
Maryland Historical Trust 
State Historic Sites Inventory Form 

1. Name (indicate pref erred name} 

historic Bonfield's Service Garage 

and/or common Bonfield's Service Garage 

2. Location 

street & number 6124 MacArthur Blvd. 
Bethesda 

city, town Bon Air Heights ~ vicinity of 

state Maryland county. 

3. Classification 
Category 
_district
.JL building{s) 
_structure 
_site 

·····_object 

Ownership 
_public 
-X- private· 
_.·both 
Public Acquisition 
_in process 
_ being considered 

X not applicable -.-· ' - '• 

·status 
_x._:_ occupied 
~ uhoccupied 
_. _work in prog~ss 
Accessible 
_x_ yes: restricted 
_yes: unrestricted 
_no 

Survey No. M: 35 _59 

Magi No. 

DOE ~yes no 

congressional district 

Montgomery 

Present Use 
_ agriculture 

. ·_x commercial 
· _· _ educational 

_ entertainment 
_ government 
_ industrial 

..•. -.. -. military 

~ not tor publication 

7 

_museum 
· _· park 
_· private residence 
_religious 
_ scientific 
_ transportation 
_other: 

4. Owner of Property (give n~me.~ .and mailing f=l.d.dres~e.s, .of ~ owners) 

name Walter J. & A. Bonfield 

street & number 6124 MacArthur Blvd. telephone no.: 301-229-2082 

city, town Bethesda state and1 zip icode MD' 20816 

s~ Location of Legal Description · 

courthouse, registry of deeds, etc. Montgomery County Courthouse 
liber 775 

street & number folio 235 

city, town 
Rockville 

state 
Maryland 

6. Representation in Existing Historical surveys 

title 

date _federal _state _county _local 

~pository for survey records 

city, town state 



7. Description Survey No.M: 35-59 

Condition 
_excellent 
_good 
_fair 

Check one 
_deteriorated _ unaltered 
_ruins _altered 
_unexposed 

Check one 
_· original site 
_, moved date of move 

. ..;:-

Prepare both a summary paragraph and a general description of the resource and its 
various elements as it exists today. 

Bonfield's Service Ga.rage occupies, a two-sto.ry frame . stru~ture .built into the 
hillside which drops a.way from.Jhe southwest~ side 'of ·MacArthur ·Boulevard. The 
building, constructed originally.as a.garage, contains the shop on the first floor, an 
apartment on the second floor, a.n4 an attic benea:th its gable .roof. Except for the lower 
half of the front (northeast) elevatfon; which is cqve.r.ed with asbestos shingles, the · 
building is sheathed in German siditl.g. Thefoµ-tt~ticHi:is of concrete block. The roof is 
cove.red with asphalt shingles and has a smaff bric.k chi.mD.ey_projecting f~m the center 
of its ridge. · · · · ' · · · · · ·· · · · 

In the center of the front elevatiQn a pair of sliding doors gives entrance to the 
shop on the first floor. ·A four~tig·ht window to the left of these doors light$ the shop. At 
the right a doorway opens onto the stairway which leads to the apartment above. The 
second floor has two eight-over-one, double-hung wood sash wii:tdows: a small four-light 
window lights the attic. A large Art Moderne metal sign, announcing "Bonfield's, Road 
Service, Auto Repairs" in white letters on a black background trimmed ·in red and· 
accented with horizontal strips of silver, spans the width of the building between. the 
first and second floors. In the center of the slgn's crest is a round clock which has a 
neon .ring surrounding its face, inside the glass. This clock still runs. Beneath the sign, 
in. letters cut from sheet metal, are the words"Our 6lst Year." 

The southeast elevation contains a deor on the first floor and two windows.on the . 
second floor (except for two windows on the soutt:rwest elevation, these a..o.d the· 
remaining windows are all siJ: ... ove.r-six, double-hung wood sash). 

The .remaining two ~leva.ti!>P.S ~av~ ·an exp()sed base.inent "(all ·The northwest 
elevation has a pair of garage doors in this ba.Sement wall. one window on the first floor, 
and three windows on the second floor. The southwest:elevation has two windows in the 
basement and first floor walls. The second floor has one typical window and one newer 
window. The attic has a sma.11, single-light window. · · .. · ·. · . . 

Between the building and the road is a paved area which contains a single gas 
pump, a Coke machine, and a round Texaco sign suspended from a metal pipe supported 
by a slender pole. At each side of the building a.re open pits for working on automobiles. · 
This area. also contains various signs advertising tterosene, gasoline, and oil, as weU as· 
numerous tires, containers, tools and miscellaneous parts fot automobiles. 



