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A
BINGDON, VA — When
Washington County stu-
dents return to school

tomorrow, the buildings may
look the same on the outside,
but on the inside, a whole new
culture of learning will change
the way students have been
taught.

Like many schools through-
out the country, the local school
system is adopting Project-
Based Learning, known as PBL,
a teaching method that allows
students to gain knowledge
and skills by engaging them in
solving real-world, modern-day
problems or finding answers to
complex questions.

The new approach, which
gradually will be put in place in
all of the county schools, is an
effort to produce well-rounded
students who take control of
their own learning.

It’s all about application.

Students learn by working as
team members on projects
over extended periods of time,
applying their knowledge to
solve problems or issues in the
community — and even in their
own schools.

The adoption of the educa-
tional framework matches the
Virginia Department of Educa-
tion’s new approach to instruc-
tion, which focuses on key skills
for student success.

The new profile of a Virginia
graduate must include an edu-
cation that includes the five
C’s — critical thinking, creative
thinking, communication,
collaboration and citizenship
skills.

According to Brian Ratliff,
superintendent of Washington
County Public Schools, parents
may not see big changes this
school year, as county educa-
tors continue to learn how to
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BY ROBERT SORRELL
WASHINGTON COUNTY NEWS

A Southwest Virginia phy-
sician who recently served
as the state’s behavioral
health commissioner died
Friday following a three-
vehicle crash in Augusta
County that also killed a

high school
graduate, of-
ficials said.

Dr. Sam-
uel Hughes
Melton, 52,
of Bristol,
V i r g i n i a ,
died at the
Un i v e r s i t y

of Virginia Medical Center,
the Virginia State Police
and Virginia Gov. Ralph
Northam confirmed Friday.

Northam said he and his
wife, Pam, were deeply sad-
dened by Melton’s death
and extend their thoughts
and prayers to his wife,
daughters, family and
friends — and to the family
of Hailey Green, an 18-year-
old from Staunton who was
killed in the crash.

VSP spokeswoman
Corinne Geller said Melton
was driving a Hyundai
Tucson east on state Route
254 when it struck the rear
bumper of an eastbound
2018 Subaru CrossTrek,
driven by Jean M. Scheeren,
55, of Waynesboro, Virginia.
The Hyundai crossed the
center line and struck head-
on a westbound Toyota So-
lara, driven by Green, Geller
said.

Investigators believe
Melton suffered a medical
emergency that may have
been a factor in the crash,
Geller added.

Green, a recent gradu-
ate of Fort Defiance High
School, died at the scene.
A candlelight vigil was held
Saturday evening at the
high school.

Green was actively in-
volved as a student ath-
letic trainer for all 12 sports
teams at Fort Defiance,
Principal Larry Landes said.

“Hailey was passionate,
loved all and quietly went
about the business of help-
ing others,” he said.

Landes said Green was
planning to attend Eastern
Mennonite University to
major in nursing.

Melton was appointed
commissioner of the state’s
Department of Behavioral
Health and Developmental
Services in 2018. He also
served as deputy commis-
sioner of the Virginia De-
partment of Health.

Virginia
health
official
dies after
crash

Melton

See CRASH, Page A3

Buses
fixed as
schools
set for

new year
BY ROBERT SORRELL

WASHINGTON COUNTY NEWS

BLOUNTVILLE, Tenn.
— Following a spike
last year in school bus
crash-related injuries in
the Mountain Empire,
school and law enforce-
ment officials are pre-
paring the hundreds of
area school buses for
the start of classes this
month.

Preliminary data from
the 2018-19 school year
revealed that 11 people
were injured in school
bus crashes in the coun-
ties and cities of South-
west Virginia, according
to information provided
by the Virginia Depart-
ment of Motor Vehicles.

There were a total of
seven bus crashes in
Southwest Virginia, in-
cluding three in Wash-
ington County, two in
Bristol and one each
in Smyth and Tazewell
counties.

Since 2016, Washing-
ton County has had the
most crashes and most
injuries, data reveals.

See BUS, Page A5

Hands-on learning will
shape future of curriculum

BACK TO SCHOOL

CONTRIBUTED PHOTO

From left, Patrick Henry High School student Sarah Tiller gives
assistance to Bishop Ratliff, Isaac Coleman and Brandon White,
students in Ms. Stoessel’s third-grade class at Meadowview
Elementary. The students created coral reef habitats from pipe
cleaners and foam while learning how the underwater ecosystem is
affected by pollution.

