
AN EXECUTIVE’S FAST-TRACK APPRENTICESHIP 
 

Bud Ackerman Remembers When… 
 

Setting the Stage: In recent years, it has been my pleasure to develop a personal 
acquaintance with Bud Ackerman; a man I knew only slightly when he was president of 
Newport News Shipbuilding (NNS). From time to time, I now send him articles I have 
written that pertain to my memories of being a shipbuilder. He has graciously and 
consistently complimented me for those efforts.  
 
Encouraged by those kind responses, I invited myself to 
visit with him at his Williamsburg home a year or so 
ago, where I happily primed his memory pump. 
Whenever we talk, he reiterates that being made an 
Honorary Apprentice Alumnus in 1972 was the highest 
honor he has ever received. Even at the age of 93 (and 
counting), he frequently attends the association’s 
biggest event and proudly stands to be recognized on 
each such occasion.  
 
He was refreshingly candid when we revisited the past together. His memory of details 
long forgotten by most people is just plain astounding. He minced no words; willing to 
regale me with memories I doubt he has ever shared with very many other people. 
Consequently, I have had…albeit most reluctantly…to leave out some names from what 
follows. Mostly, in order to protect the guilty! There was a high correlation between his 
frank statements regarding former shipyard employees and high-ranking naval officials 
and some opinions about those same individuals that I have harbored for many years.   
 
About the only thing we ever disagreed on was how I should address him. He prefers 
‘Bud’; always has, and most people have long ago acceded to his wishes. My southern 
upbringing and deep respect for him made it almost impossible for me to refer to him as 
anything other than ‘Mr. Ackerman’. For over forty years. But, at his insistence, we 
recently compromised. I now call him ‘Mister Bud’.  
 
So, without further ado, here are some vintage NNS memories of Honorary Apprentice 
Alumnus Bud Ackerman, as he related them to me. They provide an interesting 
perspective of what it was like to be the newest kid on the block, albeit the biggest in 
stature and responsibility, when he arrived in Newport News some four-plus decades ago. 
[Bracketed notations are provided for clarity…and in some cases, to impart some shared 
shipbuilder hilarity.]     
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Background: This year marks the 125th anniversary of the shipyard. Many events, 
accomplishments and changes have taken place during that extended period of time. 
None, perhaps, of greater magnitude, scope and lasting effect than the fundamental shift 
in Company ownership and management that occurred some four-plus decades ago.    
 
By the mid-1960’s several competing shipyards had aligned themselves with large, well-
heeled corporations. Numerous others had gone under. Financially strapped and faced 
with the possibility of a hostile takeover, NNS top management elected to find a suitable 
partner to ensure survival of the shipyard. In mid-1968, such an arrangement was forged, 
and it was announced that the shipyard would become part of Tenneco, a Houston-based 
conglomerate. Back then, Tenneco had the reputation of being one of the most 
aggressive, best managed and highly profitable companies in the United States.  
 
Part of the deal was for Newport News Shipbuilding to retain its corporate identity and 
operate as a wholly-owned subsidiary of Tenneco. There was no indication when NNS 
became an integral part of Tenneco that year, at least not publicly, that the shipyard’s 
management team would change. But after the shipyard reluctantly reported a $3.46 
million loss for the first six months of 1968, Tenneco took some corrective action… 

 
Enter Bud Ackerman: Veteran industrialist Lennis C. (Bud) 
Ackerman was named President and Chief Executive Officer of 
Newport News Shipbuilding on January 1, 1969. His predecessor, 
Don Holden, retired that same day but remained Chairman of the 
Board at NNS for another seventeen months. Mister Ackerman left 
his prior position as President of Walker Manufacturing, an 
automotive parts subsidiary of Tenneco and arrived in Newport 
News with virtually no knowledge of shipbuilding.  
 

Barely over the shock of NNS no longer being an independent company, the majority of 
shipbuilders in Newport News were not at all happy with the idea that an ‘outsider’ was 
going to run (or, as they often muttered amongst themselves…attempt to run) the 
Company. That attitude was understandable; after all, every shipyard president since 
1911 had been shipbuilders.    
 
