


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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T h e 
1 9 4 0s

Major challenges lay ahead 

following voter approval of the 

referendum authorizing creation 

of the Hampton Roads Sanitation 

District. First was identifying 

which communities planned to 

opt out of the district to build their 

own facilities. Next was securing 

federal funding and passing a 

new referendum 

authorizing $6.5 

million in bonds.  

Not least was 

dealing with the commencement 

of World War II, which threatened 

momentum due to 

possible materials shortages. 



There was early success in obtaining support for $2.5 million from the Federal Works Administration 
(FWA) and $1 million from the Defense Department under a Navy Appropriations Bill. But even 
these funds were not assured as Portsmouth, South Norfolk, Norfolk County and Yorktown voted 
to secede from the district and apply for their own grants. Federal funds were also dependent on a 
successful bond referendum. 

	 On	June	16,	1941,	Virginia	Governor	James	H.	Price	appointed	retired	
Vice-Admiral	Joseph	K.	Taussig	as	chairman	of	the	Hampton	Roads	Sanitation	
District	Commission.	As	Commandant,	Fifth	District,	during	the	late	
1930s,	Taussig	had	worked	closely	with	Robert	Preston	and	the	Hampton	
Roads	Sewage	Disposal	Commission	to	actively	support	passage	of	the	1940	
referendum	creating	the	district.	

 The first commissioners meeting was held July 1, 1941, and along with Chairman Taussig, also 
included Vice Chairman Braden Vandeventer of Norfolk; Newport News City Manager Joseph C. 
Biggins; J. S. Darling of Hampton; and Hugh Johnston of Portsmouth. The chairmanship was by law 
a fulltime position and the only member on the Commission to receive a salary.
 By law, each locality had six months from the date of creation of HRSD to declare their intention 
to opt out. The question was: Six months starting from when? As such, a motion was made during the 
first meeting to request a ruling from Virginia Attorney General Abram Penn Staples on the district’s 
official founding date.
 He ruled that HRSD was officially created on March 24, 1941, the “date of the first appointment 
of members…for purposes of this district.” Biggins, Johnston and Darling were “commissioned” on 
March 24. Vice-Admiral Taussig and Braden Vandeventer were appointed on June 16, 1941. 

First Order of Business: Finances 

Finances were always tight. Upon passage of the first referendum, the HRSD Commission was 
authorized a budget of $10,000 until passage of the bond referendum, which by law, could not take place 
for at least a year after notification by localities to secede. The $10,000 available to the Commission also 
covered the $6,000 salary for the chairman.
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 In the upcoming General Assembly, the Commission resolved to seek $25,000 as their annual 
budget appropriation for the biennium. However, Governor Price’s budget recommended only $19,850 
for the year starting July 1, 1942, and $19,780 for the following year.
 The Commission was authorized to settle outstanding debts up to $7,500 of the now defunct 
Hampton Roads Sewage Disposal Commission (HRSDC). They voted that obligations in excess of 
the limit, amounting to $332.52, be absorbed by Greeley and Hansen, and by Hawkins, Delafield and 
Longfellow, the bond attorneys.
 With housekeeping concluded, the Commission vowed to bring the 1937 Greeley and Hansen 
report up-to-date, and to develop a Master Plan so that the public could be fully informed prior to a 
forthcoming bond vote. 
 One of their first priorities to have engineers make presentations. They solicited and welcomed 
competing proposals from engineering firms including Russell B. Moore Company; Consoer, Townsend 
and Quinlan; Wiley and Wilson; Greeley and Hansen; and Whitmen, Requardt & Smith. 
 HRSDC chose Greeley and Hansen for a preliminary engineering survey of the district, at cost 
not to exceed $5,000. Littleton Tazewell was hired as Greeley’s local representative, which ultimately 
contracted for engineering work going forward under an agreement signed November 19, 1941.

