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Introduction

By Lewis Rex Gordon
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Rondo is front and center in this high school yearbook photo of the members of “Ye Royal GG,” which Hillsborough High’s historian Lewis Rex Gordon says was the school’s “Skull and Bones” society in 1913: “it wasn’t a huge class and everyone listed went on to some form of fame or fortune.” A black cat was its mascot.

As the historian for Hillsborough High School, one of the oldest high schools in Florida, I have heard my fair share of legends. Tales of ghosts in the hallways, cries from the clock tower and even doors unlocking by themselves have crossed my desk.

But one story stands tall above the rest. The tale of Rondo Hatton, a 1913 graduate from our gothic-styled school. No one in Rondo’s high school senior class could have envisioned the twists of fate that Rondo had in store for his future, and neither could he. A popular and handsome football and track star in a secret society, he became Hollywood’s “monster who needs no makeup,” and this has served as a cautionary and an inspiring saga for generations of Hillsborough students, staff and alumni.

Rondo is finally in the hands of great horror film historians Scott Gallinghouse, Dr. Robert J. Kiss and Tom Weaver, and new light will be shed on this iconic horror movie star. Enjoy!

– Lewis Rex Gordon

Hilsborean Historian

Hillsborough High School Alumni Association

Tampa, Florida
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By Brute Man time, even Rondo’s once-snappy-looking hats looked ready for retirement. This one looks like he wore it through a car wash.


A Note from Biography Author Scott Gallinghouse

Rondo Hatton’s unusual life and film career have attracted several previous biographers. However, their essays are marred by inaccuracies that were largely the result of limitations on research sources at the time they were written. Nevertheless, each prior biography contains important information and insights that contribute significantly to our understanding of Rondo Hatton, the man. As such, each prior biographer’s unique contribution will be incorporated into the following narrative where it is appropriate, and duly acknowledged. While some errors may lurk in the ensuing record, I can assure the reader that my sole aim throughout has been to do justice to an extraordinary man.




“Rondo Hatton: A Biography”

By Scott Gallinghouse

On the screen, he was a thug, a bouncer, a convict, a leper and a psychopathic killer. Offscreen, he was the son of respected educators – a shy, devout man who had been an exceptional athlete, an esteemed journalist and above all, a beloved friend and husband. In the field of film, and in the crucible of a life marred by an inconceivably cruel disease, Rondo Hatton achieved a distinction that survives to this day. That Hatton portrayed his signature role of the Creeper at the tail end of the second Hollywood horror cycle makes his accomplishment, and the cinematic immortality that accompanied that feat, all the more noteworthy.

A conventional approach to a biographical sketch would begin with a recitation of the subject’s date and place of birth, and those facts concerning Rondo Hatton will certainly be set forth in due course. However, in order to get a sense of Rondo Hatton’s early life, some introductory information regarding his parents is necessary. While it is fair to say that the early lives of most children are largely the products of the lives and careers of their parents, that notion is particularly relevant to Hatton’s formative years. Even the place of his birth was a direct result of the professional pursuits of his parents, Stewart Price Hatton and Emily Lee Zaring. They were in the forefront of the movement to improve higher education for women in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.

Born in July 1862, Stewart Price Hatton was the third of seven sons born to Reverend William Ashley Hatton and his wife Sarilda Ann Bishop Hatton. Surviving records establish that in the late 1880s, Stewart and several of his brothers attended the University of Missouri. Subsequent events make it plain that the brothers intended to move into the field of education after the completion of their college careers.
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His face was his misfortune until Hollywood helped him turn things around: This is Rondo Hatton’s story.

By the early 1890s, the Hatton brothers had bought the campus of McGee College at College Mound, Missouri. They intended to revive what had been, in the years leading up to the Civil War, a premier institution of higher learning in Missouri. Stewart was among a small coterie of instructors under the “Hatton Bros.” banner. Advertisements in newspapers from the period confirm that over 100 students enrolled at McGee in its first year of operation under the presidency of Stewart’s brother, John H. Hatton. An item in the June 3, 1892, Macon Times painted an encouraging picture: After outlining McGee College’s history, the article continued:

Last year the Hatton Brothers, six in number, and all graduates of the state university at Columbia, took charge of the school and in a short time ran the roll of students to the remarkable number of 150. The faculty is headed by Prof. J.H. Hatton, … a gentleman of refinement, culture and talent. He is ably assisted by Professors S.P. Hatton, M.W. Hatton, R.E. Hatton, L.M. Hatton, W.D. Hatton, W.T. Merrill, E.S. Luce, C.W. Newman and Misses Hattie Perkins, Kate Gillespy and Mrs. Mabel Stamper.

Stewart married Emily Lee Zaring in Columbia, Missouri, on June 6, 1893. A graduate of the University of Missouri, “Emma” was ten years his junior. She also intended to be a teacher.