NNS had been a company that prided itself on developing talent through a highly 
successful apprenticeship program. In a sense, every shipyard president, for as long as 
anyone could remember, had served an ‘apprenticeship’ of sorts as they rose through the 
ranks. Don Holden, for example, started to work at the shipyard in 1934 as an engineer. 
By the time he was named president in 1964; he had held numerous positions in a variety 
of shipyard departments and knew the company inside-out. 
 
Bud Ackerman sensed, or knew all this, and appreciated the fact that he was faced with a 
difficult task when he was first introduced to about fifteen members of the shipyard’s top 
management team. But that occasion was not his first visit to the shipyard…    
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An Earlier Visit to NNS:  Bud Ackerman visited the 
shipyard, without fanfare or even knowing why in late 
1968; shortly after Tenneco had purchased the yard.  
Gardiner Symonds, founder, mastermind and the head 
of Tenneco’s expanding empire, tracked Bud down 
while he and his family were visiting Colonial 
Williamsburg, and ‘asked’ him to take a busman’s 
holiday and tour the yard.  

 
As his memories of that visit were revisited, he laughingly noted that being ‘asked’ to do 
anything by Gardiner Symonds was tantamount to a command. I understood; after all, 
Bud Ackerman often ‘asked’ people at NNS to do things, too!   
 
No hint by Symonds was made at that time that Bud Ackerman was destined to move to 
Newport News. During our discussions, Mr. Ackerman mentioned that Tenneco never 
did a hostile takeover and at the time he was aware that Symonds was considering 
acquiring Jeep, before it became part of Chrysler. That never happened, but of course, 
being in an automotive-related business at the time, that prospect was of more interest to 
Bud Ackerman. He just assumed he was being pressed into service to make a superficial 
inspection due to his convenient, close proximity to the shipyard at the time while on 
vacation. 
 
Bud Ackerman’s first impression of the shipyard was not a particularly good one. He 
thought there were too many people just walking around and seemingly not really doing 
very much. On a more positive note, he was overwhelmed by the size and complexity of 
the s/y operation, which he could easily contrast with his firm’s more modest 
manufacturing capabilities. 
 
When he reported his impressions back to Symonds, Bud Ackerman was shocked to be 
told that effective January 1, 1969, he would be named President and CEO of NNS. He 
also was told that Don Holden would retain the title of board chairman for some 
unspecified transition period. In parallel with those changes, Symonds also named Bud 
Ackerman to the shipyard’s board of directors, along with some other Tenneco people.  
 
Bud Ackerman cut his vacation short and hurried back to Racine, Wisconsin to make the 
myriad of arrangements necessary for such a change, both personal and professional. 
Then he moved his family to Newport News as quickly as possible.  
 
His daughter, Barbara noted years later during an interview at the shipyard’s Founder’s 
Day celebration in 1986: “It was a new experience for us all, and we were a little 
apprehensive. But the hospitality we received was tremendous. Virginia is our home 
now.” Although she no longer lives in Virginia, her brother and his family does, as, of 
course, does Bud Ackerman. 
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The Executive Apprenticeship Begins: Like thousands of new hires at NNS, Bud 
Ackerman’s background, albeit far more extensive and successful than most, hardly 
seemed relevant to shipbuilding. He was native Californian who graduated from UCLA 
in 1940. His first job was with Texaco, followed by a stint in the Army Air Force during 
World War II. Then he worked for Schenley Distillers and Richfield Oil before joining 
Walker Manufacturing in 1952. His success there in sales and marketing led to being 
named president of Walker in 1966.  
 
When he was introduced to Don Holden’s direct reports, Bud Ackerman quickly made 
three things crystal clear:  
 

·  He knew nothing about shipbuilding, but was going to learn as much and as 
quickly as he could. [That was a self-induced apprenticeship of sorts, I suggested 
during our discussions; a notion to which he readily agreed.]  

·  What he did know how to do was make a profit, and that he would teach them. 
[And he did…] 

·  To make sure they understood, he 
emphasized that he was the CEO, and 
the buck stopped at his desk.  