See SCHOOL, Page A5

Residents urge no ‘rush’ on
Abingdon courthouse move

BY JOE TENNIS
WASHINGTON COUNTY NEWS

ABINGDON, Va. — Speaker af-
ter speaker urged the Washington
County Board of Supervisors on
Monday not to “rush” into moving
the county’s court functions to the
former Kmart building at a strip
mall in Abingdon.

Allison Mays, the board’s vice
chairwoman, also suggested that
the board consider other options.

Still, during the called meeting,
Mays joined fellow supervisors in
voting “yes” on a motion by Su-
pervisor Dwayne Ball to enter into
a purchase option on the former
Kmart, now being considered as

a new courthouse site to allevi-
ate crowded conditions at the
150-year-old Washington County
Courthouse.

The board now plans to file a
court petition to give voters an op-
tion with a November referendum:

See BOARD, Page A6

Emory & Henry
named College
of Distinction B1



GATHER INN

ABINGDON, Va. — This is it.
If the voters say no to moving the

Washington County Courthouse to
the old Abingdon Kmart on Nov. 5,
they won’t have another chance to
vote — or even build a new court-
house — until 2029.

That means the Washington
County Courthouse
will stay on historic
Main Street, atop
Courthouse Hill, for at
least another decade,
when voters get a
chance to take on this
matter again.

So it goes with ref-
erendums of this na-
ture, which have a 10-
year moratorium in
Virginia if they fail at the ballot box.

And if it does pass?
Well, that means you just autho-

rized the Washington County Board
of Supervisors to spend $30 million
to buy the old Kmart, 300 Towne
Centre Drive, and convert it into
something that some county offi-
cials call “adaptive reuse.”

But can this old department store
really be used as a courthouse?

That’s the question now in front
of Jason Boswell, the zoning ad-
ministrator for Abingdon.

In response to a letter from Coun-
ty Administrator Jason Berry, Bo-
swell says he’ll be going “back and
forth for quite some time” with the
town’s legal counsel, Cameron Bell,
as he seeks to interpret whether the
definition of “public office” could
also include “courthouse.”

Boswell said he may “possibly”
not make his decision until after
the Nov. 5 election, which is still
within the 90 days allowed by state
statute to respond to the inquiry by
Berry.

“Jason has to review the informa-
tion the county has submitted to
the town,” said Town Manager Jim-
my Morani.

“And one of the things he’ll have
to consider is that we do have
‘courthouse’ identified currently
in one of our zoning districts, and
that is the Old and Historic District.
It does list ‘courthouse’ as a permit-
ted use. Currently, right now, there
is no other zoning district where a
‘courthouse’ is listed as a permitted
use.”

And that includes the site of the
Kmart, situated at the side of a strip
shopping center.

In recent weeks, Abingdon Mayor
Wayne Craig has been critical of
county leaders trying to solve space
problems at the 150-year-old Wash-
ington County Courthouse by pro-
posing the move to the Kmart, just
off I-81’s Exit 17, without better in-
forming town leaders, he said.

And he’s not alone.
Town Councilman Al Bradley

has proposed a motion, though
it did not pass on Aug. 5, to leave
the courthouse where it stands on
Courthouse Hill.

“Everybody that’s talked to me
and all of the people, from what I
hear from other council members,
they’re being told the same thing
— that our citizens want the court-
house to remain where it is,” Craig
said.

“I hope, at some point down the
line,” Craig added, “the county and
town can get together and provide
our county with a courthouse facil-
ity that we can all be proud of.”

B1
Homefront

Wednesday, August 28, 2019 • Washington County News

Editor’s note: “Wandering Around
Washington” is a regular, exclusive column
from Joe Tennis highlighting the untold
stories in the county, direct from the people
who live and work here. Watch for him to
wander into shops, restaurants and parks to
bring you the gab and gossip — only in the
Washington County News.

WANDERING
AROUND WASHINGTON

Joe

Tennis

BY CAROLYN R. WILSON
FOR THE WASHINGTON COUNTY NEWS

A
BINGDON, Va. — Robert
Norris never dreamed that
after completing a nearly

eight-year stint in the U.S. Army,
he’d find himself in front of an art-
ist canvas.

He’d always enjoyed drawing
as a kid — especially comic book
characters — and he even sketched
a few tattoos for his fellow service-
men.

