
A Blast from RDC’s Past!

At our Shareholders’ Annual Meeting on Saturday, September 17, 2016 we will have three very special guest 
speakers from RDC’s past (the 1950’s and 1960’s).  These guests, George Neilson, Gilbert Raiford and Reggie 
Bennett, have been invited here this weekend to help us preserve RDC’s rich past.  They will be interviewed by Cindy 
Jones, a professional videographer and producer of documentaries.  Segments of their recorded interviews will be 
displayed in the RDC Archive Center and potentially used in a documentary about RDC. 



We are honored to have these remarkable men speak to us today just prior to announcing plans that will help us 
celebrate and mark the anniversary of the merging of Rockywold and Deephaven (1918-2018)… a proposed 
RDC Common located between the two camps with the new RDC Archive Center at the heart of the common.

Here is a brief background on our speakers.  George Neilson, RDC’s Manager from 1960 to 1968, managed 
the Camps through a period of great transition(s).  Dr. Gil Raiford, called “Trees” - the tall one in the photo, 
was an RDC employee in the early 1950’s and returned in 1960 to be the Deephaven Office Manager during 
George Neilson’s first year as RDC’s General Manager.  We are told that George and his family lived above 
the Deephaven Office that year and formed a special bond with Gil.  Gil met his future wife, Mildred Falcon, 
that season at RDC.  Mildred was also a Hampton graduate and unfortunately cannot be here this weekend.  
As a high school student, Reginald Bennett became RDC’s pastry chef in the 1950’s.  This position may have 
propelled him to his distinguished career with the Food and Drug Administration as a food microbiologist with 
extensive knowledge in research and analysis of bacterial food poisoning.  We shared this bit of information with 
our food service staff and asked them to be on their A-game this weekend!  

There is a line in one of our history books that reads, “there were as many degrees in the kitchen as there were 
amongst the guest.”  From reading the resumes of these individuals, we have a clearer understanding of what that 
person meant. We could fill the rest of this meeting listing the accomplishments of these distinguished men, but 
we will save some of that for their interviews.  

For your enjoyment, and to be preserved in the RDC Archive Center, we have included in this booklet a few written 
recollections of RDC from George Neilson, Gilbert Raiford and Nathaniel Jackson, who could not be here this weekend.  



FROM ZUBER TO HAMPTON INSTITUTE

By Gilbert Lancelot Raiford

In 1950, Negroes, as we were called then, were not allowed to use the dining car on the Silver Meteor that was 
taking me to Richmond where I would change to the B&O for Hampton. Mama knew this and had spent the 
previous night preparing not one but two shoeboxes chucked full of fried chicken, fried pork chop sandwiches, hard 
boil eggs (with tiny bags of salt and black pepper), two oranges and two apples, and several slices of pound cake.

It was September and I was really surprised to find that Hampton was as hot as Zuber and could hardly wait 
to write to tell mama that we had made a mistake by making all that fuss about an overcoat. (However, by 
November, I asked the Lord to Bless mama for having such great insight! I had never felt so cold in my entire 
life and now I could hardly wait to pull out that overcoat, the one I should have donated to the Smithsonian 
Museum.  Not only was the coat full length, touching my ankles, it was form fitting – causing me to look like 6 
o’clock! It was definitely the original maxi.  No one at Hampton had ever seen such a spectacle and no one has 
ever forgotten!)

The first student I met when I arrived on campus was Bill Evans, a fellow basketball recruit who hailed from 
Connecticut. To celebrate our new status as emancipated minors, we decided to have our first alcoholic drank 
and we defied the laws of Virginia and went into a “Whites Only” bar in the City of Hampton. I had explained to 
Bill that he must do all the talking because they would think that we were Hampton students from the north and 
would not know about segregation. (At that time, you could not distinguish my own speech from that of Gomer 
Pyles or Forrest Gump.) Anyway. We order a bottle of beer and a coke as a chaser –ugh! That was my first and 
last drink.

A full scholarship meant only room and board and tuition. For books and other expenses, we were given our 
choice of campus jobs. Being from Zuber, I enjoyed eating. So, I opted to work in the kitchen at Virginia/
Cleveland Hall, a cafeteria located in one of the females’ dormitories. I was introduced to two foods I had never 
even heard of – scrapple and rhubarb pie. I really enjoyed these new foods until I found out that rhubarb pie 
has never been anywhere near a fruit but was merely made out of a plant! And as for scrapple, I found out that 
it was a combination of unidentified scrap meat and grain. With this knowledge, I lost my taste for both, never 
to regain it. Anyway, the dietician was a very affable and maternal woman we called Mama Nizer. Well, the day 
before I was to leave to return to Zuber for the Christmas break, Mama Nizer called me into her office and 
presented me with a huge box which contained a very large caramel icing cake and said that I should take it to 
mama. (That was our first time eating such a delicious cake.)