Competing Solutions to the Problem

While there was a commitment by all the communities to establish facilities as required by law, there were 
competing interests and solutions, and some chose to go it alone, at least at first. Even still, it was a region-
wide effort with a fairly unified goal of stopping water pollution. 
 The law allowed communities to state their intention to opt out six months after creation of the 
district, which was now established to be March 24, 1941. But in order to opt out, the law required 
that each community satisfy the State Health Commissioner and the HRSD Commission that it had 
“performed all acts necessary to enable it to construct, finance and operate its own sewage disposal 
system.” If they could not satisfy those requirements, the communities would remain a part of the district. 
 On September 24, 1941, the following communities served notice of their intention to consider 
withdrawing from HRSD: Portsmouth, South Norfolk, Norfolk County and York County. Initially, 
the Norfolk City Council voted itself out of the district, but almost immediately opted back in. Norfolk 
County voted itself out in 1941 before deciding to return in 1942. 
 South Norfolk passed a $150,000 bond vote in early 1942. Meanwhile, Portsmouth, working in 
cooperation with HRSD and the federal government, successfully continued its $3 million independent 
effort to establish wastewater facilities at Pinner’s Point. 
 Plans were submitted to the Commission by South Norfolk and Portsmouth, which were approved 
by State Health Commissioner, then referred to Greeley and Hansen for review. Meanwhile, in late 
March, York County asserted their intention to withdraw from district. 
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An engineers report was presented claiming that no sewage disposal system was necessary in York 
County. The report suggested, if determined legal, that York County be allowed to withdraw if they 
could present a certificate declaring that the present means of sanitation met the approval of State Health 
Commissioner. 
 In mid-April, Greeley and Hansen reported on the adequacy of the sewage disposal plans submitted 
by Portsmouth and South Norfolk. Portsmouth’s plan was accepted as adequate. Despite Portsmouth 
opting out of the district, the commission also agreed that Greeley and Hansen could make their 
engineering studies available to Portsmouth, and that Greeley and Hansen could make engineering 
studies for Portsmouth. 
 But the South Norfolk plan was deemed inadequate financially without the city selling bonds. 
A local bond issue of $150,000 had to wait until the Commission received assurance of the legality of 
selling bonds. Then the chairman would be authorized to notify the City of South Norfolk of its legal 
withdrawal from district.

Finally, a resolution was read stating that since the “governing body of Portsmouth furnished the HRSD 
satisfactory proof that all proceedings necessary have been taken and all acts necessary to construct, 
finance and operate their own separate sewage disposal system that in the option of State Health 
Commissioner will prevent pollution of tidal waters of industrial wastes and sewage of district, the 
commission agrees that the city of Portsmouth on March 24, 1942, ceased to be a part of HRSD.”
 A similar resolution read that the City of South Norfolk and York County ceased to be a part of 
HRSD on March 24, 1942. 
 Vice-Admiral Taussig wrote on January 4, 1942: “A majority of the members of the Commission 
and the Federal Works Agency feel that the sewage disposal system for this entire area could be more 
efficiently and economically handled if all the communities remained in the district, and they sincerely 
regret the action being taken by those communities which have declared their intention to withdraw.”
 Col. M. E. Gilmore of the FWA expressed his own frustrations that Portsmouth and other 
communities had chosen to opt out and said he would not advocate for those localities to receive any 
funding under the Lanham Act. He pointed out that the “allotment made to the HRSDC was made in 
light of a determination by the U.S. Public Health service…that the abatement of pollution of the waters 
of Hampton Roads would be best accomplished through the coordination of effort provided for under 
the Hampton Roads Sanitation Commission.” 
 He said he would “recommend “disapproval of individual applications of such municipalities” as 
Portsmouth since it would provide “for uncoordinated effort in the abatement of sewage pollution in the 
Hampton Roads area.”
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Portsmouth & South Norfolk 
Formally Secede



The Quest  for Federal Funds

Meanwhile, with the advent of the “National Defense Program” associated with 
World War II, the early 1940s saw a significant increase in population in Hampton 
Roads with an influx of as many as 150,000 defense and 50,000 civilian workers. 
New government housing developments began springing up, which greatly impacted 
sanitation and sewage disposal.  

 This significant influx of population impacted sanitation, and sewage disposal became “greatly 
aggravated” to the point that it was considered a “menace” to public health. The HRSD Commission 
formally declared it necessary to establish modern and up-to-date sewage disposal plants, which were 
estimated to cost $7.5 to $10 million. With the help of Greeley and Hansen, HRSD worked to have all 
new sewer lines conform to its newly approved Master Plan. 
 In July 1941, Congress passed the Lanham Act, or Community Facilities Bill, appropriating $150 
million in funds for public construction projects related to the Defense Department, including housing, 
public works and infrastructure.
 Soon after, the HRSD Commission resolved to “make application to proper Federal authorities 
for the allocation for $10 million or so much thereof as may appear to be needed for the purpose of 
safeguarding the health of the men in the uniformed services and those working on defense projects and 
their families….” An application was made to the Federal Works Agency (FWA), which administered 
public construction projects.
 Good news arrived in a letter dated October 8, 1941, from Col. Gilmore of the FWA offering $2.5 
million under the Lanham Act. The Commission formally accepted the offer, although Hugh Johnston 
of Portsmouth abstained, stating it was not clear whether any of the funds would be available to the City 
of Portsmouth.
 Johnston contended that the money was intended for all localities, and that Portsmouth and 
communities he represented would be deprived their share because they exercised their right to opt out 
of the district. Thus, he chose to not 
vote on the measure. 
 There was disappointment in 
his decision. Said Newport News City 
Manager and HRSD Commissioner 
Joseph O. Biggins: “I was hopeful that 
the commission would deal with this 
proposition in a unified way, and not 
draw any such fine sectional lines.”
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Portsmouth & South Norfolk 
Formally Secede

