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About the Cover


			The front cover designed by Katherine Bowling features white and red roses caught in the vortex of a storm, symbolizing the spirits of the people who were taken from us that day in 1926. During their funerals, white roses were held by each of thirteen children killed by the tornado. They were gifts from their teachers, Ethel Graves and Helen Hughes, representing the purity of each child’s innocence. The red roses have been included, by the authors themselves, in recognition and respect to the two adults who were also killed by the passage of the tornado.


			Katherine Bowling is currently a college student pursuing a degree in aerospace engineering. Her artistic talent is used mainly as a hobby, although she has taken commissions as a financial supplement supporting her college studies.
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Preface 
Anthony G. Puzzilla



			The State of Maryland is certainly no stranger to tornadoes, although their occurrence is far rarer than in the Midwest. The following graphic, prepared by WBAL-TV 11 in Baltimore clearly illustrates this fact. Unfortunately, the town of La Plata has been victimized by two F4 tornadoes which, if classified today with the Enhanced Fujita Scale (since 2007) rating, would be classified as EF5s, the most destructive tornadoes.
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			There were thirteen school children killed in the November 9, 1926, La Plata tornado. Since 1865, only four other tornadoes in US history have killed more school children.


			There was literally nothing in 1926 to warn the people of La Plata of the impending deadly tornado about to strike them. The US Weather Bureau had a long-standing policy that basically said tornadoes could not be forecast. It would remain in place until the 1950s.


			










Foreword 
Anthony G. Puzzilla



			In the spring of 2022, I learned that my fellow La Plata historian, Mr. Steuart C. Bowling, had written a manuscript dealing with the tragic La Plata tornado. He had entitled it La Plata Desolate: The Story of the 1926 La Plata Schoolhouse Disaster. I was immediately impressed with his analysis, depth, and scope of the manuscript, even though I was putting the finishing touches on my own manuscript dealing with the same subject. His manuscript covered much more in-depth detail, based on painstaking research and analysis, than my own broader-brushed manuscript. My own take on the subject was based primarily on contemporary newspaper accounts and contemporary eyewitness testimony while his work tried to unravel many of the media and eyewitness accounts, which later proved to be inconsistent. In the end, he tried to relate the “true” happenings and events that occurred in La Plata, Maryland on that fateful day of November 9, 1926, and the days following.


			After consulting with my esteemed colleague, we decided to combine our research and writing efforts into one volume. We would integrate our presentations so the reader could see how the tragic event originally played out in the media and then present an in-depth analysis of how these events chronologically unfolded in an attempt to give the reader the most accurate depiction of the “true” story of the 1926 La Plata tornado and its effect on the town of La Plata and the poor children who paid the ultimate price and on their bereaved parents and friends.


			We hope this approach is both enlightening and informative to both the public and to the distant relatives and friends, currently living in La Plata and elsewhere, of these children who left us in such a sudden and tragic way.


			May we never forget these thirteen children and the two others who died. May they always be in our thoughts and prayers.


			










Foreword 
Steuart C. Bowling



			Researching this story was more emotionally impactful than I had imagined. Growing up in La Plata as the nephew of two of the students present that day in 1926, I had heard stories about the tornado many times. Usually, they were part of the conversation adults engaged in while we kids waited for the grownups to stop talking so we could go home and play. I knew only the most generalized facts, not the details. I wish I had listened more closely now.


			One of the clearest memories I have of my grandmother is the night she startled me. A storm was approaching, and my grandmother, who lived next door to us, was coming over to be with us as she always did. It was dark, the thunder was loud, and I didn’t know she was coming over to our house at that moment. I was inside our basement laundry room near the outside door, closing an open window. As I turned away and faced the door, a streak of lightning lit up the sky--her face was right at the door’s window, and its sudden flickering appearance out of the darkness scared the living daylights out of me. She saw my reaction and laughed as I let her in. It was one of the few times I could recall her laughing happily when a storm approached. Normally, she was apprehensive and nervous.


			I never really thought much about why she always came to our house whenever it thundered. I suppose I had other things to think about, and I just accepted the situation without question. Her fear of storms was part of my normal world. Some people didn’t like heights. Some didn’t like spiders. My grandmother didn’t like storms. It wasn’t until years later that I started connecting what to me were abstract bits of information with the very real and sometimes traumatic memories that went with them.


			A picture of my uncle Page, as a little boy, hung in our basement TV room. He was pulling himself up next to a table so he could see the small child lying on top of it. I was always told the smaller child was called Fame and that he was my mother’s brother, who was killed in the tornado. I never heard much detail about it. From my perspective, as a young boy in the early 1960s, 1926 seemed like a million years ago. Even when I saw Fame’s name on the memorial plaque hanging in my middle school, he remained an abstract concept. His surname was my middle name, and that was the only connection I felt. He had not been a real person to me, the way my other uncle and mother and grandmother were.


			[image: C:\Users\Daddy\Documents\Family Pics\Page and Fame Clagett at Oakleyed.jpg]


			One day I learned how he got his nickname. At that time they lived on a farm in Accokeek. In farm country, every birth is big news, so people came to visit. His older brother Page was still a very young boy at the time, but he understood something important was going on because of all the visitors coming to the house. He figured his new brother must be pretty important, so he asked if the next visitor had “come to see the famous baby.” With that question, Henry Clagett became Fame Clagett.


			How Fame got his nickname is a cute story, and I was happy to learn it. I simply couldn’t understand why nobody said anything more about him. I later learned that even my mother, who was born four years after Fame was killed, didn’t know much about him. She didn’t learn she once had another brother until she was almost an adult.


			As I got older and started to better connect the dots, I gradually understood the reluctance to say much more. Even after many decades, the pain of Fame’s death remained as fresh and difficult to face as it had been that horrible day in November 1926. During my research, I learned details about Fame’s final moments that even my mother didn’t know. As a father of two daughters, I can scarcely imagine the grief my grandparents suffered that evening as they and the other bereaved families faced the night knowing their child was never coming home again.