 
The implication of that latter point was clear; no 
appeals to Holden would be tolerated. Don 
Holden ‘seconded’ that statement.     
 
Shortly after being named the head honcho of NNS, Bud Ackerman was made aware that 
the Navy had previously conducted a Naval Industrial Management Review of the yard’s 
operations and had come up with 42 findings; one of which was that the s/y needed a 
modern Management Information Center (MIC). Implementation of that suggestion was 
well underway, and several high-priced management and financial consultants were 
working on resolutions of other Navy’s findings when Bud Ackerman arrived.  
 
He told me he was never in favor of creating a fancy MIC, but allowed the renovation 
work to continue. When that state-of-art facility, circa 1969 was completed, it was 
considered by many shipbuilders as unnecessarily costly and excessive. Ironically, the 
idea for its creation was mistakenly attributed to the Company’s new president. To many, 
Bud Ackerman’s executive apprenticeship did not seem to be off to a very good start.  
 
Although he was unfazed by such criticism, Bud Ackerman did say that he quickly got 
rid of all those consultants. When relating this story to me, Bud also emphasized that he 
did not fire any NNS employees at that time, although he did make some high level 
managerial position changes, once he determined who was productive, flexible and 
understood the necessity for change…and who did not. He also mentioned that the one 
department manager he could always count on to tell him the unvarnished truth, good, 
bad or indifferent, was Earl Adams (Machinist - 1949). 
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When he instigated a series of middle management informational sessions, Bud 
Ackerman acknowledged to that larger and perhaps more critical audience that he didn’t 
know bow from stern, but stated, convincingly, that he was going to learn. He also 
reiterated at that meeting and subsequent ones that what he did know something about 
was making a profit, and he was going to teach those present how. He soon did both…  
 
I suggested to Mister Bud that his coming to Newport News was somewhat akin to the 
old story about a father telling his inexperienced son that he would have to start at the 
bottom of the family business and work his way up. Then the father put his son in charge 
of the shipping department. He laughed and said ‘Daddy Symonds’ didn’t make him start 
at the bottom; he put him in charge of Tenneco’s entire ‘shipping department’ at NNS.  
 
I’m not sure which one of us enjoyed our lengthy visit the most… 
        
Apprentice Program Early Appreciation: Even before Bud Ackerman got to Newport 
News, Gardiner Symonds suggested that he take a hard look at the apprentice program, 
because it seemed to be a big overhead item. After briefly looking at just the numbers, 
Bud Ackerman got somewhat the same feeling. He was worried that the apprentice 
program might be expensively training people that other companies would hire.   
 
But he quickly found out that 80% [his number] of apprentice graduates had stayed at 
NNS. Once he understood how the skilled workforce, several layers of supervision and 
some executive positions were dominated by apprentice alumni, he wholeheartedly 
supported the apprentice program. As examples of apprentice-trained leadership, he 
specifically mentioned alumni Lem Robertson (Designer, Machinery - 1922), Dick Broad 
(Designer, Piping - 1942) and Pat Phillips (Designer, Piping - 1954).  
 
Bud Ackerman’s appreciation for the apprentice program, and the alumni association 
manifested itself in a number of ways. During his first year in Newport News, he 
appeared unexpectedly at the Apprentice Alumni Association’s annual oyster roast. He 
was in very casual attire and readily mixed with all attendees; something that had not 
been done since the days of Homer L. Ferguson. 
 
That year, a group of enterprising apprentice 
alumni had the bright idea of creating what I like 
to call a ‘topical-Tenneco’ T-shirt, which they 
offered up for sale at the event to raise money for 
some worthy charity. They were an instant hit. 
When he saw the shirts, Bud Ackerman said he 
had to have one, and insisted on paying for it even 
though he when offered one, gratis.  
 
I think he may have sent it to Gardiner Symonds. 
At least I hope so… 
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During his tenure at NNS, Bud Ackerman made it a point to attend numerous other 
Apprentice School-related functions, including graduations and alumni banquets. He 
consistently lauded the accomplishments of apprentice graduates and demonstrated his 
interest and support of the apprentice program in a number of meaningful ways.  
 