But painting was just one of those
hidden talents that surfaced after
the Abingdon man left the military
as a sergeant when his contract
ended in July. From 2011 to 2019,
Norris served in the Middle East
during Operation Enduring Free-
dom, the official name used by the
U.S. government for the Global War
on Terrorism.

His art business is Chaos III Cre-
ations, appropriately named after
a military unit he was part of while
stationed overseas.

The veteran described his art
style as universal, taking in every-
thing from realism to landscapes
and comic book styles.

One of his first exhibits will be
on display Aug. 30 through Sept.
1 at Gather Inn at 155 E. Main
St. in Abingdon during the Blue
Ridge Busker Fest downtown. The

exclusive three-day art show will
showcase the different ways Norris
conveys emotion in his artwork.

A reception for the artist is 6:30
to 8:30 p.m. on Friday, Aug. 30, at
Gather Inn.

Norris believes his new hobby

is like therapy for him, giving him
a sense of peace when wartime
memories begin to surface.

One of his paintings shows flames
erupting from the helmet of a
soldier.

“I guess I was having a rough time
when I painted that one,” he said.
“I needed an outlet when I got out
of the service — especially when
my thoughts revisit the good and
bad times there. Putting something
on canvas has helped me out a lot.”

Norris recommends creativity for
all people — not just veterans. “It’s
very therapeutic to take what you
feel and create something about it.
Just create something with what-
ever emotions you are feeling.”

For the most part, Norris enjoys
painting people, animals and land-
scapes. Comic book artwork is still
his favorite.

His painting of a lady in lavender
was painted to resemble his girl-
friend. “She loves the color laven-
der, and this painting is calm and
soothing, just like the flower,” said
the artist.

“I also love comic book stuff. I
didn’t play video games as a child.
I would draw comic books and cre-
ate my own characters.”

The artist, who confessed he’s
never had an art lesson in his life,
recently stocked up on art supplies.

“At first, when I bought paint and
canvases, I had no clue what I was
doing,” he said with a laugh. “But
that’s okay. I like to figure things
out on my own.”

Creating something from his
heart helps to heal wounds, he
said.

“And if it helps to put a smile on
someone’s face, that’s the greatest
reward.”

Gather Inn, an Airbnb that focus-
es on building community, offers
small groups for meetings, classes,
retreats, special events and short-
stay accommodations.

For more information on the
exhibit for Chaos III Creations and
other exhibits, contact Donna Car-
neal at 540-623-3876.

Carolyn R. Wilson is a freelance writer in
Glade Spring, Virginia. Contact her at news@

washconews.com.

Veteran
turns to
art after
service

CAROLYN R. WILSON/FOR THE WASHINGTON COUNTY NEWS

If You Go
» What: Artist Reception
» Where: Gather Inn, 155 E. Main St.,
Abingdon, Va.
» When: Friday, Aug. 30, 6:30-8:30
p.m.
» Exhibit: Friday, Aug. 30 - Sunday,
Sept. 1
» Phone: 540-623-3876

Smyth Chapel project springs back to life
BY CAROLYN R. WILSON

FOR THE WASHINGTON COUNTY NEWS

E
MORY, Va. — Plans to
convert a Washington
County historic cha-

pel into a multiuse com-
munity center are gaining
momentum, nearly a year
after renovations were put

on hold.
“It’s really a relief this

is actually going to hap-
pen,” said Rachel Denham,
president of Friends of
Smyth Chapel Inc., a group
of community citizens that
has spent months working
to help the vacant Smyth
Chapel, built in 1892, find
new life.

The chapel has been
sitting empty since the
Emory, Virginia, congrega-

tion disbanded in the early
2000s.

When Denham and
other interested residents
learned a few years ago the
chapel was facing demo-
lition after falling into
disrepair, the group united
to plan how they could
save the historic build-
ing, which, at that time,
was the property of the

CAROLYN R. WILSON/FOR THE WASHINGTON COUNTY NEWS

After delays due to lack of
funding, Smyth Chapel will be
restored to serve as a community
center in Emory, Virginia. See CHAPEL, Page B2

Zoning rules
could prevent
courthouse
move to Kmart

CONTRIBUTED PHOTOS

Robert Norris turned to painting after serving in the U.S. Army for eight years. His
paintings are now being featured at the Gather Inn in Abingdon, Virginia. An artist
reception will be held Friday, Aug. 30.