Despite the seeming success of McGee College under the Hattons’ management, it was clear that Stewart wanted to strike out on his own. The April 28, 1893, Macon Times reported, “Prof. S.P. Hatton started last week to Hager’s town, Md., on a business trip. He expects to return this week.” Hagerstown was home to Kee Mar College, an institution devoted to women’s education. It offered courses and teaching diplomas in a variety of disciplines. Thanks to the research done by Julie E. Greene for a 2008 newspaper article on Rondo Hatton, we know that Stewart quickly accepted a position with Kee Mar. According to Greene, Stewart was listed as a teacher at the college for the 1893 summer school session. Catalogues published by the college during the mid–1890s included both Stewart and his wife (listed as Emma L. Hatton) among the roster of instructors for the 1894 and 1895 sessions. In addition, Greene reported that Randall’s General Directory of Hagerstown, Md. 1895-1896 listed the Hattons as “teachers who resided at Kee Mar College’s dormitory.”

Based upon the above, we can conclude with some assurance that Emily L. Hatton gave birth to Rondo K. Hatton in Hagerstown, Maryland. According to almost all available sources, Rondo was born on Sunday, April 22, 1894. Film historian Barry Brown stated in an article on Hatton that Rondo was born in the girls’ infirmary on the Kee Mar campus.

Before Rondo was even two years old, his father set his sights on a loftier goal than teaching: Stewart Hatton aspired to become a principal at a college. He approached the administrators of Claremont Female College in Hickory, North Carolina, to assume the presidency of that institution. The Charlotte Observer for January 5, 1896, reported:

Negotiations are pending with the trustees of Claremont College, and Mr. S.P. Hatton, of Hagerstown, Md., for the lease of that property for a term of years. Mr. Hatton is said to be an experienced and successful teacher.

Claremont College was located in the “noted health resort” of Hickory, North Carolina. The local newspaper, The Hickory Press, expanded on the discussions between Hatton and the administrators in its January 9, 1896, edition:

S.P. Hatton … has been in the city the past week negotiating with the trustees of Claremont College for a lease of that institution for a term of years. The manifold duties of Rev. J.L. Murphy, the present president of the college, have proven too onerous and he wishes to withdraw his attention from the institution. We are pleased to state that all arrangements have been concluded, and Professor Hatton will assume control of our famous female college at the beginning of its next term. Professor Hatton comes endorsed in the highest terms as an instructor and as a citizen and we welcome him to our town.

The same day’s Hickory Press included this item regarding the town’s newest citizen: “Prof. S.P. Hatton left for Hagerstown, Md., last Monday evening to resume his duties as professor in a college. He will be back here in the summer.”

Even as Stewart returned to his wife and infant son, his hiring as the new president of Claremont College was apparently viewed as such a coup that it made news around North Carolina. Typical of the reports is the announcement in The Charlotte Observer:

The lease of Claremont College to Prof. S.P. Hatton of Kee Mar College, Hagerstown, Md., has been concluded, and the contract entered upon. Prof. Hatton takes charge of the property July 1, 1896, for three years, with an option of extending the lease for five years more.

Newspapers in Raleigh, North Carolina, followed suit in reporting the news; The North Carolinian added: “Prof. Hatton has been very successful as an instructor and a manager of schools, and his coming will be a valuable accession to [Hickory].”

While Stewart finished his final semester at Kee Mar College, one of his siblings was also embarking on a change in his career that would ultimately have an impact on the life of Rondo Hatton. Stewart’s younger brother, Linius Monroe Hatton (nicknamed Larry), had also left McGee College, relocating to Florida. In the spring of 1896, after Linius organized a business college in Ocala, he moved his family to Tampa. There he began an association with the Tampa Business College that eventually led to his assuming the presidency of that institution. The convergence of L.M. Hatton’s relocation to Tampa with the lives of Stewart Hatton and his family was still years in the future.

In the meantime, Stewart embarked on the next phase of his career. According to the June 11, 1896, Hickory Press, he and Emily “arrived in the city last Friday, from Hagerstown, Md. Prof. Hatton has leased Claremont College, and will conduct a big school there in the future.”

While the infant Rondo settled into his new surroundings in Hickory, his parents set out to put their stamp on Claremont Female College, and improve on that institution’s modest success since its establishment in 1880. Besides assuming his duties as college president (including equipping the college with new furniture), Stewart taught a course in English and Anglo-Saxon Languages. At the same time, Emily handled the commercial branches of study for young ladies seeking higher education. Stewart also recruited his brother, Moses Wesley Hatton, a postgraduate of Harvard, to teach mathematics and astronomy.

By September 1897, local newspapers were reporting on the bright prospects of Stewart’s new venture. According to the Hickory Mercury:

President Hatton will have about 300 pupils this year and will begin at once to provide accommodations for more boarders…. Young ladies are here from Texas, Tennessee, South Carolina, Virginia and other southern states, besides a large number from all sections of this state. Claremont is an institution of which Hickory may well be proud.

Whatever high spirits that Stewart and Moses enjoyed with the initial weeks of their tenure at Claremont College broke down with the news that their mother, Sarilda Ann Bishop Hatton, 58, had died on November 2, 1897, at the family home in Columbia, Missouri. Mrs. Hatton was buried in nearby New Providence Cemetery.

After a brief period of mourning, Stewart and Moses returned to their Claremont teaching duties. A lighthearted column devoted to doings at the institution reported the following exchange:

Prof. Hatton – in American Literature Class – “Can any girl in class tell me who is North Carolina’s greatest writer?” Pretty girl – “Shakespeare.”