 It was Taussig’s belief that individual communities outside the district structure would not be able 
to obtain federal funds under the Lanham Act, which was why localities were better off remaining in 
the district. 
 But by November 6, 1941, there was concern that FWA funds might not come through for 
HRSDC.  The Commission wrote a letter asking for specifics of the grant, but got no response. Then, 
it came out that funds were apparently being held up because the localities that had opted out also 
approached the FWA for funds. 
 Said Admiral Taussig, “From all evidences, the Federal Works Agency is confused as to the propriety 
of making a definite allotment at this time due to a visit of a committee from Portsmouth, Norfolk 
County and South Norfolk, which communities also desire to obtain Federal funds, independent of those 
authorized for the District.” 

	 Taussig	had	an	ally	in	Baird	Snyder	III,	an	assistant	administrator	at	the	
FWA,	who	asserted	that	Hampton	Roads	was	the	“most	vital	of	all	war	areas	
on	the	Atlantic	Coast”	and	that	everything	possible	would	be	done	to	secure	
funding	and	materials.	Taussig	said	that	Newport	News,	Norfolk	Navy	Yard	
and	NOB	plants	were	the	most	essential	and	should	be	built	first.	

 In the interim, the Commission noted in a November 26, 1941, meeting in their headquarters on 
201 E. Plume Street in Norfolk that it was granted $20,000 for engineering and legal purposes from the 
$2.5 million grant, pending approval of the referendum the following year. 

World War II Begins
Mixed in with the triumphs and trepidations over federal funding was the nation’s engagement in World 
War II, which was threatening to make vital materials scarce.  On December 7, the Japanese attacked 
Pearl Harbor. The next day, the United States declared war against Japan. 
 By May 1942, six months after the Pearl Harbor attack, the federal government issued orders that 
“all unnecessary public works projects calling for critical materials be eliminated.” 



 Nevertheless, the Commission continued its preparations for the $6.5 million bond referendum. 
On December 9, two days after the bombing by the Japanese, HRSDC held a meeting attended by R. 
M. Maxwell, an attorney, and Mr. Gallaher, a financier, both from the Federal Works Agency.  
 Their discussion was over which bond attorneys to consider, which brought up another issue: 
federal and state authorities had differing views regarding the sale of bonds. The Commission voted to 
seek advice on the legality of issuing bonds in Virginia from the state attorney general, who ruled they 
were legal.
 Optimism and pessimism abounded. There was also a resolution by J. S. Darling to seek $500,000 
from the state. If more federal monies were obtained, it might mean the bond vote would be down to $5 
million. 
 Meanwhile, Maxwell stated they did not think $10 million would cover the costs of the sanitation 
projects needed, and that in a future date, they would increase the first grant of $25 million. 
 Taussig also wrote to the Army and Navy departments requesting funds and received assurances 
that additional funds would be available pending passage of a Navy Appropriations Bill in Congress. 
In January 1942, Admiral Ben Morcell wrote the Commission a letter saying the Navy Appropriation 
Bill under consideration had an item for “an initial” $1 million to be used for sanitation purposes 
in Hampton Roads. Further, Rear Admiral Manley H. Simon, Commandant, Fifth Naval District, 
indicated he thought the Navy should contribute as much as $3 million toward construction of sewage 
disposal plants in the Hampton Roads area.
 The Patrick Henry Plant was built in 1942 by the Army to service 30,000 people at Camp Patrick 
Henry and Hospital, an area that later would become Patrick Henry Airport.  