A Phenomenal Memory: Bud Ackerman’s uncanny ability to remember dozens, perhaps 
hundreds of shipbuilder’s names and faces, and invariably connect them correctly soon 
became legendary. I believe his flattering use of his phenomenal capability to retain some 
many names had a lot to do with his acceptance at NNS by the rank and file. It certainly 
worked that way for me, as the following anecdote indicates. 
 
The first time I met him was when he visited the NIMITZ propulsion plant design team. I 
was one of nine section managers who directly reported to Don Kane, Chief Engineer of 
that project. Bud Ackerman didn’t summon us to his office or that fancy MIC; instead he 
came to our offices, which were down in the yard, in Building 123 at the time. He came 
alone; he had no entourage.  
  
Don Kane gave him a brief overview of what we were doing, carefully avoiding the use 
of many technical terms or any classified information [Bud Ackerman did not have the 
requisite AEC security clearance at that time]. Then, each of us introduced ourselves in 
turn and talked about our individual areas of responsibilities. I don’t recall that he took 
any notes, or asked many questions, but he did pay close attention.  
 
Just before leaving, he said that he was just beginning to learn and appreciate what we 
were accomplishing. Bud Ackerman left us all feeling a bit better about having him as the 
company’s new leader. I later learned this was a general pattern of ‘self-introduction’ that 
he repeated over and over in every design and waterfront office. He recently told me it 
was a part of his ‘apprenticeship’ that he considered so important, that he devoted many 
hours to that task during his first few weeks at NNS.  
 
When I tentatively approached him at the 1969 Apprentice Alumni oyster roast 
previously described, before I could say anything, he smiled and stuck out his hand; 
calling me by name. I was shocked, then flattered that he had remembered me. It wasn’t 
very long before I witnessed him doing the same with many others that were present that 
day. I quickly realized: I wasn’t so memorable after all! 

 
Admiral Rickover Stories: Like others associated with the 
Naval Nuclear Program, Bud Ackerman has a collection of up-
close-and-personal ‘Rickover Stories’. Such stories are best told 
in the first person. Just about everyone who was ever exposed to 
the Father of the Nuclear Navy can recite, virtually verbatim, 
what was said on the first of such occasions. What follows, as 
related to me in a letter Mister Bud wrote in 2007, is the essence 
of his first meeting with Rickover: 
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“I had been in the shipyard about three weeks and was in the office about noon on a 
Saturday. The phone rang, which surprised me because I didn’t know anyone who 
would try to reach me there at that time. I was advised that Admiral Rickover was 
calling. I of course took the call. To describe the call in a vernacular I’m sure you are 
familiar with, he gave me hell. 
 
“He said I had been on the job three weeks and hadn’t once been to see him. Told me he 
was the most important customer the shipyard had and that he expected me to come see 
him. I told him if he was going to be available, I would come to Washington that 
afternoon. He said not to come then, but to be in his office at 9 o’clock Monday 
morning. I told him I would be there. 
 
“About 3:30 that afternoon, Rickover called again. I remember thinking at the time 
that the SOB was probably checking to see if I was still there. Still not sure that 
wasn’t the reason. He asked me if I had to bring anyone with me. I told him ‘no’, and 
that only my secretary would know where I was. 
 
“He then asked if I had to bring Don Holden with 
me. I told him I didn’t. After some conversation he 
said I should bring Holden with me. I said I’d try. 
I reached Don and we arranged to meet at 
Rickover’s office at 9:00 AM Monday. At that 
time Rickover’s office was in the old Word War I 
Navy building on the mall.      
 
“For almost three hours, the Admiral berated Holden. It was vicious. I tried to 
intercede and was told to ‘shut up’; that I hadn’t been there. When he finally finished, 
Holden left. Rickover then asked me about my job at Walker, wanted to know the 
products we manufactured, etc. I will always remember his closing remark that day, 
which was ‘you might make it’.”  
 
