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History of the NSS Office

by Don Cournoyer, NSS 850

Over the past twenty years, the NSS
membership and Board of Governors
have repeatedly heard me say, ‘“The
Office is the heart of the Society in
servicing the members.” With the excep-
tion of Bill Stephenson and perhaps a
few others, no one knows the history of
the NSS Office as well as I do. Our new
office marks the fulfillment of a dream
for the NSS “Founding Fathers,” and
for those of us who followed in their
footsteps. Here are my recollections
about the fulfillment of that dream.

During the early years of the NSS,
the Society operated much like our
present-day grottos and regions. All of
the Society’s operations were being per-
formed by volunteers. One of the hard-
est working volunteers was John (“Pete”)
Petrie who was NSS Secretary.

In the early years, the NSS had only
a few members, and many of them were
in the military service doing their share
in World War II. Pete maintained an
active correspondence with Society
members in the service. Almost every
weekend, Pete would pick up some
caver-soldiers on leave at the Union Sta-
tion or Greyhound Bus Depot, and they
would be guests in his home.

The NSS was organized in 1941 in
the District of Columbia, and most of
the Society officers lived in the Wash-
ington area. During the war years, the
US Patent Office was moved to Rich-
mond, Virginia. Steve and Pete, along
with many other NSS members, were
patent examiners. While they were in
Richmond the NSS maintained an ad-
dress in Washington (510 Star Building)
to comply with the Society’s D.C. char-
ter. Society mail was either forwarded
to Richmond or picked up on trips to
Washington.

In 1946 the Patent Office moved to
Gravelly Point, across the Potomac from
National Airport. World War II had end-
ed and the servicemen were returning
home. In the spring of 1947 the Patent
Office moved back to the Commerce
Building at 14th and E Streets NW in
Washington. A few of us still remember
Pete dashing out of Commerce in the
morning to pick up the NSS mail at the
Star Building. He also stopped at the
main Post Office to pick up the latest
stamps. We were amazed that Pete could
keep up the pace.

Pete also ran the NSS Office out of
his pocket in Richmond or while going
on caving trips. I had been caving with
another patent examiner, Dave Seltzer,
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Don Cournoyer, NSS Secretary-Treasurer for
many years; and Betty Mayo, NSS Office
Secretary.

and so Pete kept bugging me to join the
NSS. I insisted on waiting until number
850 came up. Pete got tired of hearing
me say that, and one day he came in
with membership card 850, asked me to
sign an application, and collected my
three dollars.

Burton Faust, another employee of
the Patent Office, was Chairman of the
NSS Program and Activities Committee.
Much of the NSS business took place in
the Commerce Building, in hallways, in
the men’s room, and in the cafeteria. We
had a lot of free time on our hands, be-
cause if we examined more than six
patent applications a day, we were
working too fast and not doing our
jobs properly. The NSS Office was
about half at Pete’s house and half at
the Patent Office.

Here is a list of the various NSS Sec-
retaries and their Office locations:

1943 — 1951 John S. Petrie

Washington, D.C.
1951 — 1954 Ellen Moffit

Arlington, Virginia
1954 — 1955 Lois Cutler

Arlington, Virginia
1955 — 1956 Mary McKenzie

Falls Church, Virginia
1956 — 1958 Frances Cross

Vienna, Virginia
Dorothy Kincaid
Alexandria, Virginia
Elizabeth Harmon
Arlington, Virginia
Mary McKenzie
Arlington, Virginia
Beverly Frederick
Vienna, Virginia
Betty Mayo
Huntsville, Alabama

1958 — 1961
1961 — 1962
1962 — 1964
1964 — 1971

1971 —
Present

In 1949 the Board of Governors
authorized part-time secretarial help for
Bill Stephenson, and he hired Ellen
Moffit on an hourly basis. In 1951 the
Society went through its first major re-
organization. Burton Faust was elected
Administrative Vice-President. NSS
members scrounged a desk, typewriter,
adding machine, file cabinets, and mis-
cellaneous office equipment to set up
the first real NSS Office. The Office was
an unused bedroom at the Fairlington
Apartments in Arlington, Virginia, and
Ellen Moffit was appointed secretary.

In those years all Society mail went
to Ellen’s address, while checks, money
orders and cash went to the Society
Treasurer Lew Kibbee, and later to his
replacement, Howard Sloane. Sometimes
members who failed to pay their dues
were not dropped. The back issues of
the NEWS and Bulletin were being
stored at various places all over the East
Coast. Membership records became so
confused that it was difficult to make
lists or know how many copies of the
NEWS to print.