This easygoing bit of gossip provides an opportune moment to look further into the type of people that Rondo Hatton’s parents were. Since a child is often a reflection of his parents, such an inquiry seems reasonable.

A reporter with the Newton Enterprise spent some time with Rondo’s parents early in their careers at Claremont, and came away favorably impressed: “We had the pleasure of meeting Prof. S.P. Hatton and wife recently and a great pleasure it was. They are pleasant and kind and full of enthusiasm for Claremont’s future.”

The Biblical Recorder, a Baptist newspaper published in Raleigh, emphasized another facet of Stewart Hatton’s interests in reporting on baptisms in the Hickory area:

Several of the girls in Claremont College were enabled to claim the Christian hope. The whole number of pupils seemed deeply interested in the meeting. Few colleges in the South have equaled this in steady and rapid growth during the past four years. The building is full to overflowing. In this number we find about fifteen Baptist girls. The president, S.P. Hatton, is an active member of our church here.

Again and again in the local newspapers, journalists emphasized the “favorable impression” that Stewart and Emma made upon all around them, while the Baptist newspaper focused on the “excellent work” that “brother” Stewart Hatton was accomplishing for Hickory’s Baptist congregation. As we shall see hereafter, the friends, associates and fellow performers who came in contact with Rondo Hatton in later years consistently remarked on his (Rondo’s) kindness, sensitivity and deep religious convictions. Clearly, Rondo came by these qualities honestly.

The North Carolina newspapers also featured reports of Stewart’s travels throughout the region; these trips were consistently aimed at increasing the enrollment at Claremont College. While the numbers of Hatton’s academic family were increasing, so were the numbers of his actual family. In April 1899, Emma gave birth to the couple’s second child, Stewart Price Hatton Jr. Shortly afterward, Claremont College celebrated one of its most successful sessions, marked by commencement exercises spread over a five-day period from May 19 to May 23, 1899. As the Hickory Times-Mercury noted, “On Tuesday, the last night, the chapel was again filled to overflowing. The order was good because President Hatton will have nothing else.”

The first mention of Rondo Hatton in official records came in the 1900 federal decennial census: He is enumerated with his parents and younger brother as residents of the Hickory township.

Despite Stewart’s achievements at Claremont, it is clear in hindsight that his ultimate goal was to found his own school. From late January through early February of 1900, items continually surfaced in newspapers around the region outlining his newest plans. A report from Charles Town, West Virginia, was typical:

Prof. S.P. Hatton, president of Claremont College, at Hickory, N.C., has leased from the Charlestown [sic] company the large Powhatan Hotel property at this place for a term of 10 years and will conduct therein a college for girls and young ladies. The school will be known as Powhatan College and will open in September next.

Charles Town’s local newspaper, Spirit of Jefferson, provided a great deal more detail in its January 30, 1900, edition:

Transactions have lately been made which will mean much for Charles Town and community. It has for some time … been the desire on the part of many of our citizens to have at Charles Town a college of high grade for girls and young women. With this in view a stock company was formed and the magnificent property known as Hotel Powhatan was purchased. The stockholders at once placed the work of organizing a college in the hands of a Board of Trustees. … The first work of the Board was to secure a suitable man for the presidency and management of the institution. After considerable negotiations S.P. Hatton, President of Claremont College, Hickory, N.C., was invited here. After looking over the field he was much pleased with the outlook, accepted the presidency and began at once to make arrangements to open a school next September. President Hatton comes with the highest endorsements. … He bears the reputation of being among the very highest and most successful educators and proposes to build in Charles Town a college second to none in the Virginias.

The news of Prof. Hatton’s decision eventually worked its way around to the locals in Hickory, who evidently found it hard to believe. A Hickory Times-Mercury writer devoted some space to the story in the March 14, 1900, edition, treating Hatton’s possible departure with a good deal of skepticism:

We see it going the rounds of the press that Prof. S.P. Hatton of Claremont College of this city, “is going to take charge of a Woman’s College in West Virginia.” We have not talked with the Professor on the subject but are of the opinion that there is a mistake about it – at least, he will not leave here. His school here is growing too popular for him to give it up and leave it. He has built it up till it is second to no female school in the State. His brother may take the school referred to in Virginia, under the advice and co-operative assistance of Prof. S.P.

Despite the doubts of the local press, Stewart Hatton did leave Claremont College to open the Powhatan College for Young Women in Charles Town in the spring of 1900. Spirit of Jefferson marked the event in its “Personal Mention” column for June 19, 1900: “Prof. S.P. Hatton, principal of the new Powhatan College, has arrived in town.”

Stewart Hatton selected his brother, Wesley Moses Hatton, to succeed him as president of Claremont College.

So we now know that Stewart Hatton uprooted his young family twice in the space of a few years in order to further his professional ambitions. Perhaps this was not an altogether bad thing for his young son Rondo: He may have developed a sense of self that would have been more difficult to achieve had his early years been spent in one place.