			Before this, Fame had been an abstract part of my family history. He was just a name. But to my grandmother he was her baby child, a real person she loved, who had died tragically and unexpectedly at a young age. The emotions connected to those bittersweet memories remained fresh in the years between his death and my questions. She didn’t want to relive them in front of others. She already relived them in her heart every moment. My grandmother wasn’t the only one who still felt that way each time the skies turned dark, and thunder came. All the families who lost loved ones that day carried this burden. The wounds never fully healed.


			My contribution to this book represents my best effort to tell their stories. Tony has proved to be a formidable researcher. He uncovered photos, resources, and material I never knew existed and offered me much appreciated leeway in deciding how the story is told and how to assemble this unexpected trove of information. I wish we could say we have every detail nailed down with hard facts and that every aspect of every person’s story is verified and in perfect harmony with all the others. We certainly tried to accomplish that goal. Unfortunately, that is not the case. The available records are imperfect. Stories conflict, and even the people who were there in 1926 didn’t have reliable recall of the events that day or in the days that followed. Their stories changed over time. Newspaper accounts included mistakes and outright fabrications. While the surviving records are probably beyond any hope of completely overcoming these flaws, they still managed to paint a vivid picture and capture some sense of the trauma this tragedy inflicted upon my family and my hometown. Even after almost 100 years, it’s clear the 1926 reporters were moved by what they saw and did their best to communicate those feelings.


			Our goal is to convey both the stories and the emotions connected to that day as a complete picture, rather than focus on just a few of the many stories connected to the disaster. It is our sincere hope this work does justice to their experiences and to the memories of the people who lived them.
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Chapter 1
Heading to School
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			The La Plata Elementary School ca late 1925 or early 1926 after it was expanded from a one-room school into a two-room facility. The school was the first in Charles County to meet state certification standards. It was awarded its certificate less than a year before being destroyed by the 1926 storm. [Image restored by the author.]


			The muggy and foggy early morning weather of November 9, 1926 was already causing trouble across much of Maryland. Critical maritime shipping had all but shut down because of heavy fog across the entire region. The low-hanging clouds erupted with heavy downpours in some areas, bogging down both motor vehicles and buggies that struggled to navigate the muddier sections of the gravel and dirt roads dominating the southern Maryland road system. The misty rain that fell between periods of heavier rain had limited the work on the local farms to mainly indoor tasks. La Plata, as well as most of Charles County, had so far been spared the wrath of the thunderstorms that could be heard erupting along the southwest horizon. With any luck the skies would clear later in the day and usher in more seasonable weather to the region.


			That autumn morning felt more like summer to many Charles County residents as they prepared to go to work. Heat accompanied by high humidity made the air feel thick and heavy all morning. The La Plata school’s new teacher, Miss Ethel Graves, and its teaching principal, Mrs. Helen Hughes, attended to their duties preparing the wood frame two-room school to receive their students as the rest of the sleepy town stirred to life. A few early arriving students joined them, attending to the chores needed to prepare the classroom each school day. They kept a wary eye on the clouds that hung heavy in the western skies. Although early conditions were mostly foggy, heavier rain would probably move in before the day ended. It was anyone’s guess when that would happen and both teachers pondered how to manage the day without recesses for the children. Hopefully the students would finish the school day and be safe at home before it moved in.


			Across town a few cars sputtered along the main street heading towards the courthouse. The imposing brick building was the largest structure and largest employer in the little town, offering the rare opportunity for nonfarm-based income in a region dominated by family farms. Harry Turner had taken full advantage of that opportunity, working as a clerk of the probate court while also maintaining his family farm, Agricopia, just northeast of the town. His two children, Ed and Charlotte, were already on their way to school. Mr. Turner wanted to get some work done in the office before heading back to his home to supervise work on his farm during his lunch break. His wife and young daughter remained at home enjoying the new addition recently added to their home and attending to the daily chores of farm life.


			Farming was the backbone of the Charles County economy. Living off the land was a way of life for virtually everyone residing there. Since Colonial times, the region’s farms afforded an opportunity to live directly off the land for most needs while raising at least one crop that would be sold for cash. Yet stagnating production and limited room for prosperity had made many children from long-established farm families look for alternative ways to earn a living. Located in the middle of the county at the intersection of major roads as well as a railway that connected the town to the large mid-Atlantic and northern cities, La Plata had become a magnate for those hoping to make the transition to local non-agricultural careers. Even as they opened stores and moved into new homes in town, most still maintained their old farms, often relying on tenant farmers to keep the fields in production. While many crops such as corn, wheat, straw, soybeans, and even cotton were raised as cash crops, the undisputed king of them all was tobacco.


			Tobacco farming operations had often been handed down from one generation to the next in the same families for hundreds of years. The labor intensive crop provided hard but steady jobs to get it from planting to harvest, yet proceeds from selling the year’s crops provided virtually all of the significant cash income many farms would receive for the entire year. The tobacco auction held in La Plata each year during the late winter was a major event that drew hundreds of people from the region to sell their tobacco. Hawkers, buyers, agents, and truckers descended upon the town, filling the local hotels and boosting the town’s retail businesses. La Plata’s hotels often catered to long-term residents and operated saloons and restaurants as a way to generate revenue between tobacco auctions, court sessions, and the arrival of the many travelling salesmen and tobacco gents who worked the region.


			On the western edge of La Plata, hotel manager Sam Vacchiano greeted the guests of the Martin Hotel as they came down from their rooms for breakfast before heading off to work. Olevia Martin, the wife of the hotel’s owner, Frank Martin, was readying herself for a shopping trip to Washington, DC. Her mission was to buy supplies for the hotel that could not be obtained locally, but the opportunity to avail herself of the city’s shops for more personal reasons was not about to be wasted. Such a trip might have relied on the train in the past, but newly paved State Route 3 ran from La Plata’s main street all the way to Washington, DC. Drivers no longer had to worry about mud holes and tire ruts on the road to Washington that always appeared after rainy weather. They could turn a three-hour trip into an all-day ordeal. As La Plata’s first licensed female driver, she planned to take her own car. She would be gone most of the day.