8. Significance Survey No. M: 35-59 

Period Areas of Significance-Check and justify below 
_ prehistoric 
_1400-1499 

_archeology-prehistoric _ community planning _ landscape architecture_ religion 
_archeology-historic _ conservation _ law _ science 

. 1500-1599 _agriculture _economics _ literature _sculpture 
- 1600-1699 

_1700-1799 
_1800-1899 
_:x_ 1900-

i architecture _education -. military _ social/ 
_ art _engineering _ music humanitarian 
_ commerce _ exploration/settlement _ philosophy _. theater 
_ communications _ industry _ politics/government _ transpo~ation 

_ invention _ other (specify) 

Specific dates c. 1921 Builder/ Architect 

check: Applicable Criteria: A B c D 
and/or 

Applicable Exception: A B c D E F G 

Level of Significance: ~national ~state X local 

Prepare both a summary paragraph of significance and a getl~ral statement of history and 
support. \ 

According to the Tax Assessment Records, the building cu.r.rently housing 
Bonfield' s Service Ga,.~ge was originally built as a garage about 1921. The owners of Lot 2 
whe.re the garage was built, were Charles and Bertha Posey who platted the subdivision 
"Bon Ai.r Heights" in 1920 (Plat Book 3. Plat No. 206). The Posey's willed this lot and 
several others to thei.r-daughte.r G.ra,.t;~ Go!\'don in 1939, and she sold-Lot 2 to Walter and 
Althea Bonfield in 1940 (Deed 775/235). 

The Bonfield family, however, bas been associated with the garage since 1927, 
when Walter Bonfield's f~er, a former RoUs Royce mechanic from England, sold his 
other gas stations in Washington and moved to the building on MacArthur Boulevard. 
The business was strictly a repa:ir shop at first; the gas pump, located next door. was 
purchased late.r. In 1934 the elder Bonfield died, leaving the business to his son. Walter 
Bonfield has ope.rated the,gas station and repair ~.rvice ~Y himself since that ti,me. l 

Bonfield' s Service Garage is one of the oldest,- if riot the· oldest, automobile service 
stations in Montgomery County sti.(loperati.llg as it did originally in its original building. 
There are a few other family-run stations in the County, such as Eastham.'s in Bethesda, 
opened in 1929, but their 9,-igmal buildings have been .replaced over the yea,rs . .The next 
oldest remaining building housing a service station of which this researcher is aware, is 
the Kensin.gtoJi Service Station builtio, 1926. Thus, the Bonfield building, dating from 
approximately 1921, predates them all. 

It is also a rare survivor of 'a once-common buildi11g type, and as such has 
considerable architectural significance. Th1'oughout Montgomery County and the rest of 
the country in the early days of the automoJ>ile,' the repair garage and filling station 
were housed in buildings resembling most other shops and general stores: frame 
st,1'.'uctures which differed littJe from res.tdentiat structures in their overall form. As in so 
many 19th and early 20th century commercial structures, the business was located on the 
ma,.i~ floor and the secoml floorc contained a.n apartment for the owner or shopkeeper. 
Such buildings are rapidly disappearing in Montgomery County, and only Bonfield's 
.remains as an example of su<;.b a type occupied by an automobile service station. 

REFEREBCES 

1. Washington Post, July 10. 1975 and July 27, 1983, and confirmed in an interview with 
Walter Bonfield, December, 1987. · 1 



9. Major Bibliographical References Survey No. M: 35-59 

Montgomery County Land Records and Tax Assessment Records. 
Washington Post, July 10, 1975 and July 27, 1983. 
C & P Telephone Directory, 1939-40. 

1 O. Geographical Data 
Acreage of nominated property 5 , 318 Sq • Ft • 
Quadrangle name ______ _ Quadrangle scale 

UTM References do NOT complete UTM references: 

AL.i_J I I I I I I I I I ew I I I I I I I I 
Zone Easting Northing Zone Easting Northing 

c LLJ I.__._......__. __ oLJJ I I I I 
E L.i_J ...... I --.....--- F L..i_J I I I I 
G Li_J .._I _.__. ___ _ H L..i_J I I I 
Verbal boundary description and justification 

List all states and ,counties for properties overlapping state or county boundaries . 

state code county code 

state code county ,1 code 

11. Form Prepared By 

name/title Andrea Rebeck• 

organization Mont. Co.- ··Hist. Pres. ·comm. date 11/87 

street & number telepllone 

city or town Rockville · .state M(lry l"and 

The Maryland lUstoric Sites Inventory was officially created by 
an Act J>~ ,the Maryland Legislature to be found in the Annotated 
Code of Maryland, Article 41~ Section 181 KA, 1974 supplement. 

The survey and inventory are being prepared for information and 
record purposes only and do not constitute any infringement of 
individual property rights. 

return to: Maryland Historical Trust 
Shaw House 
21 State Circle 
Annapolis, Maryland 21401 
(301) 269-2438 

PS-2746 
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Bonfield's Garage Noted for t1ie Sig11s It Keeps 
By l>f>nls Collins 

Sueclal IO Ttl• Wa.bl,,.IOO Poat 

For hundreds of motorists 
who pass It each day, Bon. 
field's Garage 15 a one-pump 
gas station on McArthur 
Boulevard that looks u 
though it belongs In aome 
small New England town. 
But more importantly, it's 
the place with the peculiar 
signs. 

