
2020 Older Adult Award 

 

Anyone who has met Tom Williamson will undoubtedly come away thinking “This is a  

remarkable person!”. His personality, genuine interest in others, and irrepressible sense of 

humor are winsome! 

Our nominee for 2020 Older Adult Award was born and spent his early years in rural South 

Carolina. His Dad was drafted near the end of World War 2, and in those days when 

segregation was the law of the land, finally found employment as a carpenter in New York 

City.  Tom stayed in South Carolina with his grandmother until he joined his Mom and Dad 

and siblings in New York when he was in the 8th grade. 

He attended a vocational school for radio and television repair with a goal of opening his  

own repair shop. He enlisted in the Marine Corps reserve, and secured employment in an 

electronics research and development lab while attending night school at a community 

college. 

He sensed God’s direction as he took and passed the test granting him the Federal 

Communications Commission second class license. This opened the door to a three-year 

position as avionic technician with Pan American Airways. New employment found him in 

Thule Greenland on a missile detection radar sight during the Cuban missile crisis. 

Having been accepted at the University of Michigan, a beloved uncle encouraged him to 

attend the also renowned Howard University instead. It was during his college years that he 

met and married Marlene, the love of his life, after she graduated from Bennett College!  

Upon graduating from Howard Tom wanted to return to the airline industry. However, an 

interview led to employment with the Federal Aviation Administration. 

He enjoyed each of his thirty years with the FAA from 1969-1999. Travel opportunities came 

with job! He was able to visit all but two of the seven continents. South America and 

Antarctica were still on his “bucket list”. 

His years with the FAA not only afforded him wonderful opportunities to travel, but also 

enabled him to have a part in major contributions to safety in civil and military aviation.        

In June of 1956 the mid-air collision of a United Airlines DC-7 and a Trans World Airlines 

Lockheed L-1049 Super Constellation over the Grand Canyon, stunned the nation and the 

Leadership of the FAA. A similar in air collision took place in Hendersonville, NC. As a result,    

a team of leaders was assigned the vital task of addressing the critical issue of mid-air safety. 

A three-phase, three-team approach for dealing with the problem was devised to address the 

crisis.  

 



 

Tom headed up the third and final, or Implementation Phase, having to do with getting the 

collision avoidance electronics on actual aircraft. Successfully included were all civilian 

airplanes including Air Force 1. 

After retiring from the FAA in 1999, the unfinished “bucket list” goal of visiting all seven 

continents still beckoned! He and Marlene, and their children, Leah and Keri, moved to the 

Outer Banks. This new home became a platform for a time of service to others for Tom,    

which continues to this day! 

He soon reached out to Habitat for Humanity and joined in with others on building projects 

right here on the Outer Banks. He jumped at a Habitat invitation to serve in South America 

(continent number six), completing work in Bolivia in 2004. While there he was able to visit 

Machu Picchu and other special sites. Then came a chance to complete his seven-continent 

goal as an opportunity to serve Habitat in Antarctica! 

Ever active, he has served others in Jordan, Macedonia, Puerto Rico. Whenever there’s a crisis 

and people in need expect to find Tom there! 

Sadness has been no stranger in Tom’s life, having lost Marlene, his wife of 48 years in 2013, 

and his daughter, Leah, in 2017. Being a Christian of deep faith, he affirms that “because 

Jesus died and rose for us, death is not an end, but a beginning”! 

Tom has put his faith to work through the Outer Banks Presbyterian Church in a variety of 

ways, providing hands-on help through the Building and Grounds Committee, and assisting 

many individuals as travelling handy-man with plumbing, electrical, and other needs! He 

regularly participates in our Adult Sunday School Class. 

Deep involvement in “Caring Hands”, a mission outreach of the Duck United Methodist 

Church, has brought him much joy. Many an individual or family has gained a handicapped 

ramp or building addition through “Caring Hands”. He and the group has completed 

improvements valued at $10,000 for Dare County’s only free medical clinic, The Community 

care Clinic of Dare, as well. 

The children and youth of Dare County benefitted from Tom’s long-time passion for service 

through the Outer Banks Chapter of Kiwanis International.  

He is an avid reader, gardener, cook, and 5th wheel camper! 

His ever-present smile, deep throated laugh, and life of caring for and serving others has 

endeared him to each of us! 

Congratulations, Tom! 

 



 

 

  


