult but worthwhile effort getting to the point where
passing a referendum would begin to solve the issue of sewage disposal.
But there were still great challenges to overcome. On December 29, 1937, a Virginian-Pilot headline
read: “District Sewerage Project Opposed by Portsmouth Council.” The Norfolk Ledger-Star the next day
headlined, “Sewers Rapped in Portsmouth.”
City Manager Harper noted that the sewage plan was being supported “by certain citizens of Norfolk”
that would impose a tax of $150,000 “to which Portsmouth can hope to receive very little benefit.” On
New Year’s Eve, the Ledger-Star editorialized that Harper and the Portsmouth City Council should give the
commission a chance to “state its case in complete detail before any verdict is rendered” and that after four
years the HRSDC is entitled to a full hearing “to solutions in the interests of the entire Tidewater region.”
But Harper contended that federal and state governments should be responsible, as Portsmouth
derived few benefits from oyster harvests, tourism and clean beaches. He determined this was a fight for
Portsmouth’s independence. And a fight it would be.
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