Some are fUllllY, like 
SLIPPERY OIL and 
RU~NY HOSE. Others, such 
as MUSHROOM PLUGS 
and MOOG BALLS, are 
more mysterious. And then 
there are the seasonal signs, 
the ones people wait (or ev· 
ery year. 

"I didn't put up AH 
SPRING till May," said 62-
year-old Walter Bonfield, 
who lives with his wife, Al· 
thea, in tbe two floors above 
the garage. 

"People were asking for 
it, but I don't lllke to an
nounce sprmg 'W I'm sure 
it's really here." 

BonCleld bas been an· 
nounclng one tblng or an· 
other on his sign board for 
the past 00 years. Initially, It 
was a standard means of ad· 
verUslng. Then he mJ.s.. 
spelled one. "I only had one 
·p• ." he eiwlained, "so I 
spelled ll COLD PEBSI." He 
got so much reaction from 
people who wondered U ho 
was belno: cornlcal or just 
couldn't spell that he 
started creaUng a different 
:;ign each week. "It makes 

the trafiic past here a little 
more personal," be said. 
· "I still get letters," said 
Bonfield, holding up a post· 
card from a Glenmont car· 
pool asking the meaning of 
the current algn, MOOG 
BALLS. "It's a brand of ball 
joint," explained Bonfield 
wlth a laugh. "I've had five 
people ask about that ~jgn 
today." 

"One fella last year came 
tn to buy some 'mushroom 
plugs' !or bis spaghetti. 
When I showed him they 
were rubber plu&s used to 
patch tires, he bought one 
anyway. Sald be wanted to 
glve it to bis 1ir1Iriend for 
Chrlltmas.' 

IDs favorite story ls about 
a doctor's car be towed into 
the garage. "I called hls 
wile to tell her about the 
damage, but she wasn't a bit 
interested. She just wanted 
to know what slgn was up, 
to settle a bet with some 
friends." 

Despite the latest thing in 
Exxon station• just 100 
yards down the road, Bon
field's signs remain a hobby 
and are not meant to attract 
more customers. His ap
pointment calendar ts filled 
for the next five months, 
and Bonfield estimates that 
his time is promised to 
steady customers for at least 
a year. 

"Getting Wally to work on 
your ear can take a spell," 
said 92-year·old Fred Popp, 
doing a slow Joa ln the 

Walter 1Jo11fielcl 

warm weather. "But folks 
around here know it's worth 
the wait. When Wally Ilxes 
your car, It's fixed." 

The wooden building ls 
more than 65 years old, and 
even without the sign above 
the doorway celebrating 
"Our 4.9th Year," Bonfield's 
has obvlously been servicing 
cars a very long time. 

Next to the new Coke ma· 
chine are advertisements !or 
auto parlli that would unly 
fit in anlique l'ar~. .\ml 
there arc so many tool:> 
hani;in~ lJy hooks Irom lh~ 
ceiliug and plied around the 
1936 Chevrolet tow lruck 
that a journey of more than 
a few feet. into lhc garage 
requires a certain delermln· 
ation. 

"There are more in the 
basement," said Bonfield, 

pointing out some of the 
more timeworn inslruments. 
''And a good many oI them 
are handmade." 

His father, a former me
chanic for Rolls Royce in 
England, wu sent to the 
United States by the BriUsh 
government during World 
War I to buy shell casing 
lathes. 

Arter the war, his father 
bought and sold two gas sta. 
Uons C"one was In the city 
and the other was too 
dose"> before moving into 
the l\1cArU1ur Boulevard Io
r;itlon in 1927. 

·a· was called C1tnduit 
Hood back then, and It was 
nght busy," said Bon!leld 
afler givln~ one or his regu. 
lar customers a dollar's 
worlh or gas and the kind of 
maintenance advice that teJ. 
evision commercials would 
have you expect from all 
Texaco attendants. 

'':\lassachuselts Avenue 
djdn't go into Maryland in 
lhose days, so tbls was the 
only way to Glen Echo and 
Great Falls except !or a Vir· 
i.:i11ia toll road. ll would get 
so crowded on weekends 
that people would park here 
<£ml walk the last. !our miles 
lo Gleu :t::cho." 

For the thirsty, there 
were three 01· !our notori· 
ous taverns along the way. 
"They were real buckel-oI
hlood places," said Bonfield 
raising an eyebrow, "with 
cheap beer and wlld 
brawls." 