I was brought to Hampton to play basketball but I went to Hampton to get an education. For me, the two 
different goals conflicted. At first, there was no problem. Coach Buck Neilson, a fatherly type of guy, had a 
reasonable practice schedule – one that allowed me adequate time to study. When he was promoted to athletic 
director, a new coach was brought in. Morehead was a stubborn dictator who did not seem to realize that he was 
coaching students, not professionals who made their living playing. One day before a rigorous exam, I called him 
to say that I would be a couple of hours late for practice – that I had not yet finished preparing for an exam that 
was to be taken the next morning. He insisted that I forego study and be on time for practice. Scholarship or no 
scholarship, I was not about to let Morehead determine my future. It turned out to be no scholarship because 
Morehead exercised his right to rescind the scholarship. This was toward the end of my sophomore year and I 
had resigned myself to the reality that I would not leave Hampton with a degree.

Now, in Zuber we were taught to be particularly engaging with elderly people who seemed lonely. There was one 
white woman who lived in a two-story building near the front of the entrance to the campus. You would usually see 
her sitting on the front porch in a rocking chair. The first day I saw her, I went and sat on the steps and spent close 
to two hours with her. Her name was Maria Phenix and she was the widow of Hampton’s last next to white president. 
She had known the founder, General Samuel Armstrong, as well as the two major financial supporters (Samuel 
Huntington and Ogden) of this college where the first public reading of the Emancipation Proclamation took 
place. I made it a practice to stop by and spend time with her practically everyday. So, when I was packing up to leave 
Hampton forever, I came to say goodbye to her. Although she was 85 years old, she understood that I could not 
have graduated so quickly and I had to tell her the reason why I would not be back. She told me that I could remain 
at Hampton through graduation; that she had a solution. She invited me upstairs and showed me a furnished 



apartment attached to her own and said that I could have it rent-free. For tuition, she arranged for me to go to 
a residential family camp in New Hampshire and work for Mrs. Howe, the only daughter of General Armstrong 
and his second wife. (At that time, Mrs., Armstrong was still alive but not active.) I would be paid at the end of the 
summer and it was more than enough to cover tuition for the year, mainly because the tips were extremely liberal. 

Mrs. Phenix had a white maid and a black maid and when the white maid balked at cleaning my apartment, 
she was asked if she wanted her job. She did. Mrs. Phenix also took me to her bank downtown to register my 
signature on her account, much to the horror of the white banker. She reminded him that she might not always 
be able to write her checks and that I should be in the position to conduct her business. (Remember, this was in 
1952). Mrs. Phenix also gave me an allowance of $10 a week, as well as paid for my monthly meal card. When 
Marion Anderson came to give a concert at Hampton, she stayed with us. Mrs. Phenix seemed totally oblivious 
to race.

The next article will continue the Hampton saga.

THE HIDDEN GEM ON SQUAM LAKE

By Dr. Gilbert Lancelot Raiford, staff alumnus ’51,’52, ’53, and ’60.

Nettled between the famous White Mountains and Squam Lake lies Rocywold-Deephaven Camps.  In the 
beginning, it was just Deephaven, a residential family camp founded and owned by Alice Mable Bacon, a writer 
and an educator who was born in New Haven, Connecticut. Ms. Bacon was very sympathetic to the educational 
needs of the newly freed slaves and went to teach at Hampton Institute with General Armstrong in 1883. 
However, she was more than a teacher – she was a crusader, So, when the white establishment refused to admit 
African American students to train in the local hospital, she sought and received assistance from General 
Armstrong to found Dixie Hospital that would train African American nurses. She was also entrepreneurial. 
She purchased several acres of land on and around Asquam Lake and built Deephaven in 1887. 

Ms. Bacon met Mary Alice Ford Armstrong when they were fellow teachers at Hampton Institute. Ms. Ford was 
21 years old when she left her home in a rural village in New Hampshire for the first time and came to work for 
General Armstrong at Hampton. The General’s first wife had died and in 1890, he married Ms. Ford. General 
and Mrs. Armstrong had two children, Margaret and Daniel. The General only lived about three years after the 
marriage, leaving Mrs. Armstrong to raise the two children as a single mother. 