Mister Bud later augmented that story for my benefit. He said the one thing that really 
caught his eye in Rickover’s office was a large-lettered Shakespeare quote on one wall:  
 

�
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That was the start of what Bud Ackerman characterized as a love/hate relationship. When 
I asked him why he used the term ‘love/hate’, he regaled me with several experiences to 
illustrate. 
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The Love/Hate Relationship: Bud Ackerman talked about being on the sea trials of 
ENTERPRISE [following her second refueling/overhaul] and being summonsed by 
Rickover. Thinking he was to be berated for some unknown something; instead he was 
treated to a lengthy discourse about some obscure historical event. That was not unusual, 
Mister Bud told me, and he thoroughly enjoyed the Admiral’s history lessons. On some 
later occasion he told Rickover that in his opinion, the Admiral knew more about more 
things than anyone else he ever met. Then Bud Ackerman added:  “Except profit…” 
 
On the ‘hate’ side, Bud Ackerman noted that Rickover not only never understood profit, 
or the necessity for it, but that Rickover also thought anything he wanted done should be 
accomplished immediately by the shipyard, regardless of timing, disruption or cost. That 
was not a philosophy that Bud Ackerman ever could…or would…accept. But in spite of 
their philosophical differences, he and the Admiral managed to coexist for the time they 
had reason to interface.  
 
Case in point: When SSN-688 began to lag in its construction schedule [not uncommon 
for the first of a class], Rickover pressed Bud Ackerman to put more emphasis on that 
work. He told the Admiral he could not do that, because NNS needed to concentrate on 
SSN 646/647 completions, because those contracts included liquidated damages; whereas 
the 688 contract did not. Rickover asked him if he’d shift resources if that provision was 
removed from the 646/647 contract.  
 
Bud Ackerman said he would, but seriously doubted if even the Admiral could make that 
happen. Later that same day, but long after normal working hours, Bud Ackerman got a 
call from the contracting officer for that work, advising that the contract would be 
changed. Once that was done officially, Bud Ackerman directed a reallocation of 
resources to satisfy the Admiral.  
 
Bud Ackerman hated having to get Rickover’s OK on management changes at NNS. 
Often, when a nuclear project was winding down, he had to tell Rickover of plans to 
move an individual to a non-nuclear position. Rickover often told him that he would not 
stand in the way of a promotion for an individual, but when the time came, he was 
reluctant to ‘let go’ of anyone. Usually, as we both remembered vividly, the Admiral 
would ‘note’ his displeasure by screaming over a telephone at Dick Broad, who often was 
mystified as to exactly who or what the Admiral was upset about. 
 
Reflections of Choosing People: That discussion led to my asking him what he 
considered his biggest accomplishment at NNS. He replied without hesitation: 
“Recognizing talent and putting it to use.” That answer prompted me to further ask about 
those infamous and unpopular intelligence and personality tests to which we had been 
subjected. He said when he first encountered such tests [at Walker, early-on], he didn’t 
put much stock in them. But his boss at that time insisted he pay more attention to the 
results. Mister Bud grinned broadly when he recalled his superior saying the results of 
such tests occasionally indicated an individual not even capable of reading a newspaper! 
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He then added that by the time he got to NNS, he had become accustomed to using such 
tests to identify individuals with good potential. He cited two examples of NNS people 
who showed great potential; Pat Phillips [the only Apprentice alumnus to serve as 
president of NNS] and Jim Turner [later head of the Tenneco/Westinghouse floating 
nuclear power plant joint venture, and even later as president of Electric Boat].  
 
Those tests may have been helpful, but Bud Ackerman was wise enough to observe and 
learn about some of his best employees at NNS by listening to Rickover. While together 
onboard ENTERPRISE, they were interrupted by the ship’s captain and engineering 
officer. One of the carrier’ propeller shafts was running hot. They advised shutting it 
down. Rickover said to do nothing until he looked into the matter himself. Rickover, with 
Mister Bud tagging along as part of his education, went down into the bowels of the 
engineering spaces. 
 