"We'd know there'd been 
a bad accident when the 
tramc was stopped for more 
than halt an hour." With the 
road blocked, the tow truclc 
would hop the B&O Rall· 
road tracks just below the 
station and bounce up the 
wooden cross beama unW 
parallel with the accldenl 
scene. "No, we never did 
run into a train. SherlU Fer· 
guson was alw~s up there 
to make sure of that" 

Bonfield and his wile 
liave managed the pr~e 
without hired help since hb 
lather died In 1934: They 
have a 31-year·old son, who 
has a job ln Washington as a 
commercial artist, and no 
desire to continue the tam· 
Uy garage. 

"I can't say that J:'m • 
sorry," said Bonfield. "He 
can do better than t.hla. I've 
s:ot no complalnta. I love my 
work and I'm a right fair 
boss. But a man needs more 
security In a job today. U I 
gel sick or lnJured, there'• 
no money coming In and no
body to pay the bllla but 
me." 

But Walter Bonfield isn't 
planning his retirement. 
"I'll give It up when I can't 
do the job the way 1t should 
be done." Fred Popp, for 
one, hopes that isn't aoon. 
He's got an apppolnlment in 
November to have hi5 
brakes relined and he won't 
trust his car~ anybody ,.,/u. 

else. ( o..re...ir \ -.~ ;.;:::vJ. 
-;-.., ~ f- o :::. ~ 

~v~\ IL 1'"i 7) 
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$0 rears Behind the Pump 
Made for Memories: 

Wally Bonfield 
& His Gas Station 

lly /'au/ llen dric-k.~on 
In the perfoct American tilling 

,1at11111, in u town named Sylacauga 
ur BngaluAA, therr. will be a red 
('ocu-Cola inuchine with k5 cen~" 
art1111ly scrolled on it. an over
:;lulled rack ot' road maps yours for 
1 he wking, a wizard of a mechan.i<' 
who will limp out of a back room m 
a pair of striped greasy c:overalls, 
wipin~ his hunds on a dirty rag. 
.. Uocs this road go to Texarkana'?" 
vnu'll a~k. 
• MNah," he'll aru>wer, a Gomer 
Pyle grin m1, "this road don't g<> 
n~·where, mister. Stays right here 
a.It afternoon." 
: Jt 1~ not ttm. statioM themselves 
we· love so much, it is their myth: 
tueling up and getting away, life on 
the rotid, the great nat rush of the 
("OUnt ry right there at your ~I bows. 
Thi:. myth i~ rooted deep m the 
:\m('rican p:.yche, und arfoit.s from 
~'ttinheck to l<erouac to Woody 
C~uthrie haVl' all tried to get it 
down, deline its shimmery texture. 
It i!' n legend that grew lll> with the 
rnuntrv, ·thul beemed ever bound 
for ~loty ... 

C'f..:J 

The plure hangs there in the 
t oi.td:<ide dui-t ond late afternoon 
.. 11n of upper MacArthur Boulevard 
lik1• a Walker Evuns photograph 
rnu1e lovingly to life. May~ it's a 
rni111:,:t. l\laybe it':; a Smithsonian 
"!" 111~ cunv-os." hi ~meone ~makrn~ 
• 1m1\ it- h1:m1houti.'~ 

"Fill er up,'' l\ll)'s the mulht>r in 
the blue sedan. 

"Right.o," say:; Lhe man in the ire 
neurn·whitc coverulls with "Wally'· 
i-titched in black over the po~:ket. 
haunching him~lf out or the ~hade 
and through the heut ovur ln her 
ga~. tank. 

"'Hey, Mom, can 1 gel an inner 
tuber . 
- "Pipe down, Buster Brown." · 

He ii leaning on I.he rear door, 
forehead trickling sweat, one finger 
on the pump's trigger. He lifts his 
arm and wipes grime Crom his fore
head. The hair on his wrists glis
tem;. It is 92 in the shade, hut this 
man ~eems oddly content. 
' "Hope you're survivin1' thb 

heat." she llays. 
· :Oh, yeah." 
· "Would you check my oil, Wal

ter?" 
.. You bet.cha." 
She is hardly gone, a glint ol 

q:1etal down the tar-waked road. 
when another car slides onto the 
premises: This·time it's two ladies 
in sun hats, and one of them b al
ready oul on the pavement. She 
h.aS a map and a woeful lo<!k. 

··we seem to be Inst.'' 
"I could tell thnt when !'U\\ 

)'Oll." 
.. Now it says here ... " 
"Don't tell me whert you'vl' 

been, lady. Tell me where you want 
t~ ·be.': He ~c;ort of snups it-wiLh 
benevolent gruffness. 

"i\lount Vernon College," she 
savs with the air of a person put
ti1;1{ hcn;elf in the hands or a re
srlE'ct ('(! sur~ecm. 

