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Biographical Note:

Rear Admiral Benjamin Franklin Day was born on January 16, 1841, in Plymouth, Ohio, to Benjamin Franklin Day and Prussia King. He was appointed to the Naval Academy from Ohio in 1858. During the Civil War, he served in the U.S.S. Harriet Lane and in the Colorado in the Western Gulf Blockading Squadron. In July 1863, he was wounded in a night engagement. He retired from active naval duty on March 28, 1900, after more than forty years of service.

The 1900 federal census records him living at Natural Bridge, Rockbridge County, Virginia, at age 59, with his wife Talia, age 57; son Phillip, age 29; and Phillip’s wife, Ernestine, age 22. The 1920 census lists Phillip and Ernestine in the same town with three children, Phillip B., age 17; Flora P., age 4; and Jane, age eight months. 
Benjamin married two or three times. Ancestry.com records his wife, Flora Inez Baldwin, who was probably Phillip’s mother, since he named his daughter Flora. In his letter dated August 23, 1931, Benjamin mentioned Julia Baldwin and “our marriage.” 

Benjamin died July 3, 1933, at the home of his son Phillip in Buena Vista, Virginia. The New York Times headline read: “Rear Admiral Day Dies at Age 92; Oldest Officer in American Navy Had Retired After Forty Years’ Service; Wounded in Civil War; Saw Lincoln Assassination at Ford’s Theatre – Had Part in Building of the Modern Navy.”    

Source:

Information Found within Collection, www.ancestry.com, and ProQuest Historical Newspapers accessed 12/19/2013.
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Scope and Content:

These 23 hand-written letters begin August 16, 1931, and continue until June 19, 1932. They are written in ink, addressed to Jenny from Uncle Frank, who lived in Buena Vista, Virginia. The handwriting is very good. He wrote about the weather, crops, current events, neighbors, memories, and family. He was living with his son Phil and tells Jenny (Aug. 16, 1931) “Phil has two of my old Hickory Hill horses Dan and Belle.”  He mentioned Hickory Hill, his former home, in other letters.

He told Jenny on August 23, 1931 that she had “unearthed  a lot of data concerning Day and Bonnel families.” He also wrote: “Phil has the Day Bible and the Wentz Bible. It may be that entry of Julia’s marriage and death have been made in one or both of these.”
In his letter of October 12, 1931, Benjamin wrote: “My experience with Uncle Wm. Day’s people began in winter of 1860-61 when I went to Martinsville, Indiana from Naval Academy, Annapolis, Md., Nov. ’60. I taught school at Morgantown in same county nine or ten miles from Martinsville, which is county seat, Morgan County.” He wrote more about the relatives in Indiana, and ended the letter: “Never have seen any of them since I left there, spring of 1861.”

The letter dated November 8, 1931, states: I suppose you have noticed there is a row on between President Hoover and Chairman Graham of the Naval League. I am sorry that it occurred. Graham should have had better sense…” In the letter of April 3, 1932, he wrote about Admiral Chester, who was “in a bad way at his home Washington – bedridden and helpless.” He wrote: “He had Galena when I brought stone images from Easter Island and came to Colon to receive it when I sent it across by rail from Panama. This was before the canal was build. 1887.” He wrote more about this project, requested by the Smithsonian Institute, in his letter of April 10, 1932.

The May 16, 1932 letter tells about helping a farmer named Rouse Blye plant corn when Benjamin was a lad. He wrote: “Rouse Blye was one of the old abolitionists we used to have in the north in slavery days before civil war of 61-’65. His farm was supposed to be a station of the underground rail road where fugitive slaves were sheltered and cared for on their way to Canada. They were under the fugitive slave law liable to arrest and return anywhere in U.S. territory.”
May 29, 1932, Benjamin wrote: “Jane was thirteen years of age on 25th. She is fine healthy girl, will not be so tall as Flora. Benjie is too chunky and fat but I guess will grow more slender later on.”  The 1920 census listed Jane as eight months old and her sister Flora as four years old. Benjie must have been born after 1920.

June 4, 1932, Benjamin told Jenny that his daughter-in-law, Ernestine, died at “3 o’clock this morning. She was unconscious after 10 o’clock. Phil has decided to buy a lot in cemetery at Lexington and bury there.” The last letter, dated June 19, 1932, stated: “I can not tell how Phil is going to make out after I pass out. He spends all he gets. Never has saved a cent, never will. The more he gets, the more he spends. Never has anything ahead to fall back on in a case of emergency such as just occurred.”  Concerning his grandson Philip, Benjamin wrote that he returned to his job in Detroit. “He seems to be intelligent, reliable and industrious – no bad habits and may turn out to be the salvation of the family.”
In the last paragraph of the June 19 letter, Benjamin wrote: “What a fool performance was the veterans march to Washington, and what incompetent demagogues were shown to be in Congress. Men who voted for bonus were after soldier votes and gave no consideration of financial situation of treasury and country.” 
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