In November 1954 Lois Cutler be-
came the new Office secretary. We
moved the Office across the court at
Fairlington Apartments into a basement
storage room. Shortly thereafter, Lois
gave birth to twin boys. In April 1955
Burton asked me to help with the office
work. Lois taught me the routine, and
with a great deal of help from George
Moore I became Lois Cutler for the next
nine months. Occasionally I fed one of
the twins, but I drew the line at chang-
ing diapers.

About that time George and I dis-
covered that the Society had a member-
ship of 2800, but that 1300 of these
people had not paid their dues. Some
hadn’t paid since 1948! Joe Lawrence,
NSS Vice-President for Organization, be-
came alarmed when we dropped 900
members from the rolls in a two-month
period! C.N. Bruce and others were run-
ning a membership drive, and yet mem-
bers were dropping like flies. Joe made
a fast trip to the Office to find out what
the hell we were doing. We explained the
situation, and he agreed with us.

The Office secretaries had also been
sending publications to dealers and NSS
members without receiving payment.
The NSS ended up with a list of bad
debts. It took George and me about four
months to reorganize the Office so that
it was operating more efficiently and
better serving the membership. We also
cut the ditto masters for the monthly
mailings and the BOG minutes. Burton
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picked up these masters and ran them
on the NSS Ditto machine which he
babied at his house.

Lois eventually felt that running the
Office and taking care of her twins was
just too much, so she retired in Decem-
ber 1955. A month later we appointed
Mary McKenzie and moved the Office to
Falls Church, Virginia. I was appointed
Office Manager, Burton was NSS Treas-
urer, and John Dyas Parker was Admin-
istrative Vice-President. Burton kept the
Society funds in something like nineteen
different savings and checking accounts.
I found it difficult to find cash enough
for stamps, Mary’s salary, and other
expenses, and often I had to advance
my own personal funds to keep the
Society going.

My wife took over the monthly bill-
ing service on a volunteer basis from
1956 to 1962 to save the overtime
money. Mary McKenzie resigned in June
1956, and we appointed Frances Cross
and moved the Office to Tapawingo
Street, Vienna, Virginia. Frances was a
former model, and although she might
have been the most beautiful secretary
the NSS ever had, she was not the most
efficient. Three or four times a week
my wife and I went to Frances’ home
to catch up on the backlog of work.
Her mother had worked in the Weather
Bureau with my wife and me, so we
didn’t let Frances go for quite a while.

Finally in 1958 we moved the Office
to the home of Dorothy Kincaid in
Alexandria, Virginia. The NSS bought
an Addressograph, and we discontinued
the Society account with Blatt Bates.
The company was making too many er-
rors by not removing plates for dropped
members and failing to make address
corrections. These address labels were
mailed to Sam Davis who headed the
NEWS mailing staff in Philadelphia.
About that time we started mailing the
Bulletin from the Office rather than
from Philadelphia.

The Office had been moved six times
in a ten year span. Mail was often de-
layed or lost. The Board of Governors
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The NSS Office, Cave Avenue, Hunlsville, Alabama 35810.

felt that the NSS should have a perma-
nent mailing address. In 1961, 2318 N.
Kenmore Avenue, Arlington, Virginia
became the official NSS address. Like
the previous offices, this was also a pri-
vate residence, in fact one that I have
known well for 23 years. Many Society
members thought that 2318 Kenmore
was the Society’s property, and that
Don Cournoyer and his family lived
there by the generosity of the Society
and its membership. My wife, her
mother, and I are grateful that the NSS
allowed us to live there all this time,
even though we were paying all the ex-
penses. Today both we and the postman
are delighted that the mail is only
trickling in. For ten and a half years,
we received fifty or more pieces of
mail a day!

After Dorothy Kincaid resigned in
1961, the Office was at Betty Harmon’s
home for a period of seven months.
Betty found it objectionable that out-
of-town members were dropping in at
all hours, in the evenings and on the
weekends. She missed her privacy, and
finally resigned.

Next we moved the Office to Mary
McKenzie’s new home in Arlington, Vir-
ginia. Originally Lyle Conrad was the
Office Manager, but a few years later
Jerry Frederick took over that position.
In 1964 Mary McKenzie resigned. Jerry
appointed his wife, Bev Frederick, as the
new office secretary, and we moved the
Office to 609 Meadow Lane, Vienna,
Virginia. After ten years of physically
helping at these Office moves, I ap-
pointed myself chairman of the Beer
Committee. It was a pleasure to drink
and watch others do the work.

Bev Frederick was one of the best
secretaries the NSS ever had. After fif-
teen years of mailing the NEWS, Sam
Davis and his family were getting tired.
Jerry found a group of volunteers to do
the mailing in Falls Church. Jerry and
Bev supervised this group, and Jerry
even became involved with the editors
of the NEWS and Bulletin, and helped
get those publications back on schedule.