The first thing Rickover asked was: “Where’s Long?” [At that time, Bud Ackerman did 
not know Chet Long, or of his talent or industry-wide reputation…but of course Rickover 
did]. When Chet joined the group he gave the Admiral a hand-drawn graph of the shaft’s 
thrust bearing temperature rise - which had stabilized by then. Chet opined that it was OK 
to continue running the shaft. That was good enough for Rickover, who told those 
assembled to do so and not to do anything else unless Long said it was necessary. 
 
Mister Bud cited another example of learning about his people; one to which I could 
easily relate. During construction of NIMITZ, there was some questioning of some 
bimetallic weld joint x-rays associated with critical piping in the NIMITZ propulsion 
plant. This potential issue was presented to Rickover while he was at the shipyard on one 
of his infamous nocturnal inspection tours. Bud Ackerman was present, and anticipated 
that Rickover would ask for an independent, welding engineers’ opinion. Instead, 
Rickover asked Don Kane what he thought, and when Don said he saw nothing wrong 
with the welds, that ended that ‘concern’. 
 
Sliding Into His Proper Place: Mister Bud also noted that the person who helped him 
the most to learn about being a shipbuilder was the yard’s general manager, R. S. 
“Penny” Plummer [Honorary Apprentice Alumnus - 1973]. It must have been a curious 
juxtaposition, the superior being the student who, for all intents and purposes was in class 
of one. Providing Bud Ackerman with suitable insight at an executive summary level into 
the intricacies and complexities of naval ship construction must have been quite difficult. 
But according to Mister Bud,  Penny Plummer stoically performed this additional duty 
without complaint.  
 
It wasn’t long before Bud Ackerman began to feel comfortable in his role at Newport 
News. In a message to all Company employees he offered some commentary about his 
first year at NNS, along with a prediction for the coming decade. On the next page are 
some excerpted passages from that message, which appeared over his signature in the 
January, 1970 issue of the Shipyard Bulletin: 
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“I’ve learned a lot in the past year and am now beginning to feel like a shipbuilder.  
 
“My primary concern, however, is and will be to increase the company’s profitability by 
application of the best management techniques to our operations. 
 
“We want the best for our employees. A year ago, I announced our intention of 
improving employee benefits. I believe that we now have benefits that are equal or 
better then others in the industry.   
 
“As we enter a new decade, four score and four in the company’s proud history, 
shipbuilding once again offers tremendous opportunity as a business…and a career. 
 
“I’m tremendously proud of my association 
with the shipyard and my fellow employees.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
An important part of Bud Ackerman’s early executive ‘training’ was to learn how to 
properly preside when ships were launched from inclined shipways. One of the first such 
events that took place on his watch was when the USS EL PASO was christened. He was 
uncomfortable with being in charge of a complex event he’d never even witnessed 
firsthand before that ceremony took place. He had no desire to improperly instruct the 
sponsor. Or, worst of all, to tell her…too soon or too late...to ‘Hit it’!  
 
So he asked Don Holden to do the honors, while he stood nearby, watching and learning. 
Just like any smart apprentice. That vessel’s sponsor was the wife of John Towers, a 
powerful politician from Texas. The head of the shipyard’s new parent company, Texas-
based Tenneco was present, and later voiced his displeasure that Bud Ackerman did not 
officiate at those ceremonies.  
 
Mister Bud didn’t make that mistake again.  
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By September 22, 1971, when first lady 
Pat Nixon christened the USS 
CALIFORNIA, he handled that event, 
which drew national attention, flawlessly.  
 
Of course, he participated in numerous 
other shipyard events, taking on the 
numerous roles and responsibilities 
traditional for the president of NNS. On 
December 1, 1970, he presided over the 
keel laying ceremony for the USS 
SOUTH CAROLINA; a sister ship of the 
CALIFORNIA.  

 
As they say, rank has it privileges, 
and Bud Ackerman obviously enjoyed 
posing for pictures at a reception 
following that brief keel-laying 
ceremony with a group of ladies that 
included his wife, Barbara (far left, 
below). 
 
