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‘One Day At A Time’Flu Bug
Taking
A Big
Bite 
Locally
By Kit Huffman

Local	 residents	 assailed	
this	 winter	 by	 influenza	 and	
other	viruses,	including	those	
causing	 stomach	 “bugs”	 and	
the	common	cold,	don’t	need	
to	be	told	that	the	region	has	
seen	 more	 than	 its	 share	 of	
seasonal	illness.

And	the	numbers	prove	it.
Rockbridge	 County	 had	

the	 dubious	 distinction	 of	
being	the	early	leader	in	Car-
ilion	Clinic’s	tally	of	flu	cases	
seen	 throughout	 Southwest	
Virginia.	 	The	Carilion	tally,	
mapped	 by	 zip	 code,	 is	 cur-
rently	 at	 286	 for	 the	 Rock-
bridge	 area	 of	 24450.	 	 The	
adjacent	Buena	Vista	zip	code	
of	 24416	 also	 reported	 early	
high	numbers	of	flu.

According	 to	 Carilion	
chief			of			infectious		diseases	

See Flu, page B8

Facing	A	Rare	Cancer,	Mike	Conner	
Hopes	For	A	Bone	Marrow	Transplant
By Ed SmitH

“Primary	myelofibrosis.	Two	words	that	have	forever	changed	our	
lives.”

Tammy	Conner	contemplates	the	ramifications	of	what	these	words	
mean	for	her	and	her	husband	Mike,	who	was	recently	diagnosed	with	
this	rare	form	of	cancer.	The	Lexington	couple	–	parents	of	two	chil-
dren	–	has	experienced	an	upheaval	in	their	lives	since	the	diagnosis	was	
made	the	Tuesday	after	Thanksgiving.

See  Conner, page 8

In	 a	 ceremony	 that	 in-
cluded	 outdoor	 speeches,	
a	 plaque	 unveiling,	 group	
photographs	 and	 a	 reception	
featuring	 the	 bank’s	 colors	
of	 lemon	 yellow	 and	 black,	
CornerStone	Bank	 dedicated	
its	 headquarters	 Lexington	
building	in	memory	of	found-
ing	 President	 and	 CEO	 T.	
David	Grist	yesterday	morn-
ing,	 Tuesday.	 	 The	 event	

marked	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	
bank’s	 year-long	 celebration	
of	its	10th	year.

Grist,	who	died	in	Febru-
ary	of	2014,	was	the	visionary	
behind	 CornerStone	 Bank,	
which	 remains	 the	 only	 lo-
cally	 owned	 and	 managed	
bank	in	the	market.	

“This	 building	 was	 his	
dream,”	 said	 CornerStone	
president	Steve	Grist,	in	com-

ments	 about	 his	 late	 brother	
prior	 to	 the	 plaque	 unveil-
ing.	 	 Yet	 while	 David	 Grist	
had	carefully	planned	the	new	
building,	working	closely	with	
the	architect	and	designer,	he	
was	“even	more	proud	of	his	
employees	 here,”	 Grist	 told	
the	gathering.

In	 addition	 to	 members	
of	 the	 Grist	 family,	 others	
on	hand	for	the	ceremony	in-

cluded	bank	board	members,	
shareholders	and	current	and	
former	employees.	

Steve	Grist	read	aloud	the	
wording	of	the	plaque,	which	
will	be	displayed	in	the	bank	
foyer:

“The	David	T.	Grist	Head-
quarters	Building:	This	build-
ing	is		dedicated		on		our		10th	

See Bank, page B8

Schools Deal With Vaping, Juuling

STEVE GRIST, president of CornerStone Bank and brother of the late T. David Grist, unveils a plaque dedicating the 
Lexington branch as the T. David Grist Headquarters Building.  Among those attending yesterday’s ceremony were David 
Grist’s daughter, Hunter Grist (far left), showing emotion after her uncle’s words honoring her late father, who died in 2014, 
and David Grist’s widow, Sharon Grist.  (Kit Huffman photo)

Education,
Monitoring
Part Of Effort
By LiSa PErry

A	high	school	coach	 last	
week	 urged	 random	 testing	
for	 drugs,	 alcohol	 and	 vape	
for	 students	 as	 officials	 at	
both	 local	 high	 schools	 are	
reporting	incidents	involving	
vaping	and	“Juuling.”