			The La Plata school’s principal, Helen Hughes, a long-term resident of the hotel, had already headed to work at the school before Deputy County Health Officer Dr. Edward Heath came down to eat breakfast. Dr. Heath’s duties supervising nurse’s seminars on proper health and hygiene and encouraging proper nutrition and inoculations for infants often kept him on the county roads, but on this morning, he didn’t have a heavy schedule. He planned to remain in La Plata the whole day, so he could linger a while at the hotel, perhaps enjoying his breakfast at the hotel dining room while other guests hurried past him to start the work day. By the looks of the weather, he was wise to stay in town rather than risk becoming bogged down on some obscure dirt back road in the county made muddy and impassable by the rain.


			Next door to the hotel, Central Garage owner Frank Martin anticipated another busy day for his flourishing garage business. After several years of running his hotel, he had turned over management of its daily operations to Sam Vacchiano so he could focus on his new auto repair enterprise. The effort was paying off. Although La Plata still saw horses and buggies traveling across its newly paved main street, automobiles and gas-powered farm machinery were steadily gaining popularity, giving his new business plenty to do. His garage had as much work as it could handle. His son James, known to all by his middle name La Vega, and his blue-eyed daughter Ethel were already on their way to the schoolhouse. Sam would be by in a few hours to bring them their lunches. Hopefully they would not have to deal with any of the storms that rumbled far off in the western skies and would be able to walk home from school.


			Garages in La Plata provided excellent opportunities for many semi-skilled laborers. Steady paychecks from garage jobs offered greater financial stability compared to seasonal farm work, and with so many farms shifting from animal to gasoline-powered equipment, there was no shortage of demand for mechanics. Several repair shops operated in town. The Central Garage, Mitchell Motor Company, and the Matthews-Howard Company were the main shops competing for the business of repairing automotive and farm machinery in the La Plata area, but smaller garages operating out of converted blacksmith shops, sheds, and barns also kept busy. Charles Edwards had temporarily relocated his family from northwestern Virginia to work in his friend Joe Gamble’s garage. The move meant his daughter Lucille would spend at least part of the year at the La Plata school away from her friends, but so far the decision to come to La Plata had been a good one. He was making a steady income.


			Young Lucille Edwards soon felt isolated in her new surroundings. Her family’s stay in La Plata was unlikely to be permanent, but it was still going to be for a long time. She longed for new friends and to be included in the town’s social life. Back in Virginia, she might have busied herself attending to their farm, but in La Plata there were no animals to feed or farm chores to do. The pretty young girl successfully lobbied her mother to enroll her in the town’s school. There she could join Joe Gamble’s sons Chester and Billy and their aunt Bertie who were also enrolled there as students. Lucy also joined the Sunday school classes at the town’s Methodist church. The moves paid off. Soon she was getting a good education and making new friends.


			In the Mitchell building on the corner of what would eventually become the intersection of La Grange Avenue and Charles Street, Walter J. Mitchell also had a busy day of work ahead of him. He had just been elected to the Maryland Senate a few days earlier. With a long list of letters to dictate, he had much to get done before he could make the trip to take his seat in Annapolis. The whistle of the morning train pulling into the La Plata station was so common it was a scarcely noticed part of the town’s daily life. He was eager to get to the business of planning his term in office and the arrival of the morning train only underscored the fact that the work day had already begun. He called his secretary into his office and began dictating letters.


			Just south of the Mitchell building stood the house and home office of Dr. Thomas Owen, La Plata’s one and only resident doctor. He’d been practicing medicine in town since 1892. He had run La Plata’s first and only pharmacy for a number of years, but by 1926, his focus was on his medical practice. While other doctors had also treated patients in offices located in town, Dr. Owen was the first to make La Plata his home and set up shop there with daily office hours. His wife Mattie Farrall, known to most as simply “Miss Mattie” often acted as his nurse and assistant. On the morning of November 9, 1926, neither one had any reason to think it would not be another quiet, ordinary day. The doctor had a light schedule planned. The harvest season was largely behind them so there would be fewer farm-related injuries to treat and the flu season had not yet started. The two ate their breakfast and attended to the business of preparing for the doctor’s house calls and to receive the day’s patients in his office.


			Just across La Grange Avenue from the Mitchell building, Dr. Owen’s son Gus greeted fellow store manager Willson Bowling as the two men opened their adjacent stores facing the main street. Gus managed the relatively new A & P grocery store, La Plata’s first franchise business, while Willson attended to his father’s general merchandise operation, P. S. Bowling’s store, one of the town’s earliest. Both buildings had been rebuilt after burning to the ground in a terrible fire seven years earlier, one of several large fires that had wiped out entire sections of the little town over its relatively short life. La Plata’s firefighting capabilities were meager. The town’s volunteer fire brigade had only buckets and a hand-pumped hose cart. They were no match for the flames. Although sometimes successful suppressing fires, the fire brigade could often do little but watch the buildings burn and try to contain the flames. Far too often they had to await help from Washington, DC’s professional fire departments, which were about an hour away. They almost always arrived too late to do more than cool off the ashes.


			Bowling’s quickly rebuilt, opening in a larger masonry and stucco building constructed on the same site as the original modest wooden general store. P. S. Bowling had been fortunate that day to have had some time to save the bulk of his merchandize. Mr. Yates had not been so lucky, lamenting to neighbor Adelaide Farrall as he watched the flames consume his store:


			“Right there in that pile of ashes is everything I own except my home.”


			After the fire, the A & P’s predecessor, Yates’ General Store, relocated to a smaller facility in the Dement building farther to the east side of town, allowing the old Yates lot to be cleared to host the new all-brick A & P grocery store. The two buildings were the newest commercial structures in a town still dominated by wood frame buildings, many dating to the 1800s.