.JUL'( '271 l '8.3 

"First ·lraitic fi~hl, t1irii l~tl, head 
due east," he say:;, addinK lwo or 
three more turns and arm waves so 
fast you can't get them down. ~he 
gets back into the car. Gravel flies. 
The slalion man heads lor tbe 
water spigot. The i.pigot sits below 
a sin~ll• h11lh ril{i.:c<l on a pole. 
'l'hNt·'s nlso u h1N' and 11 lrucket 
tlwrt:, tht· taller dl'lll.~ painll'<I with 
tht namt- of tbt ~lulron. He 
s1>lashts water 1111 l11s hatlds, wipCi.; 
his mouth, spilt. expertly into a yel
low can by his shot.! tops. 

.. Two problems with dirc·ctions. 
One 1s that peopll· ~1v111~ Lhcm ul
ways ~iw too muny. Other is peo
ple who are lust won ·1 listen to 
~OU.~ 

Tht> nnme of thi~ one-pumP., 
white-frame luhritoriwn is Bon
lield'~ Garage, and Wnll\' Bonfield 
him~lt is Lalking-:-To j'Ust come -on 
11, t.o i.ce it. aft.er you've Lopped the 
hill hy the Defense Mapping Agen
cy, i~ to wonder for a moment if 
you·re i;uffering heat, fatigue. 

The pluce wasn't an antique 
when it started:half a century ago, 
but time rolled on under the night, 
and not the least of the evidence is 
the )(lass-and-steel Enon i;talion 
that sits LSO yards down the road. 
In a U-l'ump-lt world, Bonfield':-i 
Road Service is kicking against 
goads. 

The premises are blistered with 
nld wood and rreaky, whimsical 
i.igns: KER·O-SENE and GUM
OUT ond SWIM 'l'UBE~. Every
thing seems a symphony of the ec· 
centric. In a tree are some home
made bird cages with goof'v sloguns 
undPr_lbc.m: : \XilLJtrnl For .a __ 
Song." What. kinJ ul birds ne;;t 
here? 

"Sparrows, we got sparrowi. 
here," Bonfield says, ooming over. 
"Used to have bluebirds but 
haven't !,een one in 10 years now. 
Don't know why, exactly: They say 
the p11is1111 ... und oil, around a sla· 

:.Ji.J~ #•W..,,;~'!.., t.:.:;,. •. • 1 1L.\. 

f5o1vr tt:L I) 's {, tJ/_, .-+t;i 
' I ..ir~ ' h ·lion, may >e. , 1~ • ad ~~evera1 

families of spam'''" raised in tP.ose 
houses. They grow up. raise their 
own young ones." He says this gent." 
ly, ulmost no1;talgkally. 

Over to the right is an open-air 
grca....a pit, and in it.., leaf-i.tn:\\ n 
bottom are a decaying icebox and .i 
red lamp on a long iron stem. Bt
~iclt• lht- pit i~ a !-.l"\'li1111 uf 11ick£.'t 
fonte that prohahl~· h.1~n·1 had a 
rnat ul' paint !-.inc:t- Truman 1£-ft of
fkc. 

• Lubed a lot of cars l~ ·that pit, a 
visitor ventures. Thou:;ands, prob· 
ably. 
'"Thousands wouldn't touch it." 

He sn~ and adds: 
: "This pit's been here since at least 

. , . '36. Let's see: '36, '46, '56, '66, 
'76, that's almost SO years, isn't it? 
Dug the hole myself. I think Amoco 
or somebody said if I'd buy some oil 
products they'd put m some wooden 
pilings for me. Well, we had them 
for about 10 years but theo Lhl•y 
i;tarted t.o rot so we tore them out 
and put in these cement pilings and 
the racks went over top. I can move 
them closer together for Volks
wagens." 

In hie garage, which is cool and 
dark an<l lit with lone bulb; of low 
wattage, there is a l '11 -ton wreckinK 
truclq vintage 1941, with a chain 
crank that doesn't go anymore The 
truck doesn't go anymore, eithl'r, 
and one reason Le; that it is burilod 
under layers of all kinds of junk. 
You'd have to do a three-dsy exca
vation. "'Yeah, lotta people , would 
like to have this wreck ·wagon," 
Wally Bonfield sa)'h ... IL isn'l budg-
ing, though." . · • • l 

There is a smell in here, an aru-~ 
ma, almot:il. Something wel, or .it . · 
least liquid. Somethm~ cool and<» 
oddly pleasing and vaguely familiar. "( 
What it ii. is old motor oil on an as- _'.:2 
1>hall floor.. layers. of. it. derndt-..; 
worth. .. " · ·. •· ~. 

cc" T u\ ri_ 
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r And everywhere you look the 
junk, thP-<luu.er, or maybe it's art: 
gas tar. .>S, oil ' cans, old fan belts 
danglin~ 1ronr the ceiling, spent 
plugs. new points,. gaskets, saw~. 
boxes of washers, cans of wheel bear
ing grease, cans of Golden Cha..o:;..;1i; 

Grease, Hi Performance Gear Oil, 
lransmission sealer. 'fhis enterprise 
has been a familv businet11 since 
1927 and you get the feeling nothin~ 
nas ever been thrown away. Can't 
tell when a fellow wiU need some 
stove bolts. 