Susan	 Nye,	 the	 Rock-
bridge	 County	High	 School	
girl’s	 lacrosse	 coach,	 ad-
dressed	 the	 Rockbridge	
County	School	Board	Tues-
day,	Feb.	12,	describing	her	
concern	regarding	an	alarm-
ing	 increase	 in	 vaping	 she	
has	noted	among	high	school	
students.

Nye	 said	 that	 she	would	
suggest	random	drug,	alcohol	
and	vape	testing	for	all	Rock-
bridge	County	athletes.

“There	 need	 to	 be	 stan-
dards	 set	 for	 athletes,	 and	

for	images	on	social	media,”	
Nye	said.	“The	bathrooms	are	
known	 as	 ‘vaping	 rooms.’”	
Nye	came	prepared	with	re-
search	 from	 Salem	 schools	
she	suggested	RCHS	use	as	a	
model	that	requires	students	
to	sign	a	waiver	saying	they	
are	aware	 they	will	be	drug	
tested	as	a	part	of	 the	privi-
lege	 of	 participating	 on	 an	
athletic	team.	

Though	 Nye	 personally	
volunteered	to	provide	funds	
for	 such	 drug	 testing,	 she	
noted	 it	 should	also	be	con-

sidered	as	a	 line	 item	 in	 fu-
ture	budgets.

The	 School	 Board	
thanked	Nye	for	her	presen-
tation.	

The	News-Gazette	 ran	 a	
story	Feb.	13	that	described	a	
presentation	by	RCHS	school	
resource	 officer	 Hugh	 Fer-
guson	and	Rockbridge	Area	
Community	Services	preven-
tion	 facilitator	 Seth	 Camp-
bell	 on	 the	 current	 vaping	
craze	among	high-schoolers	
at	 a	 school-sponsored	 par-
ent	informational	night.	The	

presentation	 focused	 on	 the	
newest	 nicotine	 and	 mari-
juana	delivery	system	called	
“Juuls.”

Ferguson	 noted,	 too,	 a	
seeming	increase	among	ath-
letes	involved	in	vaping	and	
Juuling,	a	disturbing	trend	he	
said	he	had	not	noted	before	
to	this	degree.	

Both	 high	 schools	 are	
working	hard	to	combat	vap-
ing	and	Juuls.	

See Juuling, page 2

In David’s Memory
Bank Dedicates Headquarters To Founder

Billias, 
Russell
Heading
To Bench
By LiSa PErry

Local	Commonwealth’s	Attorneys	Chris	Billias	and	
Chris	Russell	were	confirmed	as	general	district	 judges	
Thursday	by	the	Virginia	General	Assembly.

“This	 week	 the	
General	 Assembly	
picked	two	individuals	
that	will	 represent	 the	
judiciary	 with	 the	 ut-
most	 honor	 and	 integ-
rity.	Both	Chris	Billias	
and	Chris	Russell	have	
tremendous	 qualifica-
tions	 and	 will	 serve	
the	people	 of	Virginia	
well,”	 Del.	 Ronnie	
Campbell	said.

Russell,	Buena	Vista’s	commonwealth’s	attorney,	 is	
the	newly	confirmed	judge	of	the	Alleghany	General	Dis-
trict	Court.	Russell	will	begin	his	new	duties	July	1.	

Billias,	 commonwealth’s	 attorney	 for	 Rockbridge	
County	and	Lexington,	is	the	newly	confirmed	judge	of	
the	Rockbridge	County	General	District	Court,	succeed-
ing	Gordon	Saunders,	who	is	retiring.	Billias	will	begin	
April	1.	

“This	gives	them	time	to	wrap	up	their	practice	and	
cases	and		make		an		orderly		transition,”		Marilyn		Shaw,	

See Judges, page 5
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continued from page 1
Mike, a program director for the Rock-

bridge Area Recreation Organization, and 
Tammy, an administrative assistant at Car-
ilion Stonewall Jackson Hospital who also 
works in home health care, were stunned by 
the news. The life-threatening disease is rare 
– there are only 18,000 cases in the entire 
United States.