			Willson would not be spending the entire work day at the store or his father’s other business, the La Plata Hotel. He also spent at least part of the year acting as a tobacco agent. With the fall harvest complete and the year’s tobacco crops hanging in barns, there was much work to do preparing for the spring tobacco auction. The job was critical to the area. Maryland tobacco was in demand, yet overall competition was fierce. A single poor tobacco season could be disastrous for farmers already facing the challenges of depleted soils and a stagnant agricultural market. Many of those farms were in the early stages of a crisis that would ultimately lead them to ruin as the cost of fertilizers needed to boost production often matched or exceeded the value of the increased crop. Construction of the Pope’s Creek Railroad had provided a temporary boost, offering a less costly means to transport both cash crops and the fertilizer needed to grow them. The rails also ran right past one of the main La Plata tobacco warehouses.


			The tobacco auction was a busy time and produced significant business for the town. Tobacco buyers, truckers, agents, and salesmen flooded the town, filling the hotels and making use of both automotive and horse-drawn livery services to fan out into the county to buy and inspect the year’s crops. At times the auctions could feel like county fairs, with dances, dinners, and other social events held all over town to coincide with the influx of people and local merchants doing brisk business in support of it all. The spring auctions were an extension of the harvest celebrations of the fall and the holidays leading to Christmas and the New Year. Their success and the success of the tobacco crop sales set the local economic tone for the entire year.


			While Gus Owen entered his store, several cars sputtered past him on La Plata’s main street carrying children to school. Among them was Muriel Hardesty, one of the oldest girls in Mrs. Hughes’ sixth grade class. She had started her education in a one-room school in her home town of Port Tobacco, several miles to the west of La Plata, but the school had closed before she could finish, forcing her to attend her final year at the newly enlarged and renovated two-room La Plata facility. Her driver was family friend Rebecca Hyde. As the two motored along towards the school, Muriel wore her brother’s leather jacket so she would stay dry in the misty weather.


			The Hyde family’s roots were also in Port Tobacco, but recently they had established a new connection to La Plata. Rebecca’s brother Louis Hyde was the managing editor of The Times Crescent, one of two newspapers based in the town that had originated in Port Tobacco. Mr. Hyde moved to La Plata with the newspaper so he could continue managing its production. The Crescent’s owner, Walter J. Mitchell, had shifted the operation from Port Tobacco to the upper floor of the Mitchell building to keep pace with its rival, the Maryland Independent, located just across the street. The Times Crescent represented the region’s Democrats while the Independent was the voice of La Plata’s Republicans. Louis Hyde had several children, but only ten-year-old son Albert was the proper age to attend the La Plata school in 1926.


			Other children likely riding into school that day included Leo, Dorothy Eleanor, and Betty Farrall, the grandchildren of one of La Plata’s pioneer businessmen, T. R. Farrall. Mr. Farrall had been an early advocate and supporter of La Plata’s public schooling efforts. The still-popular T. R. Farrall store was being run by the children’s uncle Reggie in 1926. The children’s father was Reggie’s brother, Leo Farrall, Sr. His stately home on Washington Avenue, then known as State Route 3, was close enough to the school for the children to walk, but the unsettled weather may well have led their father to drive them there that day. Not far down the street from the Farrall home, the Clark boys, Jack, Thomas Roger, and Dick also started off to school. When they arrived at the schoolyard, many of the children were already playing in the field outside, waiting for the school bell to call them in to start the day. Jack spent the playtime with his best friend La Vega Martin. The two had been almost inseparable since they first met and often divided and shared their lunches with each other at school.


			Across the street from the Farrall home, the Lorenz children had some decisions to take about getting to school as well. Their home faced State Route. 3, now known as Washington Avenue, but the back of the lot faced Kent Avenue, which ran parallel to the railroad tracks through town. Eldest daughter Frances and her brother Charles usually walked the back way down Kent Avenue along the tracks, but Charles wasn’t going to school that day. His shoes needed repair and had not come back from the cobbler yet. Their youngest sister Harriet, after much begging and lobbying, had been permitted to start attending classes on a trial basis to see if the five-year-old was ready for school. The thick atmosphere and heavy mist could turn into a steady rain and soak the girls before they arrived, but the air was still, the weather was warm, and the darker clouds in the distance seemed to be staying at bay. They decided to walk.


			Just south of the Lorenz house, Mary Carpenter arrived for her job as an operator for the local telephone exchange. It was a wonderful job for the teenager who had relocated to La Plata from her family home in Pomfret to take it. Although steadily gaining in popularity, relatively few people had telephones outside the town. With a population of just four hundred or so people in La Plata, the job was usually quite manageable. It allowed her to integrate into the town’s social network while keeping up with all the comings and goings of her neighbors. The light rain and ominous clouds hanging low on the western horizon concerned her as she left for work. Wearing a headset and connecting calls on her switchboard brought with it the risk of electric shock if nearby lines were struck by lightning.


			Later in the day, Marie Bean would arrive for her shift at the telephone switchboard. At least one La Plata telephone operator was boarding with the Lorenz family. Although her name was not recorded, circumstances favor Marie being the one living there. Newspaper stories from 1926 imply she covered a shift at the same La Plata one-person switchboard as Mary Carpenter. The Lorenz house was an ideal place for her to live. She only had to walk about one block to reach work. The eighteen-year-old’s parents lived on a farm just outside of La Plata a little north of the Lorenz home. While Marie had her switchboard job and could support herself, her family was still struggling during the fall of 1926.