Except for Betty Harmon, every one
of the NSS Secretaries between 1954
and 1966 became pregnant while in the
Society’s employ. Curiously, these preg-
nancies always followed one of Brother
Nick’s visits to the Office. Repeatedly,
1 asked Brother Nick not to visit the
Office. I warned the Office secretaries
to be absent from home since Brother
Nick would be bringing the blessings of
the Lord. These blessings were appar-
ently very powerful. When Nick and 1
visited with Peggy and Al Mueller, Peggy
asked Nick to examine her cat which
she thought might be pregnant. Nick, a
biologist, told Peggy, “Never fear. This
cat is a male.” A few weeks later that
male cat had a litter of kittens. A most
unusual phenomenon.

When the NSS was reorganized in
1951 the Board of Governors realized
that some day the Society would need
an office building and staff. Therefore
the Board established a Headquarters
Fund which was to be administered by
the trustees of the Endowment Fund.
While he was treasurer, Burton Faust
would wait until he had received the
interest before withdrawing money from
any of the Society’s nineteen accounts.
The interest was used to add money to
the Headquarters Fund and repay loans
from the Endowment Fund. In the early
days, we had to borrow money from
these funds to keep the Society solvent.
The Headquarters Fund continued to
grow with a percentage of the sales of
back numbers of the NEWS and Bul-
letin, and with contributions.

Over the years, the NSS has received
several offers of property. In 1956 we
received an offer to purchase property
on Columbia Road, NW. in Washington
for $17,500. Today this property is
worth more than $200,000. The NSS
could not seriously consider buying that
land since it had neither the funds nor
the membership to support such a ven-
ture. On several other occasions Russ
Gurnee, George Moore and I chaired
committees to investigate the possibility
of buying land for a permanent head-
quarters. Each time we recommended
that the NSS not go through with a pur-
chase, because it could not afford to pay
for real estate.

In 1968 I offered to sell the NSS an
acre of commercial property in Fairfax
County for $5,000. I also offered to
donate three prefabricated office build-
ings and have them moved to the site.
Nothing came of this offer and frankly,
I was delighted. The property value in-
creased, and I obtained financing for a
shopping center. Today that acre of land
has a gas station on it, and the station
yields an excellent rental.

There was some criticism when the
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NSS OFFICE FLOOR PLAN
DRAFTED BY BILL TORODE, MAY 1974
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NSS purchased the Shelta Cave property
in Huntsvilie, Alabama. Nevertheless, the
NSS membership was very generous,
and just twenty months after the pur-
chase, Jack Stellmack and 1 appeared
with representatives of the Nature Con-
servancy for a mortgage burning cere-
mony. Quite frankly, we did not believe
that the membership would support the
Shelta Cave Fund and help us meet our
debt to the Nature Conservancy. Much
of the credit for convincing the BOG to
buy Shelta and for raising the money
must go to Russ Gurnee, Doc Jones, and
John Cooper. Once we owned property
in Huntsville, it seemed natural to have
a headquarters there, too.

After we paid for the Shelta prop-
erty, Jim Johnston and Doc Jones began
working on the purchase of the Bafford
property, so we could control both
Shelta sink holes. No one on the Board
had even thought about buying head-
quarters property until Jim made his
written proposal. I read the proposal
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and discussed it with a number of NSS
members. NSS Office operations had
been in the Washington area for twenty-
nine years, so I didn’t favor a move. At
the Board meeting, I had every intention
of voting against the purchase of the
church site and building. I felt that little
thought had been given to the overall
problems involved in the purchase of
property by a non-profit organization.
After some discussion at the BOG meet-
ing, Rane Curl appointed me chairman
of an Office Headquarters Committee
with Jim Johnston and Mason Sproul
as members.

The more I got involved in this Office
Committee, the more I became inter-
ested and excited about the purchase of
the church. I became convinced that
this building would meet the Society’s
needs for housing. Most importantly, I
could visualize better and more efficient

" service for the membership. There was a

great deal of opposition among Board
members, especially those from the West

Coast. I also conducted a survey of
grottos and members, and found con-
siderable support for the purchase and
the associated thirteen resolutions. The
Committee report was presented at the
Board of Governors’ meeting on 6
March 1971, at Huntsville, Alabama.

1 arrived in Huntsville early in the
evening, and partied with members of
the Huntsville Grotto, and with other
BOG members. To say the least, there
were many discussions about the pros
and cons of purchasing an office. I re-
fused to join in on the discussions, and
went back to drinking the good booze
and doing some dancing. I was deter-
mined to enjoy myself and not give the
BOG agenda any thought until the meet-
ing the next day.

The BOG meeting started out like
every other meeting with corrections to
the minutes, officer reports, appoint-
ments, and committee reports. The res-
olution concerning the purchase of a
Huntsville headquarters was Item Six.
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