
VSPA Turns 30

Looking Back at the Past 
Three Decades

By Tammy Poole

Thirty years ago, a group of frus-
trated Virginia State Troopers
held a series of meetings that cul-

minated in Charlottesville and formed
the Virginia State Police Association. It
was Dec. 9, 1974.

The troopers wanted better pay, bet-
ter retirement, better equipment and
improved working conditions. They
wanted the administration to listen to
their concerns.

It was not to be. Time after time,
their concerns were ignored.

M. Wayne Huggins, the first presi-
dent of the association, said those were
turbulent times.

“We were investigated and interro-
gated back then,” he said. “On one occa-
sion, the interrogation lasted 12 hours.”

Reports of co-workers spying on
other co-workers surfaced. Troopers
were pitted against troopers as they
sought to have their demands for long-
overdue improvements met.

“I wish that we had kept better notes
and taken photos back then for histor-

ical purposes, but
we were simply
fighting to sur-
vive,” Huggins
said.

And survive
they did. As VSPA
celebrates turn-
ing 30, Huggins
recalled those
early days when

not only was the future of the Associa-
tion in doubt, so was the job security
for the members of the controversial
group.

“We were viewed as rebels who
wanted to form a labor union. This is a
right-to-work state. At no time did we
ever say that that was what we wanted
… We challenged their authority. How-
ever, never once did we want to form a
union.”

They were told that the adminis-
tration was willing to meet with them
individually, but not as an association.

A senate hearing was the final act

that brought the situation to a head.
When Huggins, as VSPA president, was
asked for a list of the names of nearly
400 members of the association, he
refused. He told then-Senator Douglas
Wilder that the troopers did not consent
to having their names revealed when
they joined the association.

After a stalemate, Huggins agreed
to reveal the names if the state police
administration would give up something
of theirs. An agreement could not be
reached.

“I was 25 at the time. I stood in front
of the committee and testified – and
thought my career with the Department
was over.”

Shortly thereafter, the superinten-
dent retired and a new superintendent
was appointed.

That man
was Col. Denny
Slane. When Co
lonel Slane be-
came the new
superintendent,
the mood chang-
ed, as did the rela-
tionship between
the Department
and the associa-
tion. The Associ-
ation was wel-
comed openly and invited to meet with
the new superintendent. Huggins ➤
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M. Wayne Huggins was
the first VSPA president.

“We were investigated and interrogated
back then,” Huggins said. “On one
occasion, the interrogation lasted 12 hours.”

Col. Denny Slane.
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said Col. Slane was – and is— highly
respected and admired by the members
of the Department.

“Our destiny was no longer in
question.”

Still, Huggins is grateful for the con-
troversial beginning. Had it not been for
controversy, the Virginia State Police
Association probably would not be in
existence today. “We were tired of hav-
ing our requests ignored. But if the admin-
istration had met with us and given just
a little, the members probably would
have felt there was no need for an asso-
ciation, and it would have died.”

In the past 30 years, the member-
ship has grown as has the association,
which has increased from 400 troopers
pitching in a few dollars after each meet-
ing to a multi-million dollar non-profit
organization with nearly 2000 members
across the state.

The association is no stranger to
controversy. There have been lawsuits
over the advertising in the association’s
magazine and the telemarketing meth-
ods that were once used.

Board members have quit or lost re-
election bids.

Each president has had his own par-
ticular style of leading. Some believed
in distributing to the members gener-
ous gifts of sunglasses, gun accessories,
etc. Others were more interested in the
growth of the association itself, want-
ing to reinvest the profits in the com-
pany thereby decreasing its dependence
on telemarketing.

Different methods of fund-raising
have existed including “Your Virginia
State Trooper” magazine, telemarketing
through Civic Development Group and,
most recently, the direct mail campaign
through LEAD Marketing. These fund-
raisers are vital to the association’s exis-
tence. The $120 annual dues per mem-
ber would not allow for much flexibil-
ity or growth without the additional
money provided from fund-raising.

As the association’s management
has been continually upgraded and
improved over the years, so have the
services to the members. In the early
days, due to a lack of financial resources,

few services were available. Today, the
association offers a variety of services
to its members, including life insurance,
an annual conference, legal advice, a
scholarship fund for members’ children,
the emergency relief fund and dona-
tions to numerous worthwhile charities
including Easter Seals, the American
Cancer Society, the American Heart
Association, area hospices, Meals on
Wheels, Make-A-Wish, and the Depart-
ment of Education’s Operation Prom to
name a few.

Legislators have been extremely vital
to the contin-
ued existence
of the associa-
tion. Without
the help of peo-
ple like Dele-
gate Shad Solo-
mon, the be-
ginning would
have been even
rockier than it
was, Huggins
said.