			Her father had broken his leg and could not do heavy farm work. The children pitched in where they could, with one son taking a job as a truck driver and another earning less than fifty cents a day. While it all helped, money was still very tight and the ever-present risk of losing everything weighed on the entire family. Their mother Emma carried a heavy burden of chores, trying to fill in for some of the work her husband couldn’t do supporting their livestock operation. Yet even through this difficult period, they made sure their daughter Teresa Estelle and son Edward attended school instead of doing chores on the farm all day. Their education was a way to a better life; hopefully one with fewer struggles than they were enduring that difficult November. Their youngest daughter, five-year-old Alice, also wanted to attend school yet, despite the sympathy of her parents and much begging, she was unable to join her siblings there. The family simply could not afford shoes for her to wear.


			Kitty Cochrane didn’t have to deal with the same struggles the Bean family faced. Her father owned Cochrane’s store, one of several successful dry goods stores in La Plata. The store was one of the anchor businesses of the La Plata retail economy and being the owner’s daughter had its privileges. Most grocery stores offered home delivery of orders taken by telephone. That meant the store employed a driver and owned a delivery truck. Both could be used for other tasks, such as taking the owner’s daughter to her classes at the nearby McDonough Institute. While many of her peers were headed to the eastern side of town to attend the public school, Kitty was on her way west, to attend the private one.


			Also heading to school that morning from a house north of the main street was eleven-year-old John Marshall Burr, son of the Reverend H. Q. Burr of La Plata’s Methodist church; the very first church built in town. John’s walk to school down Kent Avenue would take him past the town hall where the Clark brothers, along with their father, often performed as a musical trio in support of plays and dances. Unlike modern La Plata’s town hall that caters to the needs of the town government, the town hall that stood in La Plata in 1926 was a private building. The lower level was rented office space for several businesses. The upper floor was an open space used for large social gatherings, such as musical performances, plays, dances, oratory recitals, and speeches. Some of the first movies shown in La Plata were shown there. It was also used for fund-raisers on behalf of the PTA.


			La Plata’s small, one-room elementary school might not have survived had it not been for the PTA. Charles County was dominated by thinly populated farm country. Money for teachers and school supplies was often tight. Complicating matters was the county’s ill-advised racial segregation policies, which required an entirely separate network of schools, teachers, and related support materials to support the black population. The county also followed a proportionate race-based allocations of tax revenues for white and non-white facilities and services. Budgetary gaps were often filled by designated school trustees drawn from the wealthier members of the local communities.


			Trustees would use their own resources and often their own funds to bridge cash shortfalls to keep the schools properly supplied and maintained. The La Plata school usually benefitted from the system, as wealthier commissioners from the town’s growing business community were usually assigned to it. Despite this, La Plata’s school faced prolonged periods of neglect and decline, at one point leading The Maryland Independent to lament the inability of the county to afford even one bucket of paint to help improve the shabby exterior of the county seat’s public elementary school.


			Concern for the school’s condition spurred the creation of the parent organization that would eventually become La Plata’s PTA. They made themselves known when a budget shortfall closed schools across the county one year. The county lacked funds to pay the teachers, so they simply shut down the schools for the year. La Plata’s parents banded together to produce the funds needed to pay their teachers for the full term. They were the only school in Charles County that did not close early that year.


			John Marshall Burr’s mother Cora was very active in the school’s PTA and was well known to the teachers and school administrators. The condition of the La Plata school building declined from another period of lax maintenance in the early 1920s. The PTA began as a group of dedicated La Plata citizens who worked tirelessly to offset the county’s neglect. Plans for a long overdue major renovation and expansion of the old one-room school into a two-room facility in 1925 spurred the group to push for a fully state-certified designation. State certification requirements for features such as a library and upgraded playground equipment resulted in a number of fund-raising events. Many hours of volunteer work by energetic La Plata citizens supplied the school with the resources to achieve the goal. Movies were shown at the schoolhouse to raise money for the playground fund and books were donated by a variety of people to form the library. Their efforts to attain certification paid off in the spring of 1925 when the La Plata two-room school became the first school in Charles County to achieve that distinction.


			Another active participant in the PTA was Katie Berry, a widow who had two children attending the La Plata school: young daughter Kit and eight-year-old son Samuel, both students of Miss Graves’ grades 1-3 class. Mrs. Berry had written and produced a play entitled Miss Topsy-Turvy that had been performed in the town hall as a fund raiser for the PTA the previous summer. The success of that endeavor had provided much-needed funds to support volunteers with materials for improving the gravel road to the school and digging a new well. The Berry family lived on the southern edge of the Oak and Maple Avenue developments, providing the children an easy ten-minute walk to school.


			Children living in the homes in La Plata’s fledgling subdivisions south of the main street on Oak and Maple Avenues usually walked the two-three block distance to school. Page Clagett and his younger brother Henry, known to everyone by his nickname Fame, could walk to school by taking a shortcut across the deep, narrow lots of Oak Avenue to reach the school, or perhaps walk along La Plata’s main street, past their father’s grocery store just a half a block from the intersection with Oak Avenue. From there the school was about one block south and one block east. Also living in close proximity were the Bowie children, who lived in quarters behind the storefront of the Bowie Ice Cream Parlor. Irene and her little sister Mary Ellen could make the journey on foot in about ten minutes, but that morning, Irene was in no hurry. She had a toothache and was scheduled to see Dr. Sasscer, the town’s dentist that afternoon to have it taken care of. Dr. Sasscer was a good dentist and well-liked, but in 1926, even state-of-the-art dental equipment gave Irene little to look forward to when a filling was necessary.


			While walking along Oak Avenue toward the school, the Bowie girls might have encountered Henry Wolf, the son of Samuel Wolf, a Russian immigrant and owner of a discount store at the corner of North Maple and Main Street, as he made his way to school that morning. The Wolfs had been among La Plata’s earliest families, and like many of La Plata’s businessmen, Henry’s father Samuel engaged in a variety of trades to earn his living, including livestock auctions, buying furs, and trading in second-hand merchandise. While his discount store in the original T. R. Farrall building facing Oak Avenue had long been a fixture in town, during the Prohibition Era of the 1920s, he might have been better known for the business he was only rumored to have engaged in: bootleg whiskey. Like the Bowies, the Wolf’s home was connected to their business and it was close enough that he could be at the schoolyard after just a ten-minute walk.


