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Retired Rear Admiral Jack Kavanaugh is often called the mayor of Freemason. 
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 courtesy of Ya Ya Asian Gourmet 

The food board at Ya Ya Asian Gourmet House on College Place, featuring Admiral Jack’s chicken. 

 

 Courtesy of Jack Kavanaugh 

“This is what retired Admirals do for fun, neighborhood cleanup!” Jack Kavanaugh, left, stated in an email. He was with retired 

admiral Jake Tobin, right. 

         

Jack Kavanaugh’s motto is “I am only here to serve,” and he means it. 

The rear admiral retired from the Navy in 1996, with 34 years active duty as a naval 

supply officer. His last command was the Navy exchange system, “a $2 billion retail 

business,” his resume states. 

He worked in the corporate world after his military retirement, and is especially proud 

of his achievements while executive director of the USS Wisconsin Foundation. He and 

board members raised $4 million in private donations, used with government 

contributions to renovate the battleship, which opened to the public in 2001. 

The foundations for the Wisconsin and Nauticus – the maritime museum on Waterside 

Drive where the vessel is docked – merged in 2006, with Kavanaugh’s approval. He 

recognized the need for professional fundraisers at that point. 
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Now immersed in civic activism, from picking up trash to serving on numerous boards 

and committees, he has been president of the Freemason Street Area Association for 11 

years. 

Known as “the mayor of Freemason,” he said his friend Paul Fraim “is the mayor of all 

the other stuff.” 

“I get an opportunity to pull it all together,” he said about working with not only 

citizens, but also retailers via the Downtown Norfolk Council, as well as with 

organizations like the Downtown Norfolk Waterfront District on “big picture projects.” 

Board meetings fill the first two weeks of every month. He has breakfast meetings at 

D’Egg Diner on East Main Street and lunch meetings at Omar’s Carriage House on West 

Bute Street. Kavanaugh eats in local restaurants often enough that dishes have been 

named after him, such as Admiral Jack’s Sailor Sandwich and Admiral Jack’s Chicken at 

Ya Ya Asian Gourmet House. 

“The neatest thing about College Place is the stoops,” he said about the street where he 

and his wife Ann moved from the “suburbs” of Ghent. American flags fly at almost every 

home, and neighbors sit in fine weather to catch up and watch the sights. 

Recently on a spring-like day, a “kid” walked a tightrope strung five feet above the 

ground between two trees. 

“Something’s always going on around here,” he said. 

Kavanaugh describes the community as having a low crime rate and lots of friends and 

fun. 

“West Freemason was named one of the top 10 Great Neighborhoods in America in 

2013. Part of what makes this area so wonderful is the people, a blend of young 

professionals and old geezers. They are good, involved people. I love it here,” he said. 



He walks three to four miles most mornings, from College Place to Harbor Park and 

sometimes further, “doing what I normally do: walking around, looking for things that 

need to be fixed, like loose bricks.” 

He also spends time on the computer getting out Norfolk news. Hardly a day goes by 

that he doesn’t send something to a long list of recipients, like the street sweeping 

schedule, so residents can move their cars and not get a ticket. Or he forwards the city’s 

special events calendar, or an alert such as, “Demolition Crews Begin Tearing Down Old 

Norfolk Circuit Court Building.” 

Sometimes he forwards so much information his server shuts down his computer. But 

he perseveres, “because people appreciate it,” he said. 

Currently, he is working with the city to develop green space at the corner of Duke and 

York streets into a park in honor of David Farragut, who lived in Norfolk a couple of 

blocks away. He was a pallbearer at President Lincoln’s funeral and the Navy’s first 

admiral, credited with the phrase, “Damn the torpedoes! Full speed ahead!” 

Kavanaugh expects to soon be raising money for public art to be installed in Farragut 

Park. 

“Ann has asked me, ‘And, you’re retired?’ ” he said, with a smile. 

Linda Lamm English, lindalamm@cox.net 

 