“Shad took

us under his wing. He helped pass leg-
islation, including the Police Officer’s Bill
of Rights, which I consider the most
important piece of legislation the asso-
ciation has ever passed. Today legislators
like Senator John Chichester, Senator Ken
Stolle, Senator William Wampler, and
Delegate Bill Carrico continue to advance
the interests of the troopers.”

Though the beginning was some
“interesting tumultuous times,” Huggins
said he’s not sure it was quite as bad as
the legends discussed today.

From his perspective, Huggins said
he recalls a morning in 1975 when “I
learned that four members of our exec-
utive committee had resigned. What
was significant was not that they resigned,
but that people were willing to step in
and fill the void. I got on the phone that
morning and started calling people that
I knew who were particularly commit-
ted to the VSPA. I thought it was very
important that the association leader-
ship come from around the state and
that the association not be seen as a phe-
nomenon of Area 9.”

One of those people Huggins called
was Jim Onley, a trooper in Dinwiddie
County. Onley is a “wonderful, won-
derful human being” whom he asked
to become a member of the executive
committee. Onley jumped at the oppor-
tunity. He became the second presi-
dent of the Association and just retired
on Dec. 31.

The second person he called that
day was Jerry Hines. “Jerry said yes, he
would like to serve. Jerry resided in
Rockbridge County He became the third

Legislators have
been extremely vital
to the continued
existence of the
association. Without
the help of people
like Delegate Shad
Solomon, the
beginning would
have been even
rockier than it was,
Huggins said.

Left to right: Jim Onley, Jerry Hines, and Clarence Plymale were called on by Wayne
Huggins to help lead VSPA during the early years. They became the second, third
and fourth VSPA presidents, respectively.



Your Virginia State Trooper Magazine 3

president of the associa-
tion.”

Hines was president
of the association when
he was murdered during
a traffic stop near the inter-
section of Interstate 81
and Interstate 64.

Huggins said one of
the people that they need-
ed to enlist was a trea-
surer. Back in those days,
the treasury was main-
tained in a little steel box.
“And it was all cash money.
I don’t think there was
anything in there bigger
than maybe a $20,” Hug-
gins said. “But we main-
tained it, literally, in a lit-
tle steel box and the man
that stepped forward to
become our treasurer was
Trooper Conway Granger.
He passed away some years ago.”

The last person that Huggins got
involved back then was Trooper Clarence
Plymale, who was stationed in Pittsyl-
vania County. He went on to become the
fourth president of the Association. Ply-
male passed away a number of years ago.

These troopers in those early days
were willing to risk their careers to form
an association despite attempts to intim-
idate them.

“There were rough days and some
rough times back then. But then there
were good things that happened along
the way … One of the significant events
that occurred was on Dec. 10, the morn-
ing after the association was official.
Then-Governor Godwin announced for
the first time ever that the troopers in
Fairfax, Arlington, and Alexandria would
receive a 4 percent cost of living dif-
ferential. The very morning after the
Association was formed that announce-
ment was made. Nobody could ever
say for sure what was done in Char-
lottesville the night before had any bear-
ing on what was done in Richmond the
next morning, but I will always believe
that it did.”

Huggins said the most important

accomplishment of the Association to
date is the passage of the Policeman’s
Bill of Rights. This bill was set up and
introduced by Del. Shad Solomon for
one reason -- to guarantee due process
to police officers throughout the state,
Huggins said. The law applies to all
police officers, not just state troopers.
Opponents said it was geared to pro-
mote unionism and collective bargain-
ing and that’s not true at all, Huggins
said. The bill was geared to the indi-
vidual. Nowhere in the bill did it ever

mention handling police officers in
group situations or as associations. All
it does is require certain procedures be
followed when dealing with individu-
al officers involved in disciplinary actions
against them.

The bill gave law enforcement offi-
cers the right to be represented by a
person of their own choosing in disci-
plinary proceedings. Before this bill
was passed, an accused officer could
have someone present at a hearing, but
the person could not verbally (or in any
other way) participate at the hearing.
Only after an officer was found guilty
and lost his job could he be actively
defended by legal counsel.

In addition to Huggins, there have
been nine other VSPA presidents. Some
of them shared their thoughts about
their presidency with us.

“Wayne Huggins set the course for
the VSPA,” said Jim Onley, VSPA presi-
dent from 1977 until 1978. “I joined the
Department Dec. 16, 1969, and recent-
ly retired Jan. 1, 2004, as First Sergeant
for Area Seven, Petersburg. I reside in
Sutherland (Dinwiddie County).”