By January 23, 1942, the Commission requested $10,000 from the General Assembly to carry on their 
work for the remainder of biennium, and decided to wait to request the $500,000 until after the $10,000 
appropriation was granted.
 With the bond referendum on the horizon, Vandeventer moved that Hawkins, Delafield and 
Longfellow be asked for any recommendations to changes in the bond language while General Assembly 
was still in session. 
 They explored whether several bond votes could be taken under current legislation, and discussed 
whether a lien could be added back for sewage charges via legislation, but decided it was not practical and 
no further action was taken.
 On February 17, 1942, a bill was introduced releasing $10,000 for maintenance of the 
Commission, and a bill ensuring marketability of the sanitation bonds met the approval of 
Mr. Russell of Hawkins, Delafield and Longfellow and also the attorney general.
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The General Assembly of 1942



Not least, Congress passed the Navy Appropriations Bill containing $1 million for sanitation 
purposes. That money would be distributed to of the Fifth Naval District, which then released it to 
the Commission. The bill was arranged so the Navy could work with either the Commission or with 
individual communities, and the Navy had final authority to spend the money as it directed.
 Back in Richmond, Delegate James N. Garrett of Norfolk County introduced a bill to allow 
communities who opted out of the district to take as long as five years to build their sanitation facilities. 
Currently, the law allowed three years from creation of the district on March 24, 1941.
 The Commission was against it, and Gilmore said the FWA would “not look with favor on 
applications for funds for work not to be completed for five years” and that it would “oppose individual 
applications” for federal aid to communities which provided “for uncoordinated effort in the abatement 
of sewage pollution in the Hampton Roads area.”
 Taussig went so far as to ask the Portsmouth City Council and Norfolk County to reconsider their 
decisions to secede and to remain a part of the sanitation district. 

Taussig and Biggins
Go To Washington  

Taussig and Biggins met in Washington with Col. Gilmore of the FWA and with the head of 
Reconstruction Finance Corporation (RFC) to discuss financing after plans were completed.
 During the trip, the RFC stated they could not make definite commitments until the bond passed, 
but saw no issues with the project in view of the government presence in Hampton Roads. RFC offered 
to help with the application, at an expected interest of four percent or less. On the state level, G. Alvin 
Massenburg introduced the bill requesting the $500,000 grant toward construction of plants.  
 Meanwhile, Norfolk County decided to return to the district. The cost to build its own facility was 
prohibitive, and would have required bonds for $2 million.
 As momentum gained and funds finally began to materialize, new issues emerged: materials, labor 
and national security. Money became less a problem than the shortage of steel. To ensure there was no 
conflict with the war effort, large projects could not move forward without final approval of the federal 
government.
 There was a general concern that wartime was not the right moment to embark on such an 
ambitious project. Even the Daily Press, a stalwart in advocating for a solution to the sewage problem, 
editorialized on March 18, 1942, that construction should wait.  

																	Their	headline	said	it	all:	“Defer	the	Sewage	Program.”
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“After mature and deliberate consideration and appraisal of all the factors involved be deferred until the 
demands and urgencies of the war have been relieved…. To us a full and undivided concentration on the 
war effort is paramount.” 

	 Four	months	later	on	July	20,	1942,	The Virginian-Pilot	took	the	opposite	
stance	with	the	headline:		“Let’s	Not	Retreat.”	

“…HRSD has officially pledged itself to undertake no construction not entirely compatible with the 
war effort, (with) the question of compatibility to be decided not by the commission but by the U.S. 
government.” “Let’s not retreat. Let’s go ahead.” 
 In late March, a proposed agreement was reached by which the FWA would build sewer pipes that 
would meet the specifications of the Commission’s master plan which the Commission could at a later 
date purchase in part or whole. This became the lend/purchase model that HRSD used throughout 

