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W ith its rich and storied history, 
Hampton leadership has 
attracted robust figures right 

from the start, and all have gone on to 
make their mark on the city’s legacy.

The Hampton Monitor’s  300th anni-
versary book published in 1907, has 
little to say about the mayors from 1887 
through the beginning of the 20th centu-
ry, but a sense of pride was evident for 
all city leaders, from mayor to clerk to 
oyster inspector alike. Mayors from the 
turn of the century to the 1950s shared 
many characteristics: male, well-to-do 
and unquestionable forces in the com-
munity beyond the political sphere.

Hampton became independent from 
Elizabeth City County in March 1908 
and a second-class city in its own right 
(“second class” by virtue of its popula-
tion size at that time 5,000 strong). Like 
other cities in the South, Hampton was 
dealing with a much-needed rebirth 
following the devastation of the Civil 

War, as well as the involvement of its 
Peninsula Guards during the Spanish 
American War in 1898 and the advent 
of an assortment of turn-of-the-century 
marvels: the telephone, automobile and 
banking institutions. 

Hampton’s first mayor after attaining 
independent status was Thornton Jones 
from 1908 to 1916. In the profile offered 
by The Industrial Number of The Hamp-
ton Monitor, one can see the back-
ground that likely characterized many 
of the early mayors: ancestry reaching 
back to the first colonists of the Penin-
sula; education at a Virginia institution 
(in Jones’ case Virginia Polytechnic Insti-
tute); an interest and firsthand experi-
ence in military affairs; and employment 
at a local industry of import (in this 
case, the Newport & Old Railway Co.).

Jones was followed by Thomas Sclater, 
who served from 1917 to 1919. James 
Bickford came next, serving across 
nearly three decades from 1920 to 1946. 

The longest-running mayor for 
Hampton to date, Bickford died while 
in office, but not without leaving his 
legacy. While the times were not ones 
of major political upheaval in Hampton, 
Bickford, who was also heavily involved 
in real estate as a career, made his mark 
on the city. 

Bickford’s great granddaughter, local 
WTKR anchorwoman Juliet Bickford, 
and her family remember their ancestor’s 
contributions with pride.

“He was a developer and was instru-
mental in the development of Buckroe 
Beach.”

During Bickford’s years in office, 
automobiles became more common. 
“He worked to get rid of trolley cars on 
the main thoroughfare in downtown 
Hampton to open it up to automobile 
traffic,” says Ms. Bickford. 

Two more mayors would follow, prior 
to the 1952 crowning of Hampton as 
a city of first class with the merger of 
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Elizabeth City County, Hampton and 
Phoebus. The merger fell to a citizen 
vote, and the Daily Press editorials 
both before and after the vote don’t dis-
count the enormity of the decision for 
the future of Hampton. 

“The decision made ... may change 
their way of life for the next century,” 
wrote the editors on June 16, 1952. 

The citizens would vote overwhelm-
ingly for a merger—8.4 to 1—causing 
Hampton’s population to balloon over-
night from that of a modest community 
to a city 61,000 strong. The Daily Press 
hesitated to spout early success. “Yet 
the ultimate goal—one administration 
in one city of about 150,000 ... remains 
still to be attained,” wrote the editors 
on June 19. “(And) will sectional feeling 
continue to defeat the common good?”

Hampton moved forward in spite of 
early doubts, with former Elizabeth City 
County Board of Supervisors chairman 
James Crenshaw taking the mayoral 
helm and pledging “good government, 
honest government, and fair govern-

ment” in his acceptance speech. The 
city was experiencing a prosperous 
period post World War II, having been 
bustling to meet wartime demands for 
food, clothing and shelter for those 
coming through Langley Field and Fort 
Monroe.

The city continued to grow, with John 
Mittelmaier and George Bentley leading 
into the 1960s. Transportation systems 
were changing, and November 1957 
would bring the opening of the Hamp-
ton Roads Bridge-Tunnel. 

Many more leadership ‘firsts’ were yet 
to come. In the midst of the Civil Rights 
movement, the first woman, Ann Hitch 
Kilgore, would lead as mayor. Kilgore 
served from 1963 to 1971 and again 
from 1974 to 1978, during which time 
the city would be hard-hit with inflation. 
Kilgore’s crowning achievement was 
building Hampton Coliseum in 1970. 

James Eason, the city’s second 
longest-running mayor, was the first 
mayor directly elected by citizens, 

and under his term from 1982 to 1998, 
development flourished. Eason wrote, 
“Hampton is currently enjoying the 
greatest amount of economic develop-
ment activity in its history,” in a May 
1985 Times-Herald editorial, reporting 
that the value of building permits issued 
in 1984 exceeded $85 million. 

Hampton’s first African American 
mayor, Mamie Locke, took office in 2000. 
Locke served two terms, and also holds 
the distinction of being the first popular-
elected woman mayor. Molly Joseph 
Ward has been at the helm since 2008.

With the 2000 Census count nearing 
150,000, the city seems to have lived 
up to the questions expressed by Daily 
Press editors in the 1950s. The composi-
tion of the city council (the five-member 
council was increased to seven in the 
1960s) and the increase in the mayor’s 
term (changed from two to four years 
beginning in 1984) reflect changes, but 
the quality of leadership has remained 
stellar.
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1887-1889

Capt. John Brown

1889-1891
J.W. Richardson

1891-1893
P.W. Phillips

1893-1894
W.W. Topping

1894-1895
Edgar E. Montague

1895-1899
John B. Hope

1899-1901
Capt. John. W. Brown

1901-1903
J.W. Richardson

1908-1916
Capt. Thornton F. Jones

1917-1919
Thomas L. Sclater

1920-1946
James V. Bickford

1947-1949
Henry F. Marrow

1949-1952
George C. Bentley

1952-1954
James G. Crenshaw

1954-1955
John F. Mittelmaier

1955-1963
George C. Bentley

1963-1971
Ann H. Kilgore

1971-1974
David N. Montague

1974-1978
Ann H. Kilgore  

1978-1980
Charles A. Wornom

1980-1982
Thomas J. Gear

1982-1998
James L. Eason

1998-2000
Joseph H. Spencer, II

2000-2004
Mamie E. Locke

2004-2004
Charles A. Wornom

2004-2008
Ross A. Kearney, II

2008-present
Molly Joseph Ward

HT 044-045 Mayors 12_09d.indd   45 12/1/09   6:08:42 PM