Onley said he served as Huggins’
First Vice President and then later ➤

Virginia Governor John Dalton signs the Policeman’s Bill of Rights into law in the spring of 1978, ending a three-year strug-
gle for passage.

Huggins said the
most important
accomplishment of
the Association to
date is the passage
of the Policeman’s
Bill of Rights. 
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as President. “I believed in what he was
trying to accomplish for all of our per-
sonnel, and made the decision to do
everything possible to bring about some
much needed change.

“There were three basic issues at
hand: Salary, benefits, and equipment.
In the mid-seventies, the Virginia State
Police was rated in the mid-40s among
the 50 states in salary. There was no
compensatory or overtime pay, and our
equipment was outdated. There was no
car-to-car communication capability,
which I considered to be a major safe-
ty issue.

“The loss of my shift partner, Troop-
er G. W. Fisher, was a major factor in
my decision to run for president of the
VSPA. (Trooper Fisher was shot and
killed Nov. 15, 1976, near Durham, NC.
He had been abducted the day before
his death.) I wonder to this day if car-
to-car communication could have made
a difference in the outcome of that trag-

ic event. I was upset in the loss of a
friend and was outraged that the lead
police department within the Com-
monwealth did not even have car-to-car
communication.

“It was through the efforts of all, not
necessarily the President, that many
accomplishments were made. Our salary
and benefits did rise, and equipment issues
were addressed. However, today salary
and benefits continue to be major issues,
especially within the past few years.

“In looking back at the history of
the VSPA, the membership has been
careful in the election process of its pres-
idents. All did their very best in aggres-
sively pursing the goals of the mem-
bership, but yet remained diplomatic
and professional. I am very proud to be
a part of the history of the VSPA.”

Dallas Church, VSPA president from
1992 to 1996, also was a charter mem-
ber of the association.

“Being a charter member of the Asso-

ciation and serving 10 years on the Board
of Directors prior to being elected Pres-
ident, I saw first hand the difficult times
in the early days of the association and
had a vision of how the organization
could evolve in the future. I decided to
run for President to be apart of defin-
ing the future for the VSPA.

“I was very fortunate to have on the
Board of Directors for my two terms an
outstanding team that included many
charter members, close friends and indi-
viduals who had previously served on
the Board who shared common ideas
for future growth of theAssociation.

“As a Team, we identified these
areas to concentrate our efforts on
enhancing: 
• Better legal representation and advice

for the association and its members
• Professional management of the Asso-

ciation’s funds
• Improved lobbying efforts in the Gen-

eral Assembly

From the VSPA Scrapbook

1992

1993
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• Increasing the membership in the Asso-
ciation

“As a team, we discussed with the
Executive Director Bill Elwood our desires
to hire legal representation from the
Richmond Area. He recommended we
invite Bill Etherington from Beale, Bal-
four and Davidson to meet with us to
discuss our needs. We were very
impressed with his opinions and answers
to our questions, and he offered his ser-
vices at an extremely reasonable rate.
We made the decision to hire him in
1993. He proceeded to review the Asso-
ciation Charter and other official docu-
ments to ensure we were in compliance
with required regulations. He also devel-
oped a program for representing mem-
bers charged with group offenses by the
Department and traveled throughout
the state to represent them in the panel
hearings. As time went on, he was able
to establish a good working relationship
with the Department’s Senior Manage-

ment and this seemed to reduce the
number of group violations that went
to hearing. He also provides legal rep-
resentation for Association members in
job-related legal issues.

“To ensure the best long-term finan-
cial stability for the Association, we
decided it was time to turn the man-
agement of the Association’s revenues
over to professional financial planners.”

“The Association had previously
employed a lobbyist that represented
other clients and our organization was
a minor client in his portfolio. After a
reorganization of the VSPA office, Bill
Elwood resigned the position of Exec-
utive Director to become a full-time
lobbyist, with VSPA being his major
client. This was the first time that the
Association had been positioned to have
the major portion of the lobbyist time
devoted to our organization. This worked
much better than the previous lobby-
ist arrangement. We also asked mem-

bers of the Association to identify mem-
bers of the General Assembly that they
knew, and we established a Key Con-
tact lobbying effort, utilizing member-
ship resources. This worked extreme-
ly well and the Early Out Program for
State Employees was extended to mem-
bers of the Virginia State Police for the
first time.

“I feel that the Key Contact lobby-
ing effort was a major factor in this
accomplishment. Approximately 400
members of the Department took advan-
tage of this program. This not only ben-
efited those of us who gained addition-
al years of service and chose to retire,
but also opened up promotional oppor-
tunities for the younger members of the
Department.