On May 1, Chairman Taussig announced the attorney general had authorized a local lawyer to prepare a 
resolution on the bond issue election and that it be held on June 9, 1942. Voters would be asked to vote 
on bonds not in excess of $6.5 million. 
 Hawkins, Delafield and Longfellow came to Norfolk to iron out details on May 7. Greeley and Hansen 
prepared a report to the Commission with cost projections and how they reached $6.5 million amount. 
 But problems arose. The Commission was informed that the Federal Works Agency was considering 
abandonment of plans to build sewers for new housing projects, and instead planned to “discharge the 
raw sewage directly into the waters of the Hampton Roads.” The Commission declared opposition to 
such action by FWA.
 Meanwhile, Chairman Taussig drafted a resolution declaring that the policy of Commission after the 
election will be initiation and construction in “conformity with the war effort,” and that it will proceed 
with a “maximum of efficiency and a minimum of disruption.”
 Around this time, Taussig introduced a rough draft of a paper he wrote titled “History of the 
Pollution Situation in the Hampton Roads Area.” With some edits, the Commission recommended it 
should be printed for distribution to newspapers, civic clubs and others.
 The Commission drafted a resolution stating that at its March 31, 1942, meeting they outlined a 
proposal for negotiations with the FWA for sewage disposal systems required for new wartime housing 
projects.  A copy of the resolution was presented to B. F. Bennett, a regional representative of the FWA: 
 “Whereas under date of April 4, 1942, Mr. Bennett in letter to chairman stated ‘We shall not make 
an immediate reply to your proposal but shall await the complete study and findings of the engineers.’ 
Whereas no reply has been received from FWA about possibility of constructing sewers which are not 
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in conformity with the master plan adopted by HRSD by discharging the sewage from these housing 
projects directly into the tidal waters of the Hampton Roads area, and whereas the HRSD is definitely 
opposed to the discharge of raw sewage from any source into the waters of the district, which pollution 
has already been declared a menace to the health of the communities by the U.S. Health Service and 
Health Commission of Virginia, be it RESOLVED that the chair of the commission is requested to 
advise the administrator of FWA of its definite opposition of the proposal of discharging raw sewage into 
the tidal waters and resolved that this resolution is sent to Winder R. Harris, rep of 2nd Congressional 
District, and S. Otis Bland, rep of 1st Congressional District, Rear Admiral M. H. Simons, USN, 
Commandant of the Fifth Naval District and the Naval Operating Base with the request that they assist 
in support of the commission’s viewpoint.”
 On May 20, 1942, Judge Spindle rescinded a previous court order to hold the bond election on 
June 9 due to technicalities, and set the election for July 21. Meanwhile, efforts continued to revive FWA 
funding.  Taussig received a telegram from Mr. Snyder, assistant administrator of the FWA and the chief 
engineer of FWA to meet in Newport News on May 23. Biggins, Greeley and Dr. Riggin, the state health 
commissioner, also attended.
 Meanwhile, on June 16, 1942, the governor reappointed all members to the Commission. But there 
were other changes. A law passed in January, and signed by Governor Darden on April 1, changed the 
name of the Hampton Roads Sanitation District (HRSD) to the Hampton Roads Sanitation District 
Commission (HRSDC). 
 The new name better identified, at that point, the nature of the evolving “district” and that all 
business was actually being conducted by the Commission on behalf of the district. 
 A new seal was created to conform to the name change. The current seal was discontinued and one 
with new name was introduced at the HRSDC meeting on July 15, 1942. “Hampton Roads Sanitation 
District Commission” was imposed on the outer circle and the seal of the Commonwealth of Virginia 
remained the inner circle.

A Statement of Facts
To publicize the upcoming bond vote in an all-out effort to gain widespread support, the Commission 
released the following items for public consumption: 

   1. The study and report by Greeley and Hansen 

   2. The history of the Hampton Roads Sanitation Commission

   3. A statement of facts regarding the bond issue election
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The Commission stressed that no work would be done that conflicted with the war effort. Other than 
labor and materials that were easily available, they committed to NOT commence construction on any 
part of the system that would negatively impact the war effort. 
 In advertising through newspapers and radio they presented a list of straight facts as their biggest ally. 
The final list encompassed the following:

1. The U.S. Public Health Service and Virginia Health Commissioner state that discharge 
     of raw sewage and industrial wastes is a menace to health and requires “remedial action 
     at the earliest practicable time.”

2. The menace is growing more acute due to additional housing projects underway, 
     which will add 50,000 people to the community.

3. Swimming and bathing have been prohibited in waters of this area inside the line 
     connecting Old Point Comfort and Willoughby Spit. Waters off beaches at Ocean View 
     and Buckroe are showing evidence of increasing pollution, and restrictions on bathing 
     and swimming may need to be enacted. 

4. Over 60,000 acres of oyster production beds have been condemned.

5. HRSDC is charged by law with relief of the tidal waters of district and improvement 
     of conditions.

6. Competent engineers have reported the only way to carry out relief is through construction 
     of adequate sewage disposal system.

7. Engineers estimate cost of construction which meets approval of the State Health 
     Commissioner is $9 million.

8. The FWA has made a grant to the Commission of $2.5 million to assist the commission 
     in its work.

9. The Navy Department has available $1 million to be used for sewage disposal projects 
     in the area.

10. A bond issue not in excess of $6.5 million is necessary to raise the additional funds 
       required. By law this bond issue can be made only if voters elect to do so.

11. The following question “Do you favor the issuance of $6,500,000 bonds of the 
       Hampton Roads Sanitation District Commission” will be held on July 21, 1942 
       in all precincts throughout the HRSD.

The final question to be placed on the ballot was written as follows: “Do you favor the issuance of not 
exceeding $6,500,000 bonds of the Hampton Roads Sanitation District Commission?”