			Samuel Wolf was well known in town, but his family didn’t quite have the same connections to the school system the Bowie children enjoyed. Few could. Their aunt was Miss Jane Bowie, a well-known teacher in the county school system who had been promoted to become the supervisor of all the county’s teachers. Miss Jane was in charge of a segregated system that separated white and black students, placing each in separate facilities. Despite the inequities, she had managed to earn the admiration and respect of both the black and white teachers under her care. Even after her promotion, she still enjoyed teaching the children whenever she could. Decades after attending the La Plata Elementary School, Rudolph Garner still recalled his instruction in the Palmer method of penmanship by Miss Bowie. Her house on Oak Avenue was across the street from and a little to the south of the school.


			The Bowie children may have enjoyed some prestige from their relationship to Miss Jane Bowie, but when it came to connections with the local school system administration, no student in La Plata could claim any higher status than the Gwynn children, Elizabeth, known as Polly, Dee, and Sims. Their father was County School Superintendent F. B. Gwynn. The family resided on the southern edge of Maple Avenue at the corner of a small road that connected Maple to a lesser developed dirt road that would eventually be called La Grange Avenue. The connection, then known as the REA Arbitrary, was used by many of the children walking from the western side of town to the schoolyard on the eastern edge. Although it is not known how children navigated the lots between Maple Avenue and Oak Avenue to reach the school lane, it is reasonable to think the Bowie lot was made accessible to them for that purpose.


			Rita Cooksey’s father was Ferdinand Cooksey, a Maryland state attorney. They lived in the old Maurice house on a section of State Route. 3 that would later be called St. Mary’s Avenue. The impressive house had the distinction of being the first house in La Plata with indoor plumbing. As she prepared for school that morning, she was probably feeling a bit of the same trepidation her classmate and desk mate Irene Bowie felt. Like Irene, Rita was suffering from a toothache, and before the day was over, she would be joining Irene at Dr. Sasscer’s house to have it fixed.


			Ferdinand Cooksey’s brother William Fairfax Cooksey lived on a large, well-run farm south of the town. Two of his children, Mary Alice and Everett, would be joining their cousin Rita in school that morning. Joining Mary Alice and Everett was their orphaned cousin Benjamin, who went by his middle name Tilden. The youngster was being raised by his aunt Alice Pamela and uncle William Fairfax Cooksey who treated him as their own son. Many of the La Plata school children shared close family connections. Having brothers, sisters, and a rather tangled link to various cousins among the sixty children in the two classrooms was not at all uncommon.


			Even though family connections to classmates was common, some of the children on their way to school November 9, 1926 shared surnames without being related to each other. Such was the case of Elizabeth Padgett, known as Liza, and Vernon Padgett. Vernon and his family lived on the west side of State Route 3. Oddly enough, Liza Padgett, not related to Vernon, also lived on the west side of the same road, albeit a bit further to the south and outside of the town limits. Her home was adjacent to what is today Will’s Park. In addition to food for the family and livestock, they raised turkeys and tobacco as cash crops. They were doing well enough to have recently renovated their old farm home into one of the show pieces of the county and to have purchased a brand new car.


			The children converging on the school grounds usually played outside in the minutes before the bell called them in to start the day’s lessons. A large athletic field located beside the schoolhouse on the three-acre school grounds provided the children plenty of space in which to run and play. The people of La Plata had located the school on the hill in the middle of a field specifically because they wanted the children to have plenty of room to run and play. On the north edge of the playground was the leafless hulk of a large fallen chestnut tree, a likely casualty of a blight that had virtually wiped the landscape clear of the once mighty trees. The downed tree with its seemingly petrified branches was a popular playground attraction at the school. The children treated the branches like a jungle gym. Beyond the tree the flattened hilltop of the schoolyard gave way to a steady drop into a wide but shallow ravine where a thicket of young loblolly pine trees grew right up to the edge of the schoolyard hill. Off to the east of the school grounds were the fields and barns of the Roberts farm. The house could be seen standing on a hill opposite the ravine. East of that the land fell away to a swampy area dominated by a large stream known as Clark’s Run.


			Some of the children set about doing chores for the school. A few of the boys chopped some wood for the wood-burning furnaces that warmed each of the two classrooms. Mrs. Hughes told them the furnace would not need any wood this warm November day, but they still went about their assigned chore. The weather was certain to cool some when the storms finally passed through, and they would need plenty of wood for the coming winter. A small supply was dutifully stacked near the furnaces with the remainder added to the larger pile outside. The school had no indoor plumbing or electric lights. Outhouses on the northern and southern sides of the ground were available when nature called. A kerosene lantern could be used when light was needed, but the majority of light for the classrooms came naturally from rows of large windows along the rear of each room with a second row gracing the south wall of the Hughes classroom. They faced the track of the sun as it rose in east and travelled low across the sky during the colder months, ensuring optimal natural light for each classroom during the school day. Water was provided by hand pump situated over a shallow well.


			The clanging of the school bell called the children to start their day at the La Plata school. The teachers had brass hand bells to call in the children, and while the schoolhouse featured a bell tower, it is not clear it ever contained a bell. Photos suggest a larger bell mounted on a pole stood outside the school as well. The sound of the bell sent the children scampering from the athletic field towards the doorways of the trim yellow building and made their way through the vestibule to hang their coats and hats. Many lined up for a quick drink from the single shared ladle in the bucket of fresh well water kept there before heading into one of the two classrooms. Some politely greeted the teachers as they hung coats and jackets on hooks and then filed inside the classrooms to take their seats. None of them knew as the teachers called their names for attendance that they would never again answer the morning roll call in their neat little two-room school.