Whatever the impact of these relocations may have been on Rondo Hatton, his parents fell quickly into the daily efforts involved in starting a new school. By October 1900, Spirit of Jefferson was reporting:

Powhatan College, which has been established in the Hotel Powhatan Building, and began its first session recently, is conducted by Prof. S.P. Hatton, who is president and promoter. … It is his purpose to establish a high-grade female college, and he has employed first-class assistance. The college began under favorable circumstances and has students from five different states.

This focus on education leads to a question concerning Rondo Hatton: What was his early educational background? His enumeration in the 1900 federal census does not include an entry that he was “at school,” which offers strong evidence that his parents had not enrolled him in an official school prior to the family’s departure from North Carolina. That fact would argue that Rondo first entered school in Charles Town. The Hattons had lived in Charles Town almost a month when the city’s school board met on the evening of July 9, 1900, to determine the opening date for the upcoming school year. Spirit of Jefferson reported the next day that “the schools were ordered to be opened Monday, September 10th.” The article listed the nine schools located in the Charles Town area at that time. Of those schools, it is most likely that the young Rondo Hatton and his brother Stewart attended the Charles Town Graded School. By 1897, the school had added seventh and eighth grade, under the leadership of principal Wright Denny. According to an 1898 Spirit of Jefferson article, the Charles Town Graded School had “grown in usefulness and popularity each year of its short existence until it is now universally patronized by all alike, and ranks with the stable and progressive institutions of the State.” That reputation could hardly have escaped the discerning eyes of teachers such as Stewart and Emily Hatton. Moreover, according to the March 1976 volume of Jefferson County School News, a great deal of the subject matter taught at the Charles Town Graded School was actually beyond the elementary level, allowing many of the school’s pupils admission to college. Such a progressive approach to education would have been a plus to Rondo’s parents. Nevertheless, the absence of available lists of pupils attending the Charles Town schools of the period ultimately makes the early schooling for Rondo Hatton a source of speculation. Given that both of his parents were teachers, it is entirely possible that Rondo and his brother Stewart were schooled at home. Wherever Rondo received his early education, subsequent events make it a safe bet that the youngster must have shown an exceptional aptitude for athletics as well as for writing.

The first few years of the twentieth century represented a great deal of success for Stewart Hatton’s Powhatan College. Author W.O. Speer, writing in the 1907 volume The History of Education in West Virginia, described it as a “first-class college,” meeting “one of the greatest needs of the age – more real colleges for women.” According to Speer, the college was housed in a beautiful building that had been erected at a cost of about $70,000. The entire structure was “heated throughout by steam and lighted by both gas and electricity.” In regional newspapers, advertisements emphasized the college’s 15 schools, able faculty and its favorable location in the very mouth of the Shenandoah Valley. Yet for all of Powhatan’s seeming success, there is evidence that Stewart Hatton was once again restless. According to the Baltimore Sun article “Hatton to Stay in Charles Town?” (August 25, 1904):

The statement published from Frederick, Md., today to the effect that Prof. S.P. Hatton, president of Powhatan College, had accepted the presidency of Frederick City College, is denied by him.

Despite his denial, Stewart Hatton maintained ties with Frederick College: Based on contemporary reports, he delivered at least one address to its graduates at the close of the college year.

Perhaps Stewart’s uneasiness had been increased by the July 6, 1904, death of his father, the Reverend William A. Hatton. The venerable minister passed away at the age of 68, undoubtedly proud that his sons had all entered into the teaching profession. He was buried in Boone County, Missouri.

How Stewart Hatton’s restive nature may have affected his domestic life can never be known, but his wanderlust would assert itself more than once in the coming years.

Whatever doubts that Stewart Hatton may have entertained about his future (or the future of Powhatan College), he was a consistent speaker at educational conferences in West Virginia, usually touting Powhatan’s special advantages. At other times, his topic was more general in scope. One speech that gained attention at a 1909 educational conference provides an insight into the man – and by extension, into the attitudes and philosophy that shaped Rondo Hatton. His topic was “The What and How in Teaching.” A Clarksburg Telegram reporter provided details:

The speaker opened his address by telling what is not teaching. He declared that telling or lecturing is not teaching. He said the mere hearing of a recitation is not teaching. He asserted that education and teaching are not synonymous terms – that one is broad and comprehensive and the other narrow and restricted.

Dr. Hatton stated that the teacher must cause three things. First, he must cause the pupil to know his lesson, that is to understand it; he must cause the pupil to use skillfully the knowledge acquired; and third, he must cause the pupil to develop mental power in the acquisition of knowledge. He declared that the teacher is merely the guide.

Teachers today would be well-advised to adhere to the precepts advanced by Stewart Hatton more than a hundred years ago.

The 1910 federal census enumerated Stewart and his family in the Charles Town magisterial district for Jefferson County, West Virginia. Rondo is accurately listed as 16 years of age, occupation: “none.” His 11-year-old brother Stewart is similarly described. Some census enumerators would have included the designation “at school” or “attending school,” but the census taker for these entries entered “none” as the occupation for every school-age child listed, so that no conclusion regarding school attendance by either Rondo or his brother can be drawn.