A combination of local politics fueled by the complexity of a region that included both a “district” and 
independent localities seeking federal funds had made it difficult for government authorities. Further, 
timing was becoming an issue. To receive funding, construction needed to start almost immediately, but 
the vote gave little time for projects to be ready by the first of the year.
 Just a week prior to the vote on July 15, 1942, Chairman Taussig read a letter received from Col. 
Carey concerning the release of funds from the FWA: “Due to the uncertainty of being able to proceed 
with the project even in case of favorable bond election, we would be unwilling to recommend the 
expenditure of any part of the grant funds at this time.”
 Nevertheless, there was an all-out effort to make sure the referendum vote was a success but 
support on a political level was not easy to attain. Taussig approached the governor for his endorsement 
of the bond election. The governor said that as a citizen of Norfolk, he would vote for it, but that “an 
intervention” on his part might be considered “an unfair use of his office.”
 There were prominent local citizens who came out against it. Norfolk City Planning Commissioner 
Whit Tunstall told City Council that the issues were not clear, that the “people did not know what they 
were to vote on,” that city council “should delay the election” as the work would interfere with the war 
effort. Taussig and Vandeventer also met with the Norfolk City Council for their support, but the council 
decided it was not their place to pass judgment on this question since the Commission had jurisdiction. 
 Taussig and Vandeventer met with editors of local newspapers, most of which published news items 
and editorials supporting passage. There was also a concerted advertising campaign in newspapers and on 
radio along with endorsements of the Norfolk Association of Commerce, Garden Club of Norfolk, the 
Edgewater Civic Club, the Hampton Rotary, the Hampton Kiwanis and the Izaak Walton League. 

The Bond Vote  Passes  

On July 21, 1942, despite turmoil, division and uncertainty, the $6.5 million HRSD bond referendum 
passed by 3,389 to 1,584, a 2-1 margin. Passage of the referendum helped set forward a construction 
program of pumping stations and work at the Boat Harbor site, and for the treatment of the sewage from 
the James River Bridge in Warwick County to the City of Hampton.
 On July 24, 1942, Greeley updated the Commission on progress around housing projects in 
Newport News and Norfolk County and offered a plan for the future. Under a contract for items for 
which Greeley and Hansen compensation was “not to exceed $10,000,” Greeley and Hansen prepared a 
list of materials for each construction project.
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More Threats to Federal Funding  
Materialize



 At their next meeting on August 5, 1942, the Commission expressed frustration, but resolved that 
planning and coordination with the federal government on new development was critical. 
 The Commission wrote there was a “tendency on the part of the aforesaid federal departments and 
agencies to dispose of the sewage from these housing projects in a manner that will increase the menace to 
the health, a large proportion of whom are engaged in war emergency work.” It was resolved they would 
confer with representatives of federal departments and seek additional funds where needed.
 However, despite the resolutions for better coordination, things were not going well. On September 
23, 1942, even with the bond referendum passed, Taussig read a letter from General Fleming stating 
the FWA was cancelling the grant made in October 1941. In response, Taussig and Greeley went to 
Washington on August 14, staving off the cancellation, at least for a time. 
 Finally, a letter on September 1, 1942, from Baird Snyder of FWA confirmed they were reversing 
cancellation of funding. Now, with passage of the $6.5 million federal funding and restoration of the $2.5 
million, plus the $1 million from the Navy, there would be $10 million to invest in treatment plants.

HRSD Hires  First Full-Time  
General Manager

In July 1943, Vice-Admiral Joseph K. Taussig was called back to active duty and resigned as Chairman 
and General Manager of HRSDC. That same month, former Norfolk City Manager Charles B. Borland 
was appointed to succeed him as a Chairman. 
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 Three years later, Borland resigned, and E. T. Gresham of Norfolk was appointed as a 
Commissioner. Then on July 17, 1946, Joseph C. Biggins, Newport News City Manager, and a 
Commissioner since 1941, succeeded Borland as HRSDC Chairman. 
 But a major step forward was taken on October 18, 1944, when HRSDC hired its first full-time 
General Manager, Reid W. Digges. With the war nearly over, day-to-day leadership would be critical over 
the next several years as funding, labor and materials became readily available again.
 Over the next couple years, there were routine appointments to the Commission. Charles E. 
Jenkins was named Commissioner in July 1944. In 1945, Robert M. Hughes and James N. Garrett were 
appointed, followed in 1946 by E. T. Gresham of Norfolk.
 On February 1, 1946, HRSDC hired Donald K. MacKenzie as the chief engineer at a salary 
of $6,000 annually. He had for the previous seven years been a marine engineer at the Norfolk Naval 
Shipyard. His job was to supervise construction of new sewage treatment plants, interceptor lines and 
other infrastructure, and to be responsible for their operation.
 The critical task HRSDC faced was directing new development to follow the Master Plan, and 
helping with funding mechanisms to make projects happen. Installation of pipes and infrastructure as 
funded by municipalities, and with help from HRSDC, continued during the war. 
 By July 1942, Newport News secured $127,000 funding for installation of 12,200 feet of sewer 
lines to serve 5,000 housing units for war workers. A Portsmouth project consisted of 13,000 feet of lines, 
as well as work on behalf of Norfolk County. 
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Raw sewage ran in open ditches as children played in the 
Simonsdale neighborhood in 1944, documenting the need 
for construction of a sanitary sewer system.