“I’ve never seen it before,” said Dr. Wil-
liam Sayre, Mike’s primary care physician. “I 
knew about it from medical school.” Tammy, 
who has worked in the medical field for more 
than 23 years, had never heard of the disease.

Mike’s condition has cast a shadow over 
the Conners’ future. The latest prognosis is 
that he has just two years to live unless he 
can find a compatible bone marrow donor 
and successfully undergo a stem cell trans-
plant. The search is on for such a donor, with 
family members and friends being tested for 
their compatibility.  

Myelofibrosis is a chronic blood cancer 
characterized by the buildup of scar tissue 
(fibrosis) in the bone marrow, making it dif-
ficult to produce enough normal blood cells. 
A loss of white blood cells and a reduction of 
platelets can lead to various complications, 
including an enlargement of the spleen and 
liver.

“I remember when I got the news, Dr. 
Sayre called and said I had some form of can-
cer,” recalls Mike. “I initially reacted with 
shock, dismay, just hearing the word, ‘can-
cer.’ It’s something you hear about but don’t 
think it’s going to happen to you.”

Given how rare myleofibrosis is, Mike 
commented, “I can probably go out on a 
limb and say I’m the only one in Rockbridge 
County who has it.”

Since the diagnosis, he said, “I’ve had my 
moments. I’ve shed tears, thought about the 
future. Without a stem cell transplant, how 
long do I have?”

Onset Of Symptoms
The Conners were on vacation in Myrtle 

Beach last August when Mike first started ex-
periencing symptoms. “Mike was not feeling 
himself,” said Tammy. “He was very fatigued, 
had profuse sweating even at rest; chest, side 
and back pain, weight loss and no appetite.” 

When he got back home, he made an 
appointment to see Dr. Sayre. Because of 
Mike’s chest pains and a family history of car-
diac disease, the doctor ordered a full cardiac 
workup and referred him to a cardiologist. He 
was found to have an abnormal heart rate and 
placed on medication.

In October, Mike developed a cough and 
wheeze that would not go away. Treated for 
bronchitis, he was given antibiotics and ste-
roids. Still, the symptoms persisted – cough, 
wheeze, sweats, abdominal pain and weight 
loss. His chest was x-rayed and lab work or-
dered. His white blood count was found to 
be significantly elevated. A CAT scan of his 
chest/abdomen/pelvic area was ordered.

When the initial results of the tests were 
in, Mike received a call from Dr. Sayre, who 
told him his spleen and liver were drastically 
enlarged and his labs abnormal. For the first 
time, Dr. Sayre mentioned the words ‘can-
cer,’ ‘leukemia’ and ‘lymphoma.’ He referred 
Mike to Dr. Padmaja V. Mallidi of Blue Ridge 
Cancer Care, who saw him on Nov. 20. A 
bone marrow biopsy was performed.

A week later, “[We] were given the pre-
liminary results that would forever change our 
lives,” said Tammy. “We were told he has pri-
mary myelofibrosis, for which there was no 
cure except for a stem cell transplant, but they 
could try to manage his symptoms with two 
oral chemotherapy medications.”

He began taking the medications, which 
modified his symptoms, making him feel 
somewhat better. “We thought things were 
improving when we received a second punch 
to the gut in December,” said Tammy. Addi-
tional results from the bone marrow biopsy in-
dicated he has four other gene mutations that 
put him at high risk to develop acute myeloid 
leukemia. Dr. Mallidi suggested plans be 
made to pursue a stem cell transplant sooner, 
rather than later.

The Conners went to the Virginia Com-
monwealth University Medical Center in 
Richmond on Jan. 15 to see Dr. Gary Sim-
mons, a bone marrow transplant specialist. 
That’s when they were told that if Mike didn’t 
have a transplant, his life expectancy would 
be two years. “With the transplant, the hope is 
that the cancer will be gone and he will have a 
normal life expectancy,” said Tammy.