Alice and Mary became very good friends and it was natural for Mrs. Armstrong and her small children to spend 
their summers at Deephaven Camp. As for Ms. Bacon, who now had become very interested in teaching English 
to Japanese students, she needed a trusted person to manage the camp while she went to work and live in Japan for 



two years. Mrs. Armstrong was that person. However, Mrs. Armstrong saw this opportunity as a chance to establish 
her own business venture and purchased 27 acres of land, contiguous to Deephaven, on which she built two cabins, 
the first one being Brown Betty. Upon her return to New Hampshire, Ms. Bacon and Mrs., Armstrong merged their 
camps and created Rockywold- Deephaven. 

It was in the last semester of my first year at Hampton when Mrs. Maria Phenix, the widow of the next to last 
white president of Hampton and also a contemporary of Alice and Mary, spoke to me about spending my 
summer working at Rockywold-Deephaven. (I was born and raised in the backwoods of Florida and the idea of 
going to New England, for any reason whatsoever, was very intriguing and I would have gladly worked for free – 
just to see the mountains!) 

I took the B & O train from Hampton to Richmond and changed to the Silver Meteor, which would take me 
to Boston. From Boston, I arrived in Plymouth N.H. on the greyhound or the Adirondacks bus (do not have a 
clear memory of which), just as the sun was going down over the “Old Man On The Mountain”. It was a most 
magnificent sight!

I was met at the bus station my Captain John Smith, a Washington, D.C. cab driver who spent his summer 
months working at Rockywold-Deephaven as a driver as well as a supervisor of the young men who comprised 
the “outdoor” crew. I was assigned to work in the Deephaven section of the camp but first; I would have to pay 
my respects to Mrs. Mary Alice Armstrong who lived in Rockywold. It was already past her bedtime but protocol 
dictated that I was to be taken to her bedroom for an introduction by Claire. Mrs. Armstrong was propped up 
on a large four-poster bed and was wearing a nightcap, in the true fashion of a proper New England lady. The 
greeting was brief and I delivered the person message from her long term friend, Mrs. Phenix, and accompanied 
Claire to the kitchen where I was given a light supper. 

When I think of Claire now, I think of Madame Giry of the play “The phantom of the Opera.” She was tall and 
regal– with a no nonsense disposition. Like Madame Giry, she was fond of wearing a long black dress. During 
her non-summer months, Claire was a schoolteacher in Alabama, with a clear identifying accent. Claire was the 
unofficial “boss” of all the African American employees – even those who worked and lived in Deephaven. (She 
was also the unofficial spy and informant, meaning that, with her own network of spies, she knew practically 
everything that was going on in both camps and kept the administration informed. The information was used 
to make decisions about which staff members would be invited to return the following year. If you received a 
Christmas card, you were, unofficially, invited to return. I was always happy to receive my Christmas card.)

During those days, in the early 1950’s, all non-administrative staff members were Black. Except for John and 
Harold Smith from Virginia and Lola from Des Moines, the staff was comprised of schoolteachers, university 
students and adults who had attended a university. The majority of the students came from Hampton Institute 
but a proliferation of HBCU’s was represented. These included: Johnson C.. Smith, Virginia State. Virginia 
Union, St. Paul, Spellman, FAMU, Tuskegee, Prairie View, Howard, Alabama State, and Alcorn. Only one 
non-HBCU was represented. That was Montpelier College and Angela McDaniel, a niece of Harold Ball, 
represented it. If you were accepted for employment, you would be sent enough money to purchase travel to and 
from New Hampshire. Our salary was way below what would have been the minimum wage if that policy had 
obtained during that time. However, the tips were bountiful and between the two, it was possible to cover the 
entire cost of college tuition for the coming academic year. Also, we were given quite adequate accommodation 
and free meals.