 HRSDC kept a focused eye on development. New housing projects planned by such companies as 
Alexander Howie, Inc. and other firms were directed by HRSDC to conform to the Master Plan and to 
seek approval of certain design work. At HRSDC meetings, the secretary was routinely asked to provide a 
list of all communities conforming to the Master Plan.
 Naval Base officials were also encouraged to conform to the Master Plan. The issue at hand was 
whether to build lines flowing north and build their own plant, or let them flow south and connect 
with the Commission’s plant at the Army Base, which was now being planned as the government’s 
contribution to handle the influx of military and civilian employees.

Bonds Are Finally Sold  

By January 1946, preparations were underway to sell the $6.5 million in bonds that had been authorized 
by referendum four years earlier.
 On April 9, 1946, in their headquarters at 329 Flatiron Building, a bond meeting was held with 
Lehman Brothers, fiscal agents to the commission; Hemphill-Noyes Company, associate agents; and H.E. 
Russell, bond counsel, all from New York.
 On April 12, 1946, the Ledger-Dispatch reported “Rapid Progress Being Made in Building First 
Large Sewage Treatment Plant Here.” It was reported that representatives from large New York banking 
and bond brokerage firms arrived as guests of HRSD to inspect the progress being made on the Army 
Base Plant. The plant itself was being built by the FWA at a cost $831,700 with capacity to handle 11 
million gallons per day, and initially scheduled for completion March 1, 1947. 
 After a meeting at the Princess Anne Country Club, they drove to Norfolk and were given a tour 
by General Manager Reid W. Digges and Chief Engineer Donald K. MacKenzie. When they arrived, 
they saw that over 2,100 piles were driven 40-60 feet deep, with a large chlorine contact tank under 
construction. There were also outlines of two bilge sludge digestion tanks.  
 On April 30, 1946, it was announced that Sanitation Bonds were sold to a syndicate managed by 
Glore Forgan and Company of New York. The next month, May 1946, HRSD financed its $6.5 million 
bond issue at 2.2 percent interest from a syndicate of 16 investment firms. 

Army Base, Lamberts Point 
and Boat Harbor Plants Progress

The Japanese surrender ended World War II, which set the stage for tremendous strides. The FWA 
accelerated its investment of over $5.5 million with construction of the Army Base Plant.
 By late 1945 planning was well underway for the facility, which under terms of the agreement 
with the FWA, was scheduled to be turned over for operation as part of the Hampton Roads Sanitation 
District. 
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 There were seven bidders for the Army Base Plant. When bids closed September 10, 1946, E. & 
E.J. Pfotzer won the contract for the construction of the substructure and superstructure for the plant 
with work to be completed in early 1947. The low bid was $261,366. 
 Projects in Newport News also progressed as main lines from the Boat Harbor site moved forward. 
Under instruction from the FWA, Greeley and Hansen prepared specifications for a 24-inch outfall at the 
Boat Harbor site. 
 Engineering designs were underway for the new plants at Lamberts Point and Boat Harbor.  Aldrich 
& Buck of New York designed the facilities in South Hampton Roads while Greeley and Hansen of 
Chicago designed and supervised construction on the Peninsula. 
 In June 1946, Digges was authorized to negotiate with Norfolk to purchase 12 acres for the 
Lamberts Point Plant; contracts were awarded to lay pipes at Boat Harbor and Lambert’s Point; and on 
June 26, 1946, the Warwick County Trunk Sewer, HRSDs first construction project, began.  
 On July 4, 1946, Governor William Tuck appointed E. T. Gresham to succeed Charles B. Borland, 
who resigned as of July 1.  
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The Lamberts Point Plant outfall 
was constructed in 1946.