Preparing For Transplant
The first step in the process is to seek a 

compatible donor. Testing is conducted on 
potential donors for the match of specific pro-
teins on the surface of white blood cells called 
human leukocyte antigens. In Mike’s case, a 
10/10 match is needed.

Mike’s siblings, who each had a 25 per-
cent chance of being a match, were found not 

to be compatible donors. Other family mem-
bers and friends are being tested. If a match 
can’t be found locally, a bone marrow regis-
try of donors from around the world will be 
checked.

Once a compatible donor is found, Mike 
will go through further tests to see if his body 
is strong enough for a transplant. This would 
be followed by intense chemotherapy and ra-
diation to rid his body of the old cells. The 
donor’s stem cells will be given to Mike via 
a port placed in his chest. The hope is that 
his body will accept the new cells – “They 
will graft and start to produce healthy cells,” 
explained Tammy. She acknowledges the pro-
cedure comes with much risk and potential 
complications.

The operation will take place at VCU, 
where Mike will be a patient for at least a 
month. The Conners will then have to live in 
Richmond for several more months for daily 
visits to the transplant center for checkups and 
lab work.

For the time being, said Tammy, “We are 
trying to maintain as normal of a lifestyle as 
possible with our two children, Camden, age 
15, and Courtney, age 12. Thank goodness, 
we have been told the disease is not heredi-
tary.”

With Mike and Tammy to be out of work 
for months, she noted, “The financial burden 
will be huge.” They have received donations 
from both of their employers and fundraisers 
have been held, including a RARO 3-on-3 
basketball tournament and a RADA cut-
lery sale. A gofundme account has been set 
up. (See separate story.) The Conners have 
arranged for family members to help with 
maintaining their household and taking care 
of their children and two dogs while they are 
in Richmond.

Living With Uncertainty
“It has been an emotional rollercoaster,” 

admits Tammy. “I spend my free time at 
nights and on the weekends researching my-
elofibrosis. The stem cell transplant is a risky 
procedure, so I worry about that.  Mike, on the 
other hand, after the initial shock, I think has 
coped better emotionally than me. His motto 
[is] ‘one day at a time.’”

 “My options are limited because of the 
mutations,” said Mike. “I take it one day at 
a time. I appreciate the fact that I can work, 
that I have a great support group – my wife, 
family and friends. Living in a small commu-
nity, people find out quickly. They find out 
on Facebook. Everybody I see has been very 
encouraging, supportive.”

For example, he notes, “This past Sunday, 
Tammy and I were shopping at Wal-Mart. 
Someone I know from RARO came up and 
talked to me. Then he talked to Tammy and 
gave her some money for groceries. People 
have been very kind.”

Dr. Sayre said he’s encouraged by Mike’s 
positive attitude. “Considering the circum-
stances, he’s holding up pretty well,” the doc-
tor remarked. “It’s a lot to digest. … Mike has 
shown a lot of fortitude with this bad diagno-
sis. We’re still hoping for the best. He has a 
tough road ahead of him.”

Mike said the medication he’s on “makes 
the discomfort manageable. I thank God for 
that. Sometimes I feel like I have a grasp on 
what’s going on. Other times I don’t. I’m not 
looking forward to the stem cell transplant, 
but I think I can get through it, with the sup-
port of my wife, family and friends.”

If  You Want
To Help

A search is on for a bone marrow 
donor for Mike Conner, who has myelo-
fibrosis. Testing for compatibility of po-
tential donors is being conducted. To find 
out how to be a donor, or to get more in-
formation, visit  http://Join.BeTheMatch.
org/Conner. 

Testing for those ages 18-44 is free. 
There is a $100 fee for those ages 45-60. 
CornerStone Bank has set up an account 
for contributions to help with the costs of 
the fees. Any remaining funds from that 
account will go toward Mike’s medical 
expenses.

Monetary donations are needed to 
help the Conner family financially as 
Mike and his wife Tammy are expected 
to be out of work and living in Rich-
mond for several months following the 
bone marrow transplant. A GoFundMe 
account has been set up at  https://www.
gofundme.com/mike-conner. To get an 
update on Mike’s progress, visit https://
www.caringbridge.org/visit/mikeconner.