			









Chapter 1 Images
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			La Plata One-Room School: Thought to have been taken ca 1923 or 1924, this may be the only known photo of the La Plata one-room school before it was renovated and expanded into a two-room facility in 1925. The image depicts the east-facing wall of what would eventually be the Graves classroom in 1926. Note the mismatched windows used in the row of windows behind the children. The storm approached the school from the southwest, where no windows existed to allow the occupants to see it coming. The photo includes Page and Henry Clagett and likely others who were in the school when it was destroyed in 1926. Unfortunately, the other children have not been identified. The photo is from the Dorothy Clagett Bowling collection.
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			Schoolhouse lot: A view of the lot behind the home of Gus Owen on the east side of Oak Avenue in 1926 facing a bit to the southwest. The houses clustered along the tree line are facing Oak Avenue. The tornado crossed the open fields behind these homes. The Owen house can be seen partially obscured by the tree in the foreground and the Heigham house between two trees to the right of the Owen home. If this is an accurate understanding this photo, it must depict the part of the old La Plata Elementary School grounds and may have been taken standing on or in front of where the school stood. If so, the small road in the foreground is a portion of the school lane that extended off of what is today Wicomico Street and into the lot towards the schoolhouse. Wicomico Street would be just out of the photo to the right. The Della home would have stood in the distance just outside of the image to the left. The children would have played on these fields during recess. The image is believed to date to the 1930s and includes structures that were not in place in 1926. The photo is from the collection of Frances Lorenz Winkler, who provided the identification of the Owen home. 
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			Today’s Graves Avenue [left] and Maple Avenue [right] as they appeared ca. 1924, looking south. The home of the Clagett family is on the right. On the photographer’s left was the Bowie Ice Cream Parlor. On the photographer’s right stood the Bowling Hotel. Neither structure may be seen in the photo.
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			The Christ Episcopal Church rectory located at the corner of Oak Avenue and Wicomico Street was the home of Reverend William H. Heigham in 1926. The rectory lot’s western boundary adjoined the eastern edge of the La Plata School lot. The view faces south on Oak Avenue and dates prior to 1925. The school lane would have been just out of the photo frame to the left of the image. The photo is from the collection of Frances Lorenz Winkler.
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			The Della House, depicted here in a drawing by Denise A Maas, granddaughter of Luther Della in accordance with his description of the property owned by the Chapman family. It stood facing Oak Avenue near the present location of Milton M. Somers Middle School and was rented in 1926 by the family of Edward Della. John and Lillian Della attended the La Plata Elementary School that year and could walk there by crossing 250 yards of open fields in just a few minutes.
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			The Della Family [left] and Luther Della [right]. [Photo of Luther from Collection of the Southern Maryland Studies Center of the College of Southern Maryland.]
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			The oldest business location in town was occupied by the Wolf family in 1926. It had been built by the Chapman family in the early 1870s and had hosted a number of businesses over the ensuing years. Many in La Plata remembered it as “old Farrall’s store.” T. R. Farrall had originally opened his business there but quickly moved to a new location just a block to the west to take advantage of the new railroad station. Like many La Plata businesses, the storefront featured attached living quarters; in this case a boarding house in the back. The Wolf family were Russian immigrants. His wife Vinney was from England and both were ardent supporters of La Plata’s public school. Their son Henry [inset] was a student in Miss Graves’ class in 1926 and had an easy one-block walk to school each morning. The building has withstood a tornado and a fire and has been restored, still occupying the same space on the corner of North Oak and Charles Street. The small shed-like building in the rear is believed to have housed the La Plata Fire Brigade’s hose cart.
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			Bowie’s Ice Cream Parlor: Harry C Bowie purchased the former Horney’s Oyster Bar in 1917 and converted it to Bowie’ Ice Cream Parlor. For Mary Ellen [top right] and Irene [lower right] Bowie, it was also home. Mary Ellen was seated near the back of Miss Graves classroom and Irene in the middle of Mrs. Hughes classroom. The untimely death of their father in November of 1925 created some hardships for their mother Blanche, but she managed to become one of the most popular business women in La Plata. Her sister-in-law, Miss Jane Bowie, was Superintendent of Teachers for Charles County in 1926 after a long career as a teacher.
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			La Plata’s PT. was not above issuing good-natured subtle threats to encourage attending their fund-raising play, Miss Topsy Turvy. The play was written by PTA member Katie Berry to help raise funds in support of the La Plata School. The announcement appeared in the March 12, 1926 issue of The Times Crescent. The fund-raiser was successful. No records remain on the fate of those who did not attend.
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			The Graves class, grades 1-3 in the north classroom, as they appeared November 8, 1926, just one day before the tornado. The names of the students represent the best effort of the authors to complete the work of others, including John Wearmouth and Sherrill Neale. The identity of the students in the middle seats on the left side nearest the wall have not been firmly established.


			[Left-side, standing]: Vernon Padgett, Dorothy Eleanor Farrall, Harriet Lorenz


			[Left row, seated, front to back, left to right]: Betty Farrall, Lucy Williams, William Roby, unknown boy, Samuel Berry, unknown boy, Mary Ellen Bowie, Frances Lorenz


			[Middle row, front to back]: Charlotte Turner?, Kitty Berry, Dee Gwynn, Lucy Miles?, Henry Clagett, Tilden Cooksey, Mary Alice Cooksey, Miss Graves (standing)


			[Right row, front to back]: Benjamin Miles, Thomas Clark, Lucille Barbour, John Della, Chester Gamble, Mary Bradburn, Marie Murphy, Henry Wolf, Raymond Maddox


			Believed to be in the class but not pictured or not identified: Rita Mudd, Charles Lorenz, Billy Gamble, Teresa Bean, James Frederick Maddox. Note there is uncertainty over William Roby, who was identified as being in the Graves class but whose age suggests he belonged in the Hughes class, and Dick Clark, whose age suggests the Graves class but who has been identified in the Hughes class. Both are wearing ties for the photo.
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			The Hughes class, grades 4-6, in the south classroom as they appeared November 8, 1926, just one day before the tornado. The names of the students represent the best effort of the authors to complete the work of others, including John Wearmouth and Sherrill Neale, who interviewed surviving class members.