Truth be told, the gas station man 
wasn't sure he needed to be in a 
neWl;paper article. He's gott.en along 
just fine all Lhis time and, besid~. 
too many people from the city now
Jdays think they can come out on 
:-iundays to take pictures of him, ns 
11 he and hLi; station were some kind 
of freak show. This is his living, and 
his home, t.oo, because he's alw&y!! 
h\ ea Uptitair.J in the three )iUle 
rooms \\;th the doilies on the sofa 
and the organ over in the corner. 
Raised his son there. Grieved hii:; 
wife's death Lhere Never wanted lo 
btl anywhere else. 

"I've been t.o l\tinnesota a couple 
times. Never been t.-0 California." 
_ Althea was Crom ~lipn@ld Du·_ 
IUth.BeSt wife any man cou1 ever 
have, he says. She used to do his 
coveralls in the heavy-duty washer, 
cook two and three suppers while 
ahe waited for him to finish work 
and come upstairs for the night. She 
n~ver complained much. The work 
was good, and they did it, they 
didn't shirk it. A place like this 
would give you a living but you had 
to ~ive it one back. Walter made the 
living; Althea made the living worth· 
while. 

In the old days, when Glen Echo 
was alive, back when MacArthur 
Boulevard was called the Conduit 
Hoad and patrolled by federal 
man.hats, he'd keep the station open 
till midnighL Wint.er and summer, 
he was dowQ there with the custom· 
l'l'S, wiping the windows and pump· 
ing the gas and checking the oil in 
;111 thoi-f.' nivvers and Essex Ter-

rapliDes. "On a summer night in '28 
or '29,_ I'd lay you wages you couldn't 
get amisa without half an hour wait 

"I don't know which was worse, to 
tell the truth, summer or winter, 
maybe wint.er, come to think about 
it. It's such a chore lo make yourself 
keep going. You got 20 cars waitinl{ 
to get the skid chains on, and you 
can't feel the end fasteners, and all 
these people are waiting. That's why 
I'm cutting back. I've cut way back 
the p~i. couple years. I just don't 
want it anymore. We're closed Sun
days and Mondays now. I won't. Clo 
an internal engine job anymore. I 
still go~ all I need, you understand." 

He's had some blow'l, but the 
work was swceL Mainly. "Sec, I was 
with Exxon 30-some years, 36, I 
:mes.c;. For years we were the only 
... tatidn for miles \iround. Then that 
ll('W Exxon )Vent in just a block 
away. Exxon said, 'We want you to 
~lay right. with us.' I said, 'You have 
really got to be kidding.' So 1 went 
with Texaco. That was '70, I ~e:.s" 

I !e's rebuilt. uncounted engines, 
I rum the fir:it gasket upward. Never 
worked on one indoors. He'll take 
tht- open-air pil any day, even in the 
howels of winter. "Workin~ in the 
daylight, you've got the whole engme 
hcfore you. You take a hose that's 
chafing on something: If a droplight 
1s up here, and you've got your head 
down there, why, you rnn figure 
you're gonna mis.'! something. In 
"ome ways I've got some sympathies 
for all these fellows who work tn· 
doors at big garage!!. But when you 
got daylight all around you ... " He 
dot>sn't finil:>h, nor need to. 

Althea died seven years ago-in 
his anns one morning at 5. Cancer. 
He thought he was dying himsall 
that day. She had such a radiance in 
dt-ath, the sun was coming in. He 
could aJmost hear music . . . But 
that'11 enotigh of that. He inoves the 
talk away. 

He's got a girlfriend now, Millie 
Rhinehart. She works m w1 office 
next door and com~ by after work. 
They s~ and Lalk. "We ~f'l alon~." 

He 11> 1l), Wllh hugt! lornarm . ., ;.md 
shiver:; ol whitt hair sweepin!{ 
~1raighl hack. His mustache hH,.. 
~one stone-white, but don't make a 
mi:-.lake. He can still throw 1~opll· 
off the property, kit <lllcl taboocllt-. 
hl'ml llr-t, if he ha;; lo He'!I hnd 
.,ome fist lights in his lime. Yv•1 
wouldn't want to make length\ 
,,,,eeches when Wally Bonfield 1· 
riled. "l gol the bad of it once or 
twice." 

He is sittin~ m the shade in u 
plaslic·webbed folding chair. A UP8 
truck has just come hy with a pack
a11e. He has just filled a big Mere 
station wagon driven hy a priest. 
then did his windshield. A few 
minutes earlier . he had surveyed the 
artful chaos of his property, did a 
"'>rt of mental ah ha, then pulled the 
plastic-wehl>ed chair out from be· 
hind an &o Tireflator !ltenciled with 
the word AIR. The sten'cil hasn't 
lwen colored in yet; it\ only been a 
half <:entury, he'll get to it. 