A few months after this census enumeration, tragedy struck the Hatton family. The Washington D.C. Evening Star for August 6, 1911, reported the devastating news: “Stewart Price Hatton Jr., son of Prof. S.P. Hatton of Powhatan College, died Wednesday at Charles Town, W. Va., from the result of an operation for appendicitis, aged twelve years.” The boy was buried in Edge Hill Cemetery in Charles Town.

Rondo’s grief at his brother’s death must have been tremendous, but he carried on. Within a few weeks, he enrolled as a freshman at the North Carolina College of Agriculture and Mechanical Arts (now North Carolina State University) in Raleigh. It is at this point in our narrative that Rondo begins appearing in existing records independently from his parents. The North Carolina A&M catalogue for 1911 lists “Rondo K. Hatton” among its roster of students. Rondo’s course of study: civil engineering.

It is clear that, from the outset of Rondo’s freshman year in college, he intended to make a name for himself. Indeed, it is not too fanciful to suggest that he set out to honor his dead brother by achieving goals that Stewart Jr. did not live to accomplish. Whatever Rondo’s motivations may have been, he wasted little time in distinguishing himself. Early in his freshman year, he was elected to the position of class historian for the Class of 1915. The 1912 Yearbook for North Carolina A&M includes a Class History entry for the Class of 1915. Although its author is unidentified, it is virtually certain that Rondo was the writer, since his duties as class historian would include that task. If Rondo was in fact the author, the resulting account represents the first published example of Rondo Hatton’s writing. Considering that he would later make his living as a writer for a number of years, this item takes on increased significance.

The 1912 Yearbook for North Carolina A&M provides more information about Rondo’s plunge into college affairs. In addition to pursuing his duties as class historian, he joined the school chapter of the Sigma Nu Fraternity and became a member of the YMCA. He also landed a starting position as center fielder for the freshman baseball team.

Rondo Hatton was mentioned a number of times in Raleigh newspapers at the conclusion of his freshman year. Both the Raleigh Times and the Raleigh News and Observer took note of his position as one of seven marshals supervising the week of commencement ceremonies for the graduating seniors. Those same papers also included glowing reports of the annual dance of the Kappa Alpha and Sigma Nu fraternities, which brought a “brilliant close” to “the most successful commencement” in the college’s history. Rondo is listed as one of the attendees, dancing with “Miss Emily Brown of Chocowinity.”

The 1913 North Carolina A&M Yearbook makes it clear that Rondo was expected to rejoin the school as a member of the sophomore class. Yet a combination of forces worked to set him on a different path. Financial difficulties had beset his father’s tenure at Powhatan, and Stewart was forced to relinquish his position as principal of the embattled institution before the start of the session. With no contingency plan in place, he was forced to turn to his brothers for employment. As noted earlier, Stewart’s brother Linius had established himself in Tampa as a faculty member at the Tampa Business College prior to the turn of the century. By 1912, Linius had ascended to the presidency of the school. In the meantime, Bartlett Hatton, another brother, had joined Linius in Tampa. Together they started Hatton Bros., a firm devoted to real estate development and insurance sales located in the American Bank Building. The venture must have represented a godsend to Stewart. The September 16, 1912, Tampa Times reported:

Prof. S.P. Hatton, president and proprietor of the Powhatan College, Charlestown, W. Va., for the past twelve years one of the leading female colleges of the state, arrived with his family last evening, coming direct from Washington D.C. Mr. Hatton has given up educational work and will devote his entire time to the real estate business in Florida. They will occupy their home at 1007 Grand Central Avenue.

The family’s financial difficulties put an end to Rondo’s attendance at North Carolina A&M. Surprisingly, Rondo enrolled as a junior at the local Hillsborough High School, where he was immediately accepted by his new classmates. They gave him the affectionate nickname “Krum,” and later wrote of him in the class yearbook:

We admire the good judgment of “Krum” in coming to Hillsboro [sic], even if he didn’t get here until the last year. The bunch took him in at first sight, for they saw he was of the right kind. He has recently decided to study a little for he has found out that grades are not given away here.
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In 1912-13, Rondo (see arrow) was third baseman for the Tampa Gas company’s baseball team. Standing in front of him is his cousin John W. “Jay” Hatton, one of the team’s outfielders.

Even as Rondo settled into high school, there were signs that his father’s foray into the real estate business was not wholly successful. By December 1912, Rondo’s mother was seeking to supplement the family income, while also establishing ties with her brother-in-law’s business college. Local newspapers began carrying the following advertisements:

ELOCUTION

MRS. E.L. HATTON, who has, for the past five years, had charge of the elocution department of Powhatan College, near Washington D.C., will give private lessons in elocution to a limited number. For particulars phone 476 or address Tampa Business College.

Meanwhile, Rondo’s focus was on achieving distinction on the athletic field. In April 1913, he took part in an interclass track meet held by Hillsborough High School at the Tampa fairgrounds. He took third place in the first event, a 50-yard dash. In the feature event of the day, the 880-yard dash, he placed second. He won the high jump event outright, leading up to the finale. A Tampa Times writer reported:

The pole vault, the best exhibition of this kind ever held in Tampa, and in which there seemed to be the keenest interest, was won by Rondo Hatton, who handled himself like a bird. He went seven feet, eight inches.
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Hatton and the other baseballers of Hillsborough High School, 1913 (notice the fancy Gothic-style H on their jerseys).