[Or maybe he was amused by the 
gravity-defying coiffure sported by 
the lady standing next to his wife!]  
 

As our discussions got more comfortable for me, I brashly decided to play the part of an 
inquiring reporter. So, I asked Mister Bud about the highly unpopular and controversial 
removal of ‘the rock’…i.e., the stone monument that had been positioned behind the 
main office building which included the shipyard’s motto on a bronze plaque. That 
seemed to me to be uncharacteristic, given his numerous expressed feelings of admiration 
and respect for the skilled shipbuilders of Newport News. 
 
As is his style these days, he candidly discussed that unhappy event; one distasteful not 
only for many veteran shipbuilders at Newport News, but as I soon learned, for him as 
well! Shortly after he arrived at the shipyard, the man in charge of Tenneco told Bud 
Ackerman to get rid of ‘the rock’. “What rock”, he asked. He quickly found out ‘what 
rock’ and realized that its removal would be bad for shipbuilder morale. 
 
He told his boss that he didn’t want to move it. He was told to have it removed, and to do 
so within six months. Tenneco’s chief executive wanted to have nothing to do with 
anything that suggested ‘At a loss if we must”. Faced with a clear-cut edict, he asked 
someone to quietly investigate what could be done with rock that would be appropriate. 
He was told the Mariners’ Museum would accept it, and place it in a prominent location. 
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Thinking that would be the best he could possibly make of a bad situation, he instructed 
one of his direct reports to come up with a suitable plan. [Here’s where a name is not 
used to protect the guilty party. But I will tell you the culprit was not an apprentice grad]. 
It was Bud Ackerman’s intent to have a public ceremony for ‘retiring’ the rock and to 
give its removal from the shipyard premises as much positive spin as possible.  
 
So much for his best-laid plans… 
 
His overly-ambitious subordinate jumped the gun and without Mister Buds’ knowledge 
arranged for the rock to be spirited away to the Mariners’ Museum property on Easter 
Monday, 1969 [a shipyard holiday]. The guilty party even had a ‘cover-up’ 
announcement issued, stating that the space was needed for parking. Shipbuilders knew 
better and were outraged. The local media quickly, imprudently noted that the stone had 
been ‘rolled away’ on Easter Monday.  

 
Faced with a done-deal, Bud Ackerman 
stoically accepted the blame for the rock’s 
removal and stood behind his employee’s 
decision, even though he was not happy with 
the situation or the ill feelings that lasted for 
years, thereafter. And to add insult to injury, 
the Mariners’ Museum didn’t display ‘the 
rock’ in a prominent place after all. Mister 
Bud made it clear to me that the later return 
of that monument to the shipyard was exactly 
the right thing to do.  
 

Completing His Executive ‘Apprenticeship’: In early 1972, Bud Ackerman was 
informed that the Apprentice Alumni Association had elected to name him an honorary 
member of their organization. His presence the next evening was requested at the group’s 
annual banquet; held that year at the Hotel Chamberlain. His immediate reaction was to 
think that was ‘routine’; something accorded to all shipyard presidents.  
 
He quickly learned that was not so. When told that he was 
the first person to receive that distinction in less than five 
years after becoming president of NNS, Bud Ackerman 
realized it was, indeed, a high honor. At the 1972 annual 
banquet he graciously accepted a certificate which marked, 
for all practical purposes, the end of his unique, fast-track 
executive ‘apprenticeship’.  
 
He repeatedly and proudly takes every opportunity to state 
that being named an Honorary Apprentice Alumnus was the 
highest honor he ever received during his career.  
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Bud Ackerman’s Leave-Taking: After Bud Ackerman had been at NNS for three years, 
N. W. Freeman [who by that time had succeeded Symonds as head of Tenneco] wanted 
to promote Bud Ackerman to an executive position at Tenneco headquarters. Knowing 
they had to tell Rickover first, the two of them went to DC to discuss a successor.  
 