ABINGDON, Va. — “At the end of the
day,” as Washington County Administra-
tor Jason Berry has a habit
of saying, a new fire hall is
slated to come to Green
Cove.

It’s set to stand next to
the trash dump collection
station, not far from U.S.
Highway 58.

And its purpose is to
provide what county of-
ficials hope to be a more
reliable source of fire and
rescue protection for folks living “on the
mountain.”

By the way, that’s what they call y’all liv-
ing in the Green Cove section of Washing-
ton County — “on the mountain” — when
making decisions down in Abingdon at
the Washington County Board of Supervi-
sors.

At the board’s Sept. 24 meeting, the su-
pervisors voted to award an $188,783 con-
tract to Wallberg Construction to build
a concrete slab and post-frame building
to be used as the Green Cove Emergency
Service Facility.

Wallberg got the job after bids were so-
licited, and no one else bid on the project.

Constructing this facility follows the
board’s decision earlier this summer to
slash funding to the Mount Rogers Volun-
teer Fire Department and Rescue Squad,
located in adjacent Grayson County at
Whitetop, Virginia.

That organization — quite popular for
its upcoming Molasses Festival on Oct. 13
— was the only out-of-county fire and res-
cue group that received money from the
Washington County Board of Supervisors.

But county officials have not been too
satisfied with that fire hall’s response rate
as of late.

So it cut the $28,000 a year that was giv-
en to the Mount Rogers Fire Hall, effective
July 1.

Mount Rogers fire officials, in turn, have
blamed a less-than-satisfactory response
rate on a shortage of volunteers, a need for
members to work on Christmas tree farms
during the day and spotty cellphone ser-
vice “on the mountain.”

The response rate has been little more
than 50%, said Mike Rush, the supervisor
who represents the Green Cove portion of
Washington County.

Finding volunteers to man this new sta-
tion will be a challenge, and whether the
shortage can be overcome is “still to be
seen,” Rush said.

“The ideal, if everything metamorpho-
sized the way I wish it would, this would
be a way to deliver services to the commu-
nity,” Rush said.

“Ultimately, down the road, there may
be some synthesis of Mount Rogers and
Washington County where we love each
other and get along and use everybody’s
resources. But I’m not interested in that,”
Rush said. “I’m interested in providing
Washington County citizens of the moun-
tain community with services that every-
body else in the county enjoys.”

Next, according to Berry, county officials
are working with Damascus fire and res-
cue units to place an ambulance and fire
apparatus at Green Cove, plus a side-by-
side vehicle to be used in case of emergen-
cies on the nearby Virginia Creeper Trail.

After spending nearly $189,000 on the
building, the remainder of the $250,000
set aside for the project in the county’s
contingency fund could be used to install
water and sewage systems, as well as to
buy materials to finish the interior, Berry
said.

“This basically would get you the build-
ing up. This gets you the envelope,” Berry
said. “So, for [$250,000], you’re going to
have a functioning station on the moun-
tain in Washington County.”

B1
Homefront

Wednesday, October 2, 2019 • Washington County News

Editor’s note: “Wandering Around
Washington” is a regular, exclusive column
from Joe Tennis highlighting the untold
stories in the county, direct from the people
who live and work here. Watch for him to
wander into shops, restaurants and parks to
bring you the gab and gossip — only in the
Washington County News.

WANDERING
AROUND WASHINGTON

Joe

Tennis

BY CAROLYN R. WILSON
FOR THE WASHINGTON COUNTY NEWS

A
BINGDON, Va. — A
creative workshop
never before held in

the area will help people
explore their relationships
to food, culture and family.

Miriam Sauls and Vernes-
sa Riley-Foelix have spent
years developing “Feast
of Your Life,” a daylong
program they have pre-
sented around the world
— in North Carolina, where
both women grew up and
Sauls now lives, and as far
away as Switzerland, where
Riley-Foelix currently
resides.

The workshop will be
held from 9 a.m. to 5:30
p.m. on Thursday, Oct. 24,
at the Southwest Virginia
Cultural Center and Mar-
ketplace, formerly Heart-
wood, in Abingdon.

According to Sauls, the
event will feature memoir
writing, visual expression
and eating “a phenomenal
meal,” catered by chef
Charles Parker, culinary
ambassador at the cultural
center. Nearly all of the
food served will be locally
sourced. The menu will
feature Parker’s award-win-
ning soup, coconut curry
butternut squash; arugula
pesto pork loin roulade;
kale and quinoa salad; and
berry cobbler.