South Norfolk  Returns

South Norfolk, which had originally thought it would be cheaper to go it alone, found they would need 
voter approval of $2 million in bonds.  No provision had been made originally for reentry so the General 
Assembly passed a special act to allow South Norfolk to hold a referendum for this purpose. In August 
1946, the locality’s residents voted 187-24 to return to the district.  Portsmouth, however, went ahead 
with its plans to build its own plants with some cooperation from HRSDC. 
 In September 1946, it was announced that bids would open on October 16 for the construction 
of two plants, Boat Harbor and Lamberts Point. Designed by Greeley and Hansen, Boat Harbor was to 
have the capacity to treat12 million gallons daily. 
 In early October 1946, construction began on the Lamberts Point Plant when 60-inch, 54-inch 
and 48-inch gravity concrete pipelines were installed at Bluestone and 43rd Street. These lines would 
ultimately run to the plant to be built on the waterfront at the foot of 44th Street and encompass 8,000 
feet of lines.  The Lamberts Point Plant, with the capacity to treat18 million gallons daily, was estimated 
to cost $1.3 million.  The gravity and force main trunk system in Norfolk, including pumping stations, 
was estimated at more than $1.5 million. 
 On January 16, 1947, it was announced the Boat Harbor sewage plant in Newport News would be 
built by C. W. Lockwood of Hampton for approximately $850,000. The original low bid was $989,000 
but some items were removed from the plans. It was scheduled for completion by July 1948.
 By February 1947, training began for personnel to operate the Army Base Plant, which could 
handle as much as 15 million gallons of sewage daily and was scheduled to be operating by July. 
Meanwhile, bids for the Lamberts Point Plant were to be advertised in May. 
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A 1947 Dodge truck 
was an early HRSD purchase.



Other Forms of Water Pollution  
Also a Problem 

On April 26, 1946, the Ledger Star reported that the Coast Guard was being requested to help “abate the 
nuisance caused by the dumping of oil, waste, garbage and litter from various kinds of government ships 
anchored off Ocean View.…” The request came from Acting City Manager Henry H. George III, who 
said the beaches are in “filthy condition.” The headline screamed, “Ocean View Civic Bodies Demand 
Action to End Pollution.” 
 The Coast Guard conducted a continuous campaign among steamship operators and agencies to 
remind them that pumping bilge oil inside a harbor was illegal. Nonetheless, in February 1947, oil slicks 
were reported to be a problem from Willoughby Spit stretching for seven miles eastward and also as far 
as the Lafayette River. HRSD had no authority over pollution by ships, which had long dumped sewage 
pollution, bilge oil and other refuse in the harbor. 
 The Ledger-Dispatch reported that the “Coast Guard is making a renewed effort to end this 
practice. The Ledger Star editorialized that cleanup was a federal job and noted that “the Hampton Roads 
sewage disposal development will lose much of its meaning…if the elimination of other pollution breaks 
down. This is clearly the responsibility of the Federal authorities.”
 The Coast Guard increased 
patrol boats to prevent further 
pollution, and there were even 
suspicions that Navy ships could 
be the source of bilge water. Digges 
also stated that the Navy did not 
empty its sewage into Little Bay and 
nearby water any longer, and had its 
own disposal system tied in with the 
Army Base Plant.
 It was general practice for most 
ships to dump refuse 100 miles 
offshore, but one ship captain was 
fined $1,500 when he was convicted 
of pumping oil off Newport News. 
 And for a time, an oil 
pollution program by HRSD 
was active until 1950 when the 
tanker “Commonwealth,” used 
for interdiction and cleanup, was 
returned to the Navy. 
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New Plants and New Challenges

As the decade came to a close, Digges considered various new funding strategies for moving forward. In 
May 1947, he sought federal loans vs. grants for pollution controls as there were advantages to the loans 
over outright grants. The Lend-Purchase model also continued to be employed to help communities 
build needed facilities, and for HRSD to run them.

	 On	Oct.	14,	1947,	Army	Base	Plant	was	formally	acquired	from	the	U.S.	

Government,	becoming	the	first	HRSD	wastewater	treatment	plant.	It	opened	

four	days	later	on	October	18.	

 Eight months later, on June 15, 1948, Lamberts Point Plant began operation. Just over a week after 
that, on June 24, 1948, the Boat Harbor Plant began its operations. 
 In July 1948, G. A. Treakle of Norfolk County was appointed an HRSD commissioner. The 
following year, in 1949, Frank H. Miller was hired as chief engineer of HRSD. He would go on to 
become general manager a decade later, in 1958, and serve until 1971.
 At decade’s end, progress was evident on several fronts. Three HRSD sewage treatment plants were 
up and running. Over 35 million gallons of wastewater was being treated daily, with less than a million 
untreated gallons daily going into local waters. Previously condemned oyster beds were being reopened for 
harvest. And efforts were stepped up to close all remaining outfalls that sent raw sewage into tidal waters.
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