Within a month, Rondo was again making headlines – this time on the baseball diamond, as a member of the Tampa Gas Company team in the Cigar City Baseball League. In a May 11, 1913, article, “One More Scalp for Tampa,” The Tampa Tribune tossed superlatives his way:

Rondo Hatton hurled a masterful game of ball against the Knight & Wall bunch yesterday afternoon … [T]he final score was nine to six.

Only one earned run was chalked up against Hatton, poor support being responsible for the other five….

Besides hurling “some game” himself, Rondo leaned against the pellet most opportunely and frequently. Five times did the “crum” [sic] saunter to the plate and four times did he smite it lustily.

Twice did the bingle echo two sacks and Rondo obediently failed to haul in the main sheets until the midway station had been reached. He scored three tallies himself and towed three stranded Terriers into port.
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Rondo was also starting to appear more frequently in public records. The Tampa City Directory for 1913 included a listing for Rondo as a student residing with his parents at 1007 Grand Central Avenue. According to the Directory, his uncles Linius and Bart lived nearby. Rondo’s cousin Linius M. “Larry” Hatton Jr. was listed as a student residing at 1001 Grand Central Avenue. Larry and his brother John W. “Jay” Hatton also attended Hillsborough High School and clearly were extremely close to Rondo. Larry and Jay were comrades with Rondo in many of his most memorable athletic endeavors at Hillsborough High.

By late summer of 1913, local newspapers were predicting that Rondo would attend the University of Florida and add luster to that institution’s accomplishments in athletics. Rondo was hardly content with his previous successes, however. His achievements on the football field in his senior year at Hillsborough are the stuff of legend for Tampans – a legend that Rondo’s cousins, Larry and Jay, helped to create. Rondo was the quarterback, Jay an end and Larry a halfback for a Hillsborough team that justly won a place in the history of Florida sports. Representative of the exploits of the “Hatton boys” is an October 25, 1913, newspaper report recapping the highlights of Hillsborough’s 32-0 trouncing of Bradentown High School. Excerpts regarding the contributions of the “Hatton boys” follow:

One spectacular forward pass after another … proved the downfall of the Bradentown eleven in their game with Hillsborough High at the Tampa Bay Athletic Field…. The Hatton trio, Rondo, J.W. and L.M. Jr., worked the forward pass for everything that was in it and the gains paved the way for or were responsible for every touchdown made by the Terriers….

When he got the ball, R. Hatton began the brilliant open play which netted the locals the game.

On a fake kick R. Hatton made 10 yards around his right end…. J. Hatton took a 10-yard pass and raced 15 yards for the first score…. Time was then called for the first quarter. Hillsborough 6, Bradentown 0.

In the second quarter, Rondo ran ten yards around right end for a touchdown. The score at halftime was 13-0.

Early in the third quarter, Rondo completed a pass to cousin Larry that netted 15 yards. A pass to Jay moved them 12 yards closer but Hillsborough turned the ball over. After Bradentown failed to move the ball, Hillsborough took over. Rondo threw a pass to Larry, who ran 60 yards for another touchdown.

Besides his duties as quarterback, Rondo was the place kicker and punter as well. The newspaper accounts describe at length his ability to keep his opponent hemmed in by punting more than 40 yards on several occasions. But Rondo had even more to give. With the score 25-0, he threw a long forward pass to Jay for 30 yards and another touchdown just as time was called: Hillsborough 32, Bradentown 0.

On Thanksgiving Day, November 27, 1913, the Hillsborough High Terriers played Jacksonville’s Duval High School for the Florida High School football championship. That game was also played on the Tampa Bay Athletic Field before a crowd numbering near to 1000. The final score: Hillsborough 48, Duval 0. The Tampa Tribune reporter emphasized that Hatton, “seemingly bearing charmed protection, skirted Duval’s ends almost at will.” When Duval was forced to punt early in the game, Rondo again answered the call:

Dowling punted thirty yards and R. Hatton took the ball. Dodging and squirming he cleared the entire field and raced thirty-five yards for the first score of the game. The crowd went wild. R. Hatton also kicked the goal and eleven minutes after play had begun saw the Red and Black leading 7 to 0.

In the second quarter, Rondo added to his résumé impressively. After being penalized for offside, he

called for a forward pass. He got the ball only to be able to find neither end open. The Duval forwards [sic] were dashing for him and he backed off until finally standing on his own forty-five yard line he heaved the oval to J. Hatton on his forty-five yard line. “J” stumbled across the goal for the second touchdown. It was one of the prettiest passes ever seen on the local field. The score was 14 to 0 and the wave of enthusiasm that swept the field gave vent to cheers which echoed for several minutes.

Rondo was hardly finished.

On the next play, R. Hatton kicked to Vincent who started to return the ball. He was tackled and fumbled the ball. R. Hatton racing up the field stopped and picked up the ball on the dead run. He dodged and stiff-armed four would-be tackles and dragged one who reached him the remaining two yards to the goal before he fell. R. Hatton kicked the goal amid thunderous cheers.