“I am fascinated [by] how
people’s food experiences
relate to who they are, what
their culture is and their
family’s relationship to
food,” said Sauls, a writer,
theater producer and docu-
mentary filmmaker who
specializes in arts, culture
and food.

Riley-Foelix is a painter
and works in ceramics. She
has taught, exhibited her
work and organized cre-
ative workshops for more
than 30 years, both in the
United States and Europe.

“Fifteen years ago, there
was not much being writ-

ten about our relationships
with food. Now, there is
something new every single
day in the media. Food is
a huge subject with topics
like sustainability, farm-to-
table and diets.”

Sauls said the workshop
results in rich responses
through writing and the vi-
sual arts from the students.

“We’ve never had a stu-
dent who didn’t really feel
so fascinated by the work-
shop because they didn’t
know all these things were
inside of them,” said Sauls.

“For example, my family
really valued local, fresh
food. I came from a family
of eaters, and we made our
parents happy if we were
good and happy eaters. But
it was a joyful thing with
no pressure, and it wasn’t
something that led to obe-
sity,” she said.

However, not all of their
students have had happy
experiences.

“One student in the work-
shop was unknowingly al-
lergic to dairy products and
was forced to drink milk at
the dinner table. When she
explored through her writ-
ing how painful that was,
it was very emotional for
her. I don’t think she’d ever
put that together and how
it had affected her relation-

ships with her family, food
and her mother.”

According to Sauls, there
is also a relationship be-
tween food and emotions.

“A student might have
had a parent who thought
they were chubby as a child
and tried to manage their
food. There is a huge range
of emotions that can arise.”

The format of the work-
shop will feature exer-
cises in free writing from
prompts, as well as visual
arts exercises. Participants
will illustrate what they
have written about through
paintings, drawings or col-
lages.

“It’s a full and intense day
but a lot of fun,” said Sauls.
“Each exercise builds on the
thing before it.

“We will ‘stir up’ our
food memories to explore
experiences in our lives that
have made us who we are.
You may be surprised how
many of life’s meaningful
moments happen around
the table.”

Sauls said the workshops
have attracted a broad
range of ages — from young
adults to grandmothers.

In addition to exploring
experiences, participants
will learn new techniques
for writing and visual ex-
pression.

“Most importantly, we’d
like for them to leave the
workshop realizing how key
food is in our lives, families
and culture and to really
experience that throughout
the day,” said the instruc-
tor.

“We provide books for
words and artwork, and
one of the things we tell
our students is there will
be plenty of room in that
book to keep up this work.
We hope they leave with
way more ideas than they
have time to pursue in the
course of the day.”

The cost of the work-
shop is $150 and covers all
writing and art supplies,
instruction, snacks and a
meal.

Sponsors of the event are
Katbird’s Wine and Gour-
met, Peyton Boyd, A Likely
Yarn/Janet Woolwine and
Park Street Guest House/
Janet Woolwine.

Tickets can be purchased
online at www.swva.
mybigcommerce.com. The
workshop is limited to 12
participants.

Check out the “Feast of
Your Life” website at www.
feastofyourlife.com.

Carolyn R. Wilson is a freelance writer
in Glade Spring, Virginia. Contact her

at news@washconews.com.

Construction
for newGreen
Cove fire hall
gets green light

If You Go
» Who: Miriam Sauls,
Vernessa Riley-Foelix,
Charles Parker

» What: “Feast of Your Life”
— Food, Memoir and Art
Workshop
» Where: Southwest
Virginia Cultural Center and
Marketplace, 1 Heartwood
Circle, Abingdon, Va.
» When: Thursday, Oct. 24,
9 a.m.-5:30 p.m.
» Price: $150, includes all
writing and art supplies,
instruction, snacks and
a meal provided by chef
Charles Parker

Meal Memories

CONTRIBUTED PHOTO

Miriam Sauls (right) and Vernessa Riley-Foelix (left) run a creative
workshop that guides students through memoir techniques
through the lens of food. “You may be surprised,” says Sauls, “how
many of life’s meaningful moments happen around the table.”

Workshop will dig into our relationships with

food through art, memoir and a good meal

CONTRIBUTED PHOTO

Participants in a “Feast of Your Life” course, led
by Miriam Sauls and Vernessa Riley-Foelix, work
through writing and art exercises to untangle how
their experiences with food can affect them.

ILLUSTRATION: METROCREATIVE