Hig lef(S are cros;;ed, pants pulled 
up on 11 hone-whit.e shin, the zipper 
111' his jumpsuit open half way down 
his c;tomach. Rude traffic blows bv 
••lmosl nonstop. Over on the other 
.,,tie thl• sparrows are nilling in and 
lllll . • 

He '' t11lking of his dad, an Eng
'1-11:· ,.;.--,. ua':; "·11rlwd on Rolls· 
l<oy~l·,. al the ,,11:1nk of the century 
ht'lore he came over to America pnd 
tuund u living at a lilUe wooden ga
r,1~e out m Hon Air Heights;, Md. 
When I.hey lin;L got the station, they 
didn't even pPYe !(as, jui;t the repair 
hop The gas 1mmpi1 were next 

door, at a beer tavern. Eventually, 
! hey bought the (>Ump!;. 

"He lauj!hl me so many thin~::.. 
1101 just h11w to file a pil!l'e of metal. 
I le had apprenticed out lo his fa . 
I her, and I apprt·ntict'<l out to him 
.vhen 1t was my turn. Hl• dit-d in ':14, 
and then lhe place was mine. He 
used to say, 'It's much easier to do 
I hings right thun wrong, son.' You 
't·e, the true mechanic is going by 
the hoard. I'm talking about the man 
.\rns(' 1•;1• , l'.tll'lrl 1t·:I hi!n !'.<> murh. 

:'\h lad1er':s w r,. l't1llld tell 111 111 !>l\' 
llltKh. He coul ""' 111 into thl• h• 11d 
nncl tell you Imus things j11.;t 
from list1:ning. Anymore. we're a lit · 
1 le bil like the doctor. Mechanks.ure 
.ill i1pcdalists now. l think the puhlir 
has brought somr of I his aho11t 

"I don't look at a clock when I'm 
11n the job. I don't think or tune. 
You wke grea ... mg a nir, simple j11h, 
l'enlly Well, my price 1s so d:mm 
hi~h. but if I can do it on your t .1r 
1ust onct>, you 'II he hnck. Hecau~,· 
you'll visibly fed whnt 1 do. 1 do llw 
door hinges. I do the door cakhes. I 
clo the emergency brake. That's thl' 
way I want lo clo il and you'll love it, 
100. There are too many people M W 

who '"m't associate price with qu.11· 
ity. It's all just price, and when a J11l1 
i.; based on lhat, you got slipshod 
starling to creep in. All the tools in 
the world arcn 'l going to give y1111 
quality. 

''Everything's gou.en too hard . 
There isn't time to be deoent to peo 
·pie anymore." 

He works h11nself oul of the chair 
(;etting up he seems a tired old mu11 
Ht- goe:. over to a car he ha,, lit:l'll 

''11rki11g on today on und oll. a la\I .. 
11mdcl sedan that belongs tt• .l n· 
11rt.'cl editor rrom U.S. Ney;s ,\ 
\\'urld Report. "I got two. lhr('• 
l'nur, five, yeah, alxiut five customer ... 
who i:o back at least 40 yea"' with 
llll'. One of my customers ui-l'd tu 
wme by every year tu gel kerust>nt-. 
U:.cd to soak his gurden ~<.J;; to 
keep Lhe boll wee\ ils off. Now th1· 
man who owns this car is one of m' 
11lde,,1 cu~tomers. I know h1~ car, I 
know it damn well." 

He open!> the hood. "See thut 
writin:; in there'! That's my writing. 
I label with a yellow pen~1I 1111 tht· 
work I've done I write i~ right 011 

he cooling system when the la.<1t ser· 
vice was. I write ~ht on the hnltE'!'Y 
when I put it in/Tnat way my cus-~ 
lomeN can go anywhere in the coun· •. 
lry and they can tell $<Jmebody~ 
something if they have to. ~!"\ 

"And by the wny. ~hen I ~'" 'rornl ~ 

P.'\(, r _ CJF' ...;; 



1r.:1' 1'1'1 talki11:.: "' '" 11· .. t I mi :ht 
·· ·t... ,, t!11 ~~ II \ rlll !'"•:' r· 1'1 I 
lrt\t ,, .1111 h1· \\ H1 I h1· .. d.1 I JI I 

•I'• , ... ~n ll 1·n.1111I. I It 1l th1•m, "'' I" 
Int l,ali\111!.l illt11lll I lr,W :iflllllld Ill' 

Ii! ... k -
,\ l.11h \\ ilk· llf• ... 

lmtll••--t nncl ,1 ·l\f• : 
'4\llll lhin.! 1 nlil 111 1 

\\' alh B·in• 11.Jil '·'' • 
r••nd~· to ::-11," • 

• m 1 up ,. "· 
hH1 •• l.u k1. 

