Spaatz estate for sale
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In the early 1930s, Harry Yoder would pass a stately white house with a manicured yard and a blooming garden on his walk to violin class.

A woman wearing goatskin gloves, her hair brown but graying in a bouffant, once stopped the young boy near the end of a wall and inquired about his destination.

Yoder said Anna Spatz maintained her property religiously, trimming the bushes and tending to a flower bed filled with geraniums, violets, pansies and Delilahs. Fallen leaves were quickly removed from the yard.

"It was immaculate," Yoder said.

Built on adjoining lots at 6th and Walnut Streets, "The Knoll" became Boyertown's most renowned home.

Though he never lived there, Anna's son Carl A. Spaatz, the first chief of staff of the U.S. Air Force, often visited his family at "The Knoll."

When he flew into Pottstown to visit, he was often accompanied by the nation's top aviators.

Carl Spaatz was the only U.S. military general to witness both the German and Japanese surrenders. He directed the dropping of the first atomic bomb.

Yoder, who attended several piano recitals at the residence years later, remembers the polished hardwood floor in the living room and the French doors leading to the porch.

"If [Anna] saw her house the way it is now," Yoder said, "she would turn over in her grave."

After sitting vacant for 20 years, the house fell into disrepair. A fallen tree damaged the roof. When the borough attempted to cut the grass, the owner, a nephew of General Spaatz who lived in Virginia, threatened a lawsuit.

But the house could be for sale in the coming weeks. In May, owner Carl Andrew "Butch" Leaver died of a massive heart attack with no heirs. The family designated Edith Laver, a retired lawyer, to manage the estate.

Laver said the house will either be put on the market or sold at auction in late October.

Exhuming 'The Knoll'

When Edith Laver first entered the Spaatz home in mid-July, she felt like an explorer entering King Tut's tomb.

Instead of gold statues and ornately decorated jewelry, family and friends found piles of yellowed newspapers and magazines, several inches of dust and a plethora of antiques.

Two large sheets of plywood

concealed the French doors separating the living room and porch. Fortunately, one of the relatives removed the screws with a power drill.

"The place was in shambles," said Ardith Yoder.

A grand piano, left by Betsy Levengood, sits covered in the corner of the living room. A long wooden bench spanning the length of the picture window overlooks 6th Street.

Despite the clutter and peeling paint, Laver immediately recognized the house's charm.

"I could tell it was amazing," Laver said. "Everyone was blown away."

Anne Spatz Leaver, the youngest of General Spaatz's four siblings, was removed from the house in 1986 after displaying symptoms of dimensia. She died soon after being reloated to Alexandria, Va.

Her son, Butch Leaver, allowed the house to slip into disrepair.

Harry Yoder, president of the Carl Spaatz Historical Society, said Butch Leaver ignored the residence. Leaver, who owned two apartment buildings in Fairfax, threatened to sue when borough officials attempted to have the grass cut.

Yoder compared Leaver's behavior to that of Howard Hughes, the recluse millionaire from the early 20th century.

"Butch was very complacent," Yoder said. "The neighbors were always upset."

The borough fined Leaver for refusing to improve the property's appearance, but gave him the option to allocate the funds towards making it presentable.

Lorraine Serratore, a great niece of General Spaatz, volunteered her husband to repair a hole in the original slate roof caused by a falling tree.

"I never heard from anybody," Serratore said. "I was offended [by what happened to the house]." Eventually, the borough repaired the roof.

Serratore, who last visited the house 20 years ago when her aunt was relocated, said the clutter had begun accumulating.

"Those people never threw anything away," she said. "There were a ton of antiques."

The next generation

Though he was just an infant, Frederick Spatz Jr., a nephew of the general, remembers collecting dandelions for his grandmother, who used the flowers in a salad.

In his only year living at "The Knoll," Frederick Spatz met several future prominent military figures. He said James H Doolittle, who led the first air raid on Japan in early 1942, was a regular guest.

Ira Eaker and Elwood Quesada, two future Air Force generals, came to Boyertown with Carl Spaatz in 1929 to celebrate their record-setting flight. They shattered a world record, keeping the airplane "Question Mark" airborne above Los Angeles for 150 hours, 40 minutes and 14 seconds on New Years Day.

Later that year, on the porch in front of the outdoor fire place, Frederick Spaatz and his older sister Majorie posed for a picture with the men. Eaker invented tactical air strike strategies, and Quesada implemented communication between pilots and ground control.

Frederick remembers an enclosed trellis that led to a carriage house in the back. Only the foundation of the carriage house remains.

Now, fallen tree branches litter the yard. Sagging limbs and overgrown bushes nearly block the winding path to the front door.