Never before or since had I ever eaten such high quality and well-prepared food as was served at Rockywold- 
Deephaven. Regarding camp policy, staff were fed the very same food as the paying guests. The policy also 
dictated that staff were to enjoy all the benefits of the guests – within a confined schedule. Thursdays were 
designated as staff days, during which time we had access to all camp facilities, including the “Play House” 
where we could have modified parties and dances. We had access to the tennis and basketball courts as well as 
the canoes and the picnic islands. Males performed all of the outdoor work and females did the indoor cottage 
work. The females also did the laundry for both staff and guests and were able to charge the guests and keep the 
money. Males also cooked and served the food. I was assigned to work in the kitchen as an assistant to the chef, 
a 20-year-old student from Johnson C. Smith. My special assignment was that of “picnic chef”, meaning that 
I would made carryout lunches for guests and staff who requested such. The request would be made the night 



before, complete with items to be included. I took this assignment quite seriously and would always add an extra 
item such as a piece of fruit, a hard-boiled egg, homemade cookies, or just an additional sandwich. (I was usually 
rewarded with a very large tip, which I put in the pool to share with the other fellows who worked in the kitchen,)

The head chef at Rockywold-Deephaven was Josh Baldwin. Josh was in his mid-teens and a student at Hampton 
when Mrs. Armstrong, selected him to be the first paid employee of the camp and taught him the rudiments of 
cooking. He turned out to be a natural born cook and really could have taught Julia Childs, Martha Steward, and 
Aunt Jemima a thing or two. Not only was he a great chef, he was also a fantastic cooking instructor. In no time 
at all, he taught Charles “Buddy” Morris how to duplicate everything that Josh cooked. In the same amount of 
time, he taught Reginald Bennett how to make pastry that would shame Betty Crocker and Pepperidge Farms. 
Consequently, all the meals that were served at Deephaven were absolutely identical, in every respect, to those 
that were served at Rockywold. Joining the three of us in the kitchen was Pollard Lawrence Dunbar, a student 
from St. Paul College. We were in our late teens but you could not tell because our production was highly 
professional. 

During that first year, only two of the students had “white collar” jobs. They were Betty Brown from Hampton 
and Jean Brown from Spellman. They were given the job of billers and ran the offices of Deephaven and 
Rockywold, respectively. Lola was the senior office manager and worked in Rockywold, which was also the 
location of the administration. Most of the elderly staff, meaning the teachers, worked at Rockywold. Of course, 
it was much more fun to live and work at Deephaven because there was less surveillance and the young college 
student felt less constrained. 

The titular manager was Arthur Howe, Sr. Mr. Howe had been a great athlete. He was the quarterback at Yale 
University the year that school won the national championship. He was graduated in 1912. Four years later, he 
married Margaret, General Armstrong’s daughter, on Asquam Lake. In 1930, he became the last white president 
of Hampton Institute and remained in that position for nearly 10 years. In 1973, twenty-two years after his 
death, he was inducted into the College Football Hall of Fame.

At the time I arrived at camp, Mr. Howe was not yet an old man. In fact, he was quite robust. He had spent 
the winter months cutting and harvesting large ice blocks, which were put in sawdust and used throughout the 
summer months. He had also cut and compiled hardwood logs to heat the cottages during the cool nights of 
summer. His only discernible health problem was that of hearing – for which he occasionally used an ear horn.  
At first glance, one would consider Mr. Howe to be decidedly taciturn and humorless. That would be a mistake. 
He was a very accommodating man with a keen sense of humor – the deadpan variety. He was charged with 
giving the newly arrived staff an orientation regarding the rules, regulations, and unequivocal expectations. He 
wanted us to know that ours was a working vacation. He talked at length about the lake and encouraged us to 
make use of it via the many canoes that were scattered among the different piers. He stressed the hidden dangers 
inherent in careless use and explained how very easy it was to fall out of one of those flimsy canoes, adding: “If 
you happen to fall out of the canoe, whatever you do, grab and hang on to that boat! I paid $300 for that canoe!”  
He also made arrangements for us to go into town on weekends in the Rockywold-Deephaven van. Additionally, 
Mr. Howe would organize group outings and take us into the valley below the “Great Stone Face” as a kind of 
field trip. 

To make sure that we had adequate time to enjoy camp life, our respective schedules included ample free time. 
Those of us who worked in the kitchen alternated in being off every other day after lunch was served. The 
workday for the females ended at 3 p.m., meaning that none of us were over-worked. (Just under-paid, maybe).  

For many, if not all, of us, Rockywold-Deephaven represents a very important relay station on our way to 
maturity and professional goal attainments. Several of us, including myself, found and married our life-
long spouse at Rockywold-Deephaven. As we went our separate ways, we became doctors, lawyers, deans and 
department heads, university presidents, judges, social workers, mathematicians, scientists, university professors, 
policemen, and more. We all look back on our summers at Rockywold-Deephaven as being the among the best in 
our individual lives. Through the years, we have maintained the sentiment that bonded us those summers and I 
know that I speak for all of us when pray that God preserve and protect Rockywold-Deephaven.

Sunday, December 6, 2015     