" \ 1111'rl' nil 

}hr , ..,r j.., • 11 I ht 111 h1 r ,,,dt• of !I 
pn>pn!\", .md afll•r ·hr h ... clrnt·n 
11ff. ht• :-.1\s: "I h.1\·1 11"1 d11111 , 1 lot 1 ' 

\\ork fot ·h··r. ~!ill.•· kn"''' h1•1 •• Sh1 
[ol(l(l•.f \\lll'll 'IU' \\t 'll Ii\' tl>i> 01hl 
da,· :rncl I n01 ;H·d .. h1 It.id 11111\· 1il1 
1ailliµ111 \11\\ -.hl.-, .,111 ,,, 11 • 

~·1111 <•11 min1111•-. I'll"'' Milh 
Hhi1wh;ut nppr. •;11 h1" "h•• -.111 • •·I 
.. jdlt"' 11p with lwr pnr ... r. p1·1•r'I rtt' · 
mw1h' i11ln llw h1111d nl ll11• 1ar ht>'' 
iust linishim: up. "! (,.,~ was II t(I 
, lav·r · ~he a!-tk~. • 

" 'H•111I likt• :tl\\11\''" 

!"lw lakt...,; 11p ,1 ,;.a: hPh111d hi~ l'l11 

..f!lllf IW:lrh\ I incl..rhl111·k. putt int! 
11~\\ .. papcr do\\11, l11ld1111( h1•1 arm" 
1'111· 1 011ld lw :i11 l·:d,,.ml I l11p1•<1r 
p;1i111i11:. •• \ 111i111t1•· l.11t•r lw !!• ~,.. !I 
111 l11d ;111111hN rnr <111<1 -.he .. ,,,., 

-Ht nl•flds 1 hi.. 1·11nl<1cl \\'ll-h P+'<• 
p11 .. If·· lc1\(-:-. it. 11 • ... hi-. lilc. &1mc·-
11111t· .. 11'-. hard 1•11 111111. \\11{'11 it"l!;" 
111111·1 r11lcl nr h111 likl• l·i<l I\. I thii1k 
rl1•111_ ht.I\\' \\nrh. 1111 k111d nl \\1U-k 
h • cl111·'· mad1· hilll ... u.-111::. I \• 1111ld. · 
\\ 1111 lum 111 h11 1111 \1111 \•I Ill'·~ · 
II I l-1'111 11• 111'1'"" \'.llh a111n1o11:. ;111.t 

• 11 I 1:evt·r \\Ill l •rt:Pl om• di!\' .,., 
·~··1t· out tri\ 1111:. d11\•.01 lw u rn:trin. 
111il s11clclc·11h· 111 • p 11• I flt 1~1r in r 
..... , .111d lt,11 k1·d 11p 11111 \urcb. fir 
.. •11 .1 1!1111• lurtl1· 111 1h1· -.1rlc· oftf'i,. 
.. I I IP li1t1·d 111 111 •11 111 1 h·· \\'• ·Pd".° 

\\ • 11 ·'·" 111111 1
' ll1111l1l'ld ~\.'t' 

P llllr h.11'h f, 'Ill' ~h Ill[! "el'tC•l 
\•',I\ 

. 
I \\:l-. 1t•lli11:: h 111 1111•111 how \'c 

·1 lurch• :m· I ot h1 1 1 n':tl 11 rl':-.." 
"llh. H• llll'lllht I I !1111 111111' Pf':l('li 

• t ti p.1r;ik(•r • I hwl 1 I -.t,1\'l"I np 
II rln 111J11 1!•111111:1~ thl' hill d1l\\ n 

11 .1 drall "'" lw 11111ltl Pnl I IP dir-11 
'"··~··· I ~w ..... " ll r 1111l ll's ~lillh 

,.1.'(1 1:k .. I ;, ,1,. .i:rl•1'1 I '" 

"Y1111 -.ur~ clid .. \nd then vou lt1<1i. 

ti 1111l In your wil'c':-. j!nJW a~d burit>d 
11 nexl In her." 

He mop" his hrow. Anol lwr i ·, 
111i11ute.s. he'll dtN' 11p "It\. :ill <lnl 
l;ir-. and renh. \'1111 ju ... t I ry 111 kE'l fl 
1111 and cl11 <111 honest 111h and rh.1r,:• 
rlw i.:uv $~. R111 mv l'Xpt>n .. es arc· lh1• 
-.1m1· a ... an\'hu,h· el~1''· 

"S<,e thi~? .. \\'a1t1•r ~·nfil'ld ~y"";. 
"(I', a -.win•l-1' '' n•nth. It wn,., m• 
chtl .... and now II\ minr. I g11cs ... n:, 
prrll y near nil war,. olci. I dun·, 
111Hi ;i nrw c111r-" 

... . 
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