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 “How do you say that, F-R-I-E-S?” was the common question 

from a visitor, or an interested person one might encounter when away from 

home.   The answer always was the same:  “It’s Freeze in the winter, and 

Fries in the summer,” the correct pronunciation being the winter usage. 

 

I t always has perturbed me to hear someone on television say they 

were from a “small town,” and then add that the population was “only” 

25,000.  “They don’t know what the term means,” I’d think to myself.  

Legend says that the population of Fries reached almost three thousand at its 

height in the mid 1900s, but by the 1970s it had leveled out at around seven 

hundred.  The train stopped running in the early ‘80s and the Mill closed 

soon after, primarily because of competition from foreign textile imports.  

Countenances around town took another huge hit when the high school, 

along with its athletic teams, the mighty Wildcats, merged into a county high 

school in 1989.  And while housing values turned up significantly in the late 

‘90s due to out-of-towners buying property with a view of the river so they 

could come there and “get away” for a few weeks in the summer, the 

resident population continued to decrease as new births could not keep up 

with the rate of deaths among the elderly…. 

 

 The YMCA included a library and a first-run movie theatre, and 

was home to what I’ve always heard was the first indoor gymnasium in 

southwest Virginia, with its dark-stained, hardwood floor, surrounded by 

blue, wood-panel walls, and old-style, white, wooden backboards.   The 

stairway ascending from the lobby to the gym was painted deep pink on the 

walls, with gray steps, and while visiting a couple of years ago, as I strode 

upward, it still smelled exactly as it had over thirty years earlier, as if I still 
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were a blue jeans clad elementary student, eager to shoot a few baskets on a 

Saturday morning before the high school boys came and took control of the 

only two rims with nets, relegating us younger (i.e., smaller) boys to the 

“practice” hoops around the sides of the court, all six baskets in the gym 

being used concurrently, some by half-court games, others with boys just 

shooting around, waiting to take on “winners” from one of the concluded 

contests.  I have no doubt that the happiest recreational hours of my 

childhood were spent in that old gymnasium before I abandoned it for the 

tennis court as an adolescent.  And when I think back over my youth, it is 

bouncing the ball on that floor, or sitting at a card table on the floor below 

and hearing the springy “clinking” sound the lobby ceiling made due to 

others dribbling and jumping above, that I recall most fondly.  From the 

outset, my hours on the tennis court were more akin to work, practicing with 

quixotic hopes of perfection, while shooting baskets at the “Y” was just 

simply the most fun a boy could have…….. 



© 2007 JOEL DARIN VAUGHAN - ALL RIGHTS RESERVED 
SAMPLE PAGES FOR FRIESHIGHSCHOOL.COM 

 

 

 There once was a traveling salesman who often drove by a farm.  

Each time, as he looked over into the field, he could see two teenage boys 

plowing behind a mule.  One day the salesman stopped his car and asked the 

farmer if he could buy the mule.  The farmer protested that he could not part 

with the mule, as it was essential to cultivate his field of oats.  “What do you 

use the oats for?” asked the salesman.  “Just to feed the mule,” came the 

reply.  The salesman was puzzled.  “You have your two boys out here every 

day, plowing behind that mule, to grow the oats, and all you use the oats for 

is to feed the mule?  That doesn’t make any sense.”  “Well you see,” said the 

farmer, “I’m not just raising oats, I’m also raising boys.” 

 Charles Roscoe Alley was in the business of raising sons.... 

 
 

 John Phipps Vaughan was the second child and oldest son of 

Holcomb and Larma, and (the above example being a rare exception) had a 

very rambunctious childhood and adolescence.  His nickname was “Wild 

John” and I had little reason to wonder why.  My first memory of him is 

sitting in lawn chairs out in my grandparents’ back yard under the shade of 

their large, leafy, cherry tree on a warm summer day.  I must have asked to 

borrow his pocket knife, assuming all men carried them as did my dad.  

Uncle Phipps quickly explained to me, however, that he had no use for a 

pocket knife. He could “whip any man” with his bare hands.  Phipps greatly 

enjoyed building up his legend for his young nephew and I almost think he 

believed it himself.  “I don’t want any decaf coffee and I don’t drink lite 

beer!” he announced during my first visit to his Norfolk home.  Uncle Phipps 

went for the gusto, no doubt about it…. 
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According to the Casper Star-Tribune Uncle Boomy was the ace of 

the pitching staff at Wyoming, leading the Cowboys to their only appearance 

in the College World Series.  Boomy often told me how his last stop before 

heading to the ball field for the game was the post office, where he looked 

for a letter from his mother, each one containing a piece of chewing gum, her 

way of wishing him well in the game.  “I hardly could pitch if that gum did 

not arrive on time,” he said.  Anyone not having lived during the Depression 

would be unable to fully understand the impact of sending only one stick of 

gum…. 
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Joel Darin Vaughan is a 1979 graduate of Fries High School, a 1983 graduate of Emory 

& Henry College, and a 1987 graduate of Regent University, all located in the Commonwealth 

of Virginia.   He worked from 1987 to 2003 in the political arena, in campaigns, consulting and 

grassroots organizing, and currently serves as special assistant to the president with Focus on the 

Family, a Christian ministry dedicated to nurturing and defending families worldwide.  Joel and 

his wife, Kellie, live in Colorado Springs, Colorado.  He is uncle to Michael and Jennifer, John 

Meade, and David; and great uncle to Libby and Samuel. 

  

Joel Vaughan may be contacted at ��������	�
����
���  