Conner
Buena Vista

Parking Fees 
Could Rise

Buena Vista City Coun-
cil held a first reading Feb. 7 
on an ordinance to establish 
a new schedule of parking 
fees.

Police Lt. Mitchell Har-
rison explained that the fees 
have remained the same for 
many years and that the new 
schedule will bring them 
in line with those of other 
nearby jurisdictions.

The schedule covers fees 
for 20 different offenses – 
18 for parking violations, 
one for not having a valid 
state license tag and one 
for not having a valid city 
sticker. All of the fines were 
doubled – most from either 
$20 to $40 or $25 to $50. 
A couple of notable excep-
tions are illegal parking in 
a handicapped zone, which 
is being raised from $100 to 
$200, and parking in a fire 
lane, which is going from 
$50 to $100.

City Council will hold a 
second reading and vote on 
the ordinance Feb. 21. If it 

is enacted, it will take effect 
30 days later.

Commission 
Member Named

Marolyn Cash was ap-
pointed to the Buena Vista 
Planning Commission. She 
replaces Guy Holstein, who 
recently resigned. The term 
runs through June 30, 2020.

A lifelong resident of 
Buena Vista, Cash is em-
ployed by Ramsey Real Es-
tate. She also serves on the 
city’s Economic Develop-
ment Authority.

Government Briefs

Virginia’s 75-day spring 
wildfire season began on 
Friday, Feb. 15. The law 
prohibits burning before 4 
p.m. each day until April 
30, if the fire is in, or within 
300 feet of woodland, 
brushland or fields contain-
ing dry grass or other flam-
mable materials. 

Burning is allowed be-
tween 4 p.m. and midnight 
under the state law.

According to Virginia 
Department of Forestry 
records, 95 percent of all 
wildfires in Virginia are 
human-caused and more 
than half are caused by 
people burning trash and 
yard debris. 

“The 4 p.m. law is one 
of the most effective tools 
we have in the prevention 
of wildfires,” said State 
Forester Rob Farrell. “By 
adhering to the law and 
not burning before 4 p.m., 
people are less likely to 
start a fire that threatens 
them, their property and 
the forests of Virginia.”

The Virginia 4 p.m. law 
has existed since 1950 and 
has proven to be of great 
value in reducing the risk 
of wildfires. This is due to 
the fact that wind speeds 
tend to decrease after 4 
p.m. while humidity levels 
typically increase; there-
fore, the chance of fire es-
caping someone’s control 
is radically reduced.

Not only is starting 
a fire before 4 p.m. dan-
gerous during the 75-day 
spring wildfire season, but 
it’s also a Class 3 misde-
meanor. Individuals can 
receive up to a $500 fine, 
and the person respon-
sible for the fire’s escape 
is financially liable for the 
cost of suppressing the 
fire, as well as the damage 
caused to another’s prop-
erty.

According to the 
VDOF director of emer-

gency response, John 
Miller, “We are in good 
shape for the beginning of 
the fire season, thanks to the 
record-breaking rains last 
year and the rain and snow 
we have already received 
this year.” 

However spring winds, 
lower humidity and warm-
ing temperatures can change 
conditions very quickly. 
“One snowstorm or soak-
ing rain can make people 

forget that the vegetation is 
dormant and dry this time 
of year and can become 
hazardous with only a few 
days of dry windy weather,” 
stressed Miller.

To learn more about the 
4 p.m. burn law, alterna-
tives to burning debris, and 
the spring wildfire season, 
visit http://www.dof.vir-
ginia.gov/fire/faqs-burning.
htm  

State 4 P.M. Burn Law In Effect



City Residents
Again Split
On Chickens
By Kit Huffman

An even dozen residents 
(10 in person, two by letter 
only) laid their opinions be-
fore the Lexington Planning 
Commission last Thursday 
about keeping chickens in 
the city.  Though views came 
down on both side, most fa-
vored changing the regula-
tions to allow backyard hens 
in Lexington.

The current rules are ex-
pressed in the city code’s reg-
ulations on animals, stating, 
“It shall be unlawful for any 
person to keep or raise fowl, 

poultry or livestock within the 
city.” 