“To increase Association member-
ship, we sent an Executive Board Mem-
ber to all of the Academy classes, describ-
ing the benefits of belonging to the Asso-
ciation and encouraging them to ➤

1994
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become members. We also conducted
two major surveys of the membership
to determine how we could better serve
the needs of the membership with a goal
of retaining current memberships and
attracting new members.

“Being the president was one of the
most satisfying experiences of my 14-
year tenure on the Board of Directors of
the Virginia State Police Association. The
friendships I made as a result of my
involvement with the Association will
last a lifetime. I would like to encourage
the membership of the Association, espe-
cially the young members, to get involved
and take the challenge to make the Asso-
ciation even better than it is today.”

First Sergeant Mike Berry, VSPA
president from 1998-2002, said his most
memorable times were when the asso-
ciation helped a trooper’s son on the
Eastern Shore with much-needed med-
ical treatment and when VSPA helped
a trooper whose house burned down

just before Christmas. “We bought them
all new clothes and Christmas gifts for
them and their children. These are some
of my favorite memories.”

In an article in a 1981 issue of “Your
Virginia State Trooper” magazine, Clarence
Plymale, VSPA President, wrote a letter
to the citizens of the Commonwealth:
We in the Virginia State Police Associa-
tion are most mindful of right-to-work
principles. Indeed, the very creation and
functioning of our association serves
these purposes very well by providing
a forum for discussion of our problems,
reasoned recommendations for change
and improvement of the professional
and personal lives of troopers and, through
the Department of State Police, the cit-
izens of the Commonwealth of Virginia
and many of its citizens. We have been
and are continuing to be heard on issues
of important mutual concern.

A 1981 editorial by Jerry Hines in
“Your Virginia State Trooper” magazine.

Hines was murdered during a traffic
stop not long after this was written: 

“If troopers were different just for
the sake of being different, I could accept
this view. We are, in fact, as different in
nature as a hawk from a hummingbird.
Every agency in the state has its path to
travel. But not one has the difficult task
of serving the Commonwealth at instant
risk of life and limb with all its associat-
ed on-the-job stress. Find, if you will, any
other state employee who has to console
his crying children because other chil-
dren call their dad a “pig.” Find another
state agency which shows such sensi-
tivity (and rightly so) to public complaints.
Show me an agency other than the Depart-
ment of State Police that has a museum
with a collection of portraits of its offi-
cers killed in the line of duty. And last,
but not least, show me any other state
employee who feels it is in his best inter-
est to wear a bulletproof vest to work!

True, the professional policeman  ➤

1994

1994

1995
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is rewarded with both tangible assets
and the intangible treasure of job satis-
faction – the plain good feeling of being
able to help someone. As long as the
tangible and the intangible values are
kept in balance, the professional police-
man is at his best. Upset the balance
and society loses.

Edward Haith Jr., VSPA president
from 2002 to the present, said his time
as president has been a real eye-open-
ing experience. “I’ve been on the board
since the mid-90s. As a board member,

you realize that the association is big-
ger than what you think. It’s bigger than
one individual. I think every person
that's ever been on the board has con-
tributed something to the membership,
not just the presidents but all the past
board members. It's been a real honor
to be able to serve the members.”

Though he has never served as pres-
ident of the association, Col. Steve Fla-
herty has been a member for many years.

“Just three decades ago a group of
troopers gathered together to create a

common voice to advocate on their
behalf for better working conditions
and benefits,” said Col. Steve Flaherty,
Virginia State Police Superintendent.
“Thanks to their vision, the association
has become instrumental in promoting
the Department, and developing rela-
tionships and providing support with-
in the community.

“As a longtime member of the VSPA,
I congratulate the organization and its
new executive director and look forward
to another 30 years!” ❑

more photos ➤

1995

2000

First VSP Volunteer
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Edward Haith Jr.,
VSPA president from
2002 to the present,
said his time as
president has been a
real eye-opening
experience. 

Area 9 & 10 troopers from 1972-75

Members of the 2002 VSPA Board.
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Virginia State 
Police Association

Past Presidents
M. Wayne Huggins

1974-1977

M. James Onley
1977-1978

Jerry L. Hines
1978-1980

Clarence E. Plymale
1980-1982

Larry W. Burchett
1982-1986

Kyle L. Miller
1986-1992

Dallas Church
1992-1996

Gerald F. Gregory
1996-1998

Michael W. Berry
1998-2002

Edward Haith, Jr.
Current

M. Wayne Huggins M. James Onley

Jerry L. Hines Clarence E. Plymale

Larry W. Burchett Kyle L. Miller

Dallas Church Gerald F. Gregory

Michael W. Berry Edward Haith, Jr.