			[Left row, front to back]: Jeanette Thompson, Muriel Hardesty, Mrs. Hughes, Irene Bowie, Rita Cooksey, Ed Turner, Albert Hyde, Ethel Martin, Everett Cooksey, Bertha Gamble.


			[Middle row, front to back]: Polly Gwynn, Lucille Edwards, La Vega Martin, Jack Clark, John Marshall Burr, Lewis Swan, Page Clagett, Charles Farrell


			[Right row, front to back]: Elizabeth Padgett, Dick Clark, Robert Mudd, Leo Farrall, Bruce McCarthy, Lucille Murphy


			Believed to belong in the class but not pictured: Lillian Della, Thomas Miles, Catherine Thompson, Edward Ban, Carolyn Mudd, William Miles.


			There is uncertainty over William Roby, who was identified as being in the Graves class, but whose age suggests he belongs in the Hughes class, and Dick Clark, whose age suggests the Graves class but who has been identified in the Hughes class. The authors believe they are reversed.


			










Chapter 2
Going to Work
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			A Baltimore, Pennsylvania & Washington Railroad train crosses main street in the Town of La Plata early one morning in 1924, heading on its southbound run. The train is powered by one of the 121 class G5 4-6-0 “ten wheelers” built at the Pennsylvania Railroad’s Juniata shops in Altoona, Pennsylvania, between the years 1923-1929. The daily passenger trains normally consisted of a baggage car, mail-express car, and two coaches. Besides passengers, these trains carried mail. According to the February 1926 edition of The Official Guide of the Railways, two daily scheduled northbound trains stopped at La Plata. Train No. 5180 left this station at 6:13 a.m., and Train No. 5182 left the La Plata station at 3:07 p.m. The photo appears to have been taken from the living quarters in the upper floor of what is today La Plata Liquors and presents a rare glimpse of a typical La Plata morning with people going about their daily tasks.


			While the children settled in for their lessons, the people of La Plata and the surrounding community went to work. Emma Bean spent much of the day doing the family’s laundry. The chore was made a little harder by the uncertainty about hanging the clothes to dry under the threat of rain and the weight of other chores needing her attention that her injured husband could not perform. Harry Turner was also juggling multiple responsibilities. He was planning to use his lunch hour to get some field work done on his farm before returning to his courthouse office to resume his duties as deputy registrar of wills. The light rain wouldn’t be a problem, but if any of the storms off to the southwest decided to bring in heavier rain or the threat of lightning, he might not get his farm work done at all. Harry Cooksey wasn’t any happier about the weather than Mrs. Bean or Mr. Turner. He was en route to La Plata in an open donkey cart to pick up supplies for his family’s store in Dentsville. He hoped the supplies would be ready at the freight station so he could just load his cart and get the job done quickly. He didn’t want to get caught out in the open on his cart if a storm moved in. If he didn’t time his journey just right, he would have little choice but to endure whatever weather came his way on the return trip.


			Also casting a wary eye on the weather were photographers L. B. Moore and Harry W. Lehman. The two men were running a little late loading their photographic equipment and getting on the road from Indian Head to La Plata. They had been in La Plata the previous day taking class photos at the school, but the photo of the Hughes class had some problems with the exposure. A dark shadow across the bottom and poor focus on the left side meant the photo had to be retaken. They also had individual portraits to finish. They didn’t want to miss their appointments, but the prospect of muddy roads slowing them down even more only increased the odds they would arrive too late to get all their work done as planned. Perhaps the children awaiting portraits would be willing to stay a little later until they arrived.


			William Briscoe Billingsley pulled his horse-drawn carriage onto La Plata’s main street and joined the brief but busy flurry of vehicles heading towards work. The exact destination for Mr. Billingsley that morning is not certain, but it seems probable his day included a stop at the Oak Avenue residence of the county’s Supervisor of Teachers, Miss Jane Bowie. A long-time teacher in the county schools, Mr. Billingsley had recently moved into an administrative role in the school system. As a clerk of the county schools, he was quite popular among the county’s teachers because his duties included the distribution of paychecks on payday. They respected the fact that he understood their needs and would remain at work late in the evening on paydays to deliver checks to teachers who had to travel from the farthest reaches of the county to get them.


			While his two daughters settled into their desks at school, Ralph Lorenz and Jeff Robertson got to work installing a new coal-fired boiler in the Bowling Hotel. The job was going to take much of the day to finish. In one of the hotel’s first-floor commercial spaces, Harry Guy began taking customers for his barbershop. He was undoubtedly hoping the new boiler would be up and running well before the arrival of cooler temperatures said to be heading towards the area from the west. Hotel proprietor P. S. Bowling was also interested in seeing the installation of the new boiler completed soon. The stately old Victorian structure doubled as his family’s home. The building was almost fifty years old, lacked any meaningful insulation, and needed a constant supply of hot water for the radiators in the colder weather; especially to heat the saloon, the large dining room where meals were served to guests and the recently added bowling alley. His family also lived in the hotel and wouldn’t be any a happier in a cold, drafty building than his guests would be. The old coal-fired boiler had struggled to keep up with demands of the expanded building despite a voracious appetite for coal. Hopefully the newer system would be more efficient. The warm day was an opportunity to get the job done before anyone had to suffer the cold.


			La Plata wasn’t the only small town in the region going about its business that November morning. About twelve miles to the north of La Plata lay the tiny farm community of Cedarville. Like many of the region’s farm towns, Cedarville was scarcely more than a few commercial businesses clustered together around a small intersection of gravel-topped country roads. It was surrounded by family farms. The prosperity the railroad promised hadn’t been felt as much in Cedarville as it had been in La Plata. One happy exception to that rule was the home of Owen P. Grimes. Mr. Grimes had found employment as a brakeman on the Southern Maryland Railroad. His route often took him near the converted former schoolhouse where he and his family lived.
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