The score was 21 to 0.

Larry and Jay Hatton also made significant contributions, but it was clearly Rondo’s day. Besides continually completing passes on offense, he made his presence felt on the defensive side of the ball as well. With the score 42-0, Duval seemed to be threatening for its first score. Several pass plays had moved Duval to Hillsborough’s 20-yard line. Duval’s end, a player ironically named Maull, had caught a pass and dodged Hillsborough’s primary defensive back, and for an instant it looked like a Duval score. But R. Hatton was still to be reckoned with. He dashed up the field from behind and dropped Maull with a beautiful tackle from behind.

The Hillsborough defense held firm and Duval turned the ball over on downs. Larry Hatton scored the last touchdown for Hillsborough on a thrilling 25-yard run. Rondo proved he was human by missing his final extra point try. By the time the whistle blew, Rondo had personally accounted for 24 of his team’s 48 points.
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The arrow points to left guard Rondo, one of Hillsborough High’s finest footballers in 1913.


“R. Hatton kicked the goal amid thunderous cheers.” – The Tampa Tribune



It was no surprise that Rondo, Larry and Jay were awarded football letters by the Hillsborough High School Athletic Association in December 1913. The accolades did not end there. The Tampa Tribune sports reporter was tasked with selecting a statewide high school All-Star football team by position. When he got to quarterback, the writer observed, “This is another stretch of comparatively easy riding. There are only two contestants, loud enough to be heard, for the position. McCarthy of Fort Meade and R. Hatton of Hillsborough.”

After giving McCarthy some well-earned praise, the journalist turned to Rondo:

Rondo Hatton, who is my choice for the position, has nearly every qualification that can be desired in a quarterback. Fast and agile, he is almost a perfect man in running through a broken field. He keeps his feet exceedingly well for a 136-pounder and is a past master of the stiff-arm. He runs forcefully yet apparently without much effort and hurls himself forward when tackled. He is an admirable man to run back kicks.

Besides this he gives excellent interference and is a deadly tackler. He drives himself low and when he connects with a runner’s ankles, that individual feels it. He hurls a forward pass with the best of them and can take one with ease and regularity. His passes are wide and his ability to control the pigskin had much to do with Hillsborough’s success in this line.

As a general he is always cool and calculating and while his judgment is not as good as that of McCarthy, the difference is too slight not to be offset by the many advantages he has. He keeps a level head and that is worth a lot.

It is his right toe which gives him a large part of his prominence. In the Duval game his two punts averaged 37 yards, and it was the poorest day’s kicking which he did during the year. As a drop kicker he has no equal in his class and his performance of booting six out of seven placements after touchdowns in the Duval games speaks for his ability and value in this line.

Taking all in all he is the most versatile man on the eleven. The one man on whose shoulders the greatest part of the work, aside from the duties as a general, would devolve.

The reader may question the space devoted to Hatton’s athletic accomplishments to this point. The reasons are simple. First, it is important to emphasize just what a stellar athlete he was, and how those abilities defined his school years. More significantly, the qualities that an individual displays in the arena of sports are often the same characteristics that he displays in daily life. The cool, calculating judgment and leadership which were noted features of Rondo’s on-field performances likely served him well off the field.

The December 16, 1913, Tampa Tribune devoted some space to Hillsborough High’s forthcoming baseball season. Rondo’s cousin Larry was chosen as captain; Larry was described as a versatile player popular with his teammates and sure to make a good leader. The article went on to praise the squad (which had won the previous Florida championship), while reserving particular plaudits for Rondo – not only as an exceptional pitcher, but as a third baseman. Predicting that Rondo would be a star, the writer added, “Hatton is particularly being considered by many to be the best third sacker in the league.”

[image: image]

From Rondo’s 1913 yearbook.

Once the Tampa City League baseball season was underway in late May 1914, that assessment was confirmed. In appraising its chances for success in City League play, the team’s manager commented that Rondo rounded out the infield to a perfect “T.” Reviewing Rondo’s year with Hillsborough, he added,

Before the Terrier season was over, [Hatton] was recognized as the best high school third sacker in the state. He is absolutely fearless and comes in on the hardest hit balls. He is a sure judge of a bound and gets the ball away from him quickly, and his peg is remarkably accurate. He is speedy and handles bunts well and tags a runner in faultless style. He batted 270 last year.

After graduating from high school,1 Rondo continued to play in various city baseball leagues around the state through the summer of 1914. While he was on one of the teams outside of Tampa, a Tampa Tribune sportswriter intimated that there was more than baseball on Rondo’s mind.

Rondo Hatton, ex–Tampan, is with the invaders. Looks like every team in this neck of the woods has to nip some Tampa talent. Rondo brought in two suitcases with him yesterday and though we don’t know what he had to put in them, one of the wise boys on the club tipped us off that Rondo has been a regular burner on for the mailman wherever he has been. “They couldn’t have been letters from home not twice a day, anyhow,” murmured the informer.