The Admiral refused to consider such a move, insisting that Bud Ackerman stay. They 
reminded the Admiral of prior statements he had made about not blocking career 
advancements, but that made no difference in this case. After the meeting, Freeman told 
Bud Ackerman that he’d have to stay for a while and gave him one year to find a suitable 
replacement. Frustrated, and believing that no one inside the company was immediately 
ready for promotion to the position of president, Bud Ackerman used the services of a 
headhunter to find and, with Freeman’s blessing, hired his own replacement.  
 
Rather than go though another session with Rickover, Bud Ackerman quietly sought and 
obtained an executive position outside Tenneco; thus circumventing Rickover’s edict. 
After a few years of working once more in the automotive business, he retired and took 
up residence in Williamsburg. Between 1978 and 1981 he was associated with the 
College of William & Mary’s Business School. There, he imparted his wisdom to 
students that undoubtedly included some shipyard employees seeking MBA degrees. The 
‘executive apprentice’ had become the instructor…           
 
 
 
 
 
Mister Bud’s NNS Legacy: I didn’t ask him about that. I should have. I’m sure he would 
agree that making profitability second nature at NNS was a big part of it...maybe even all 
of it. But there has to be…is…more. I will attempt to scratch that surface.  
 
Reflecting on our discussions, and after doing a bit of research, I offer the following 
[‘Borrowed’ heavily and shamelessly from the shipyard’s centennial year book: Newport 
News Shipbuilding - The First Century]: 
 
Bud Ackerman, a quiet and unassuming man, was a strong manager whose primary 
assignment, when named president of NNS, was to improve productivity and profits. 
During his tenure at the shipyard, he instituted a number of management reforms, opened 
up communications within the yard and improved working conditions all over the 
waterfront. He made good on his promise to have Tenneco benefits made available to the 
shipbuilders of Newport News.  He negotiated an affirmative action plan that ended 
company difficulties with the Federal government which he had inherited. He 
championed a project to expand the North Yard by 150 acres, including construction of 
the currently invaluable Shipway 12 and its supporting facilities.   
 
And lest we forget…he saved the Apprentice Program. 
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Postscript: During the time Mister Bud presided at NNS, whenever I happened to be in 
his company, he invariably called me by name and asked questions about my activities. I 
bumped into him at an Ohio airport several years after he left NNS. Same result! 
 
There was another ‘happening’ that I remember the best; in part because it was associated 
with my work. On that occasion, I got to witness some of his ‘over-the-shoulder’ training; 
training of the highest order. One of my own favorite Rickover stories, it goes like this: 
 
Just before Christmas, 1970, a major NIMITZ control room full scale mock-up was ready 
for review. In the past, this important navy nuclear propulsion plant space had been 
traditionally reviewed and personally approved by Rickover. We were told to expect an 
intensive scrutiny of our work, and warned that anything was possible!  
 
Before that review took place, a team under my cognizance had spent untold hours 
designing the individual operating positions within that control room. Finally, after some 
pretty hectic last minute adjustments, the day for the review arrived. More than a little 
nervous, I led the way and presented the space to the Admiral.  
 
Several people crowded into the space, including Bud Ackerman, who had been advised 
of the importance of this review by Don Kane. The review went surprisingly, amazingly 
well. The Admiral only had minor comments which we could, and did, easily resolve.  
 
Turning to leave, Rickover spied Bud Ackerman and said: “Ackerman, you don’t have 
the slightest idea what the functions of this space are, do you?” “No, Admiral, I sure 
don’t.” was the candid reply.  
 
“Well, it’s high time you learned something!” Rickover directed Bud Ackerman to the 
chief operator’s position and for about fifteen minutes proceeded to give the NNS 
President an over-the-shoulder, short course in propulsion plant normal, abnormal and 
emergency operations. And in terms easily understandable by an executive who had 
fairly recently come from outside both shipbuilding and nuclear power.  
 
It was an impressive performance. That was the first time Rickover had ever been in that 
space!  
 
Nevertheless, Mister Bud barely remembered it, when I reminded him. So unlike him, I 
thought. Then I realized the reason why...there had been no mention of profitability 
during that impromptu training session! 

 
BL 