"Still, it's a grand house," said Frederick Spatz, 79, who lives in Media, Pa. "It certainly needs some attention."

Charles B. Spatz, a politician and newspaper publisher, built the four-bedroom house on top of a hill in 1920, six years after his son Carl graduated from West Point.

Edith Laver said Charles Spatz-who moved his family from 41 East Philadelphia Avenue-and a handful of other prominent citizens were hoping to develop the lot, which was next to land farmed by Harry Yoder's uncle.

Charles Spatz, who published the Berks County Democrat in German, served in the state legislature. In 1916, he campaigned for President Woodrow Wilson in Ohio.

Harry Yoder, a bomber pilot with 30 years in the Air Corps, figured Carl Spaatz would return to "The Knoll" after retiring from the U.S. Air Force in May of 1948. But he settled in Chevy Chase Maryland, and died in 1974.

Yoder, who retired as a colonel, didn't meet Spaatz until 1947. In Washington, as part of a peace mission to Japan, Yoder received a message to come to Spaatz's office. The two chatted amiably about the Yoder's duty under Spaatz, in England in 1944. Then the general asked Yoder about his father, a high school classmate of Spaatz's in Boyertown.

"[Spaatz] was a tremendous leader," Yoder said. "He knew exactly what he wanted."

'An ideal fixer-upper'

In late August, a handful of people spent two days cleaning out "The Knoll. They filled a 30-yard dumpster with old beach chairs, a television and worn-out mattresses.

To the left of the foyer is a dining room with a parque floor and cabinets built into the corners. The living room is to the right, where Betsy Levengood, who bought the house from the Spatz family, hosted piano recitals every Sunday after church.

At the top of the staircase, on the landing, is a bench below a picture window. The stairs, which turn left, lead directly to a sitting room. A wooden rock chair remains behind a Palladian window.

Serratore's husband, the contractor who allowed the family into the house, discovered a slate roof with timbers he estimated were 150 years old. With notches and pegs, he surmised they must have come from an old barn or mill.

Harry Yoder and Edith Laver would like to see the house converted into a museum. Yoder said all the artifacts housed at the Boyertown Historical Society belong there.

Appraised at $300,000, Laver described the house as an ideal fixer-upper.

"If I were 20 years younger and had some money," she said, "I would buy the house. It would be a fabulous house to live in."

She expects a large turnout if there is an auction.

"When people come to the house, they love it," Laver said.

Harry Yoder and Frederick Spatz, Jr. believe the house might stay in the family. Yoder said he knows of some relatives from New Hampshire who are interested.

"My wife is in love with the house," Frederick Spatz said. She'd love to put it on a truck and move it somewhere else."

Contact reporter Bradley Schlegel at 610-367-6041, ext. 240 or

bschlegel@berksmontnews.com.

General Carl A. Spaatz

June 28, 1891 -July 14, 1974

1914: Graduated from U.S. Military Academy, West Point, NY.

1915-16: Attended Flight School in San Diego, CA.

1917-18: Served in 2nd Pursuit Group, France.

1924-25: Attended Air Corps Tactical School, Langley Field, VA.

1925-29: Office of the Chief of the Air Corps.

1929: Commanded Question Mark Flight, Van Nuys, CA.

1940: Special Military observer, England.

1942-44: Commanded Strategic Army Air Forces, European Theater.

1945: Commanded Strategic Army Air Forces, Pacific Theater.

1945: Attended surrenders at Rhimes, Berlin and Tokyo.

1946-47: Commanded Army Air Force.

1947-48: Served as first Air Force Chief of Staff.

Spaatz at a glance

* After graduating from Boyertown High School in 1906, at age 14, Carl Spaatz enrolled at Perkiomen School, in Pennsburg, for a year, according to David R. Metz, author of "Master of Air Power."

* Spaatz received the knickname "Tooey" at West Point. Metz writes he resembled an upperclassman named T.J. Toohey.

* At West Point, Metz writes, Spaatz met Omar Bradley, a five-star general who served as chairman on the Joint Chiefs, and Dwight Eisenhower, who became the nation's 34th president.

* According to Metz, Carl's wife Ruth and his three daughters, Katharine, Rebecca and Carla, convinced him to add an "a" to his last name in 1937 to encourage the proper pronunciation (spots).

* Carl Spaatz helped the Air Force evolve into a seperate military branch. Originally part of the Army, the Air Corps relied on antiquated aircrafts. Col. Harry Yoder, a 30-year veteran of the Air Force and Boyertown resident, said Army officers with no air experience often commanded the fliers during World War II.