The spring of 1914 represented another turning point of sorts for Rondo. In April, he was given a tryout at third base in the Georgia-Alabama D Baseball league. When that opportunity failed to yield a commitment, he returned to Tampa and went to work as a salesman for Knight & Wall Company, a prominent hardware-department store located on East Lafayette Street. At the same time, he joined the Tampa baseball team in one of the local leagues. The conjunction of events was the subject of a May 26 Tampa Tribune item:

Rondo Hatton, the crack third sacker who has been signed up by the Tampa team, is possibly the only player in the Cigar City league who is not going to get any money for his performance on that corner. Rondo is working for Knight & Wall Company, and will play ball just when he can get off. He is one of the best little players that has ever been turned out of the Hillsborough High School, and will be a strong factor on the field of the Tampa team.

By mid-summer, Rondo had to change his plans again. The Tampa team disbanded, and Hatton caught on with another team in Loughman. According to a July 14, 1914, Tampa Tribune article, Hatton “has made good with the Loughman outfit and is now considered a regular at the midway sack, where he is making monkeys of them all in the sticks.”

Presumably, Rondo’s stint with the Loughman baseball team required his resignation from Knight & Wall. Even if he was able to shuttle between Loughman and Tampa sufficiently to retain his job through the summer, his next move would have still called for him to resign: In the fall of 1914, he enrolled as a sophomore at Davis and Elkins College in Elkins, West Virginia.

Very little is known about Hatton’s stay at the private college beyond his exploits on the football field. Years ago, at the request of a Tampa Tribune reporter, Davis and Elkins’ director of alumni relations verified that Hatton attended as a sophomore and junior. Yet no news items from the period address any of his activities during his sophomore year.

The fall of 1915 was quite a different matter. According to a Tampa Tribune sportswriter, Rondo “went away from [Tampa] and starred on a West Virginia team.” In what was apparently an up-and-down season for the Davis and Elkins football team, Rondo was outstanding as the starting quarterback. Even in defeat, he could be counted on to score a touchdown to keep the outcome of a game in doubt until the final seconds. On defense, he often intercepted a pass to keep an opponent out of the end zone. By the end of the season, Rondo’s teammates held him in such high regard that they expressed that appreciation directly. When the Davis and Elkins team held its annual banquet at the college dining hall on December 4, 1915, not only did Hatton letter in football, he was elected captain of the 1916 football team.

Hatton returned to Tampa for the Christmas holidays, a homecoming that was noted in several local newspapers. Before he left West Virginia, he made a decision that would have a profound effect on the course his life would take thereafter: On January 11, 1916, he enlisted in the Florida National Guard.

Rondo’s spring semester at Davis and Elkins was apparently uneventful. He returned to Tampa after the end of his junior year and joined the West Tampa baseball team in one of the City Leagues. There he was reunited with his cousins Larry and Jay, who were also starters for West Tampa. By June, however, the three “Hatton boys” were reuniting on a different team altogether. Responding to a duty call, the young men were called up to join Company H of the Tampa National Guards, known as the Tampa Rifles. Within days, the recruits were subject to new orders. On June 20, 1916, The Tampa Tribune reported:

Company G and H of the National Guard of Florida, the Hillsborough Guards and the Tampa Rifles, were ordered to the colors yesterday morning at 9 o’clock and by a few minutes after 2 o’clock in the afternoon every available member of the two organizations had assembled at the City Hall, ready to leave for the State camp, where the second Infantry of the Florida National Guard will mobilize for service on the Mexican border. They will leave tonight at 9 o’clock.

These orders were hardly surprising, and were a direct result of attacks launched at the southwestern United States by the paramilitary forces of Mexican revolutionary Pancho Villa. By June 1916, raids by Villa’s forces on American soldiers numbered over three dozen, leading to the deaths of 26 U.S. soldiers and 11 civilians.

There were additional casualties during a June 15, 1916, raid near Laredo, Texas. That led to President Woodrow Wilson taking advantage of the recently enacted National Defense Act, which had created the U.S. National Guard. Under that legislation, Wilson mobilized Guard units from across the country for border duty on June 18, 1916.

As a result, Rondo and his cousins traveled by train with their company to the training facilities at Black Point, Florida, for basic drills, with an anticipated arrival in El Paso, Texas, by August 1, 1916. Regular reports from the Black Point training camp kept families of the soldiers informed of camp activities. Within the first month, Rondo received a leave of absence that made the newspaper back in Tampa:

Corporals Robert M. Hicks and L.M. Hatton arrived yesterday for a three days’ furlough, with Private Rondo Hatton. They are highly pleased with their service at Black Point, and the effect of their strenuous outdoor life has left them browned and healthy-looking.

Of course, whatever patriotic fervor was generated in the locals was leavened by their concerns as football fans. The following item is not only amusing, but also documents Rondo Hatton’s tentative plans for the fall of 1916:

One of the questions that is bothering a bunch of sport lovers throughout the country is how long Uncle Sam is going to
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RONDO HATTON
“Yon Cassius hath a lean and hungry look;

Such men are dangerous.’

Football (4) ; Baseball (4) ; Athletic Associa-
tion (4).

We admire the good judgment of “Krum” in
coming to Hillsboro, even if he didn’t get here
until the last year. The bunch took him in at
first sight, for they saw he was of the right
kind. He has recently decided to study a little
for he has found out that “grades are not given
away here.”
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