A strong effort was made 
in 2012 to allow the keeping 
of small flocks of laying hens 

in Lexington with a permit, 
but the proposal was defeated 
by City Council 4-2.  In the re-
vived effort, Council recently 
tasked the Planning Commis-

sion with drafting a chicken 
ordinance, if the Commission 
saw fit to do so, though Coun-
cil will have the last word.

No persuasive props, such 
as a pet hen, were brought to 
last week’s public input ses-
sion, held in the cafeteria of 
Lylburn Downing Middle 
School.  This was just as well, 
since live chickens aren’t al-
lowed in the school, said plan-
ning director Arne Glaeser, 
who had checked.

At the Commission’s di-
rection, Glaeser had prepared 
a list of “Chicken Pros/Cons” 
derived from the 2012 debate 
by Council.  “Cons” included 
arguments that Lexington is 
not rural, neighbors and prop-
erty values may be negatively 

See Chickens, page 8
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Filson
Also
Retiring
As Judge
By Ed SmitH

Learning to play the piano 
and tending to her chickens are 
among the activities Judge Anita 
Filson plans to pursue after she 
steps down from the bench July 
1.

“It’s time to do some of the 
things I’ve wanted to do for a 
long time,” said Filson, a full-
time judge in Rockbridge area 
courtrooms for 18 years, in-
cluding the past three in Circuit 
Court.

She is the second Rockbridge 
area resident judge retiring this 
year. The retirement of General 
District   Court   Judge  Gordon 

See Filson, page 2

‘Stinking’ Or ‘Valuable Addition’?

‘We Need To Separate The 
Person From The Caricature’

Area Woman
Killed Monday
In Accident

A Buena Vista woman was 
killed in a single-vehicle acci-
dent on U.S. 501 just north of 
Glasgow Monday afternoon.

The driver was identified as 
Adrianna Emily Milligan, 29.  
She was not wearing her seatbelt 
and died at the scene.

Virginia State Police Trooper 
S.R. Stagner reported that the 
crash occurred at 3:14 p.m. on 
U.S. 501, one mile north of Va. 
130 in Rockbridge County.

The 2009 Nissan Maxima 
Milligan was driving was  travel-
ing on U.S. 501 when the vehicle 
ran off the right side of the road-
way, struck the embankment and 
overturned. The crash remains 
under investigation.

Saunders Reflects
On Career As Judge

By Ed SmitH
Tall of stature and soft of voice, Judge Gordon Saun-

ders evinces an evenness of temperament that seems well-
suited to the General District courtroom he has presided 
over the past 15 years.

“He is perfectly consistent and has a perfectly even 
demeanor,” says Lexington attorney David Natkin, a 
long-time courtroom colleague. “I knew Gordon when he 
was assistant commonwealth’s attorney, when he was in 
private practice, when he was commonwealth’s attorney 

See Saunders, page 2

Feeling Like A Million Bucks
Tiffany Royer of Buena Vista has become one of the 
state’s newest $1 million scratch ticket lottery winners, 
the Virginia Lottery announced on Friday. For the story, 
see page B3.

Photo by Tony McFaddin

Lexington City
Manager Calls 
For Tax Increase
By Kit Huffman

Lexington residents would see a 2.5 cent increase in 
the real estate tax rate next year, according to the city 
manager’s proposed FY20 budget.  The tax increase will 
be the first in two years.

“With growing financial demands from external agen-
cies, it is important that the FY20 budget strikes a healthy 
balance between current city needs, future city needs and 
outside pressures,” wrote Noah Simon, in his March 25 
letter of transmittal to City Council.

“New revenue sources in all forms (taxes, grants, etc.) 
are necessary to sustain the high level of service deliv-
ery, project completion, long-term water and sewer in-
frastructure, roads, bridges, facilities (including parks), 
high-quality education, public safety and community en-
gagement,” he explained.

Though real estate taxes will go up next year, there 
will be no increases in meals or lodging taxes.

See Lexington, page 3

ELIANA OSBOURNE, a Waddell second-grader, speaks 
in favor of keeping chickens at last Thursday’s public ses-
sion before the Lexington Planning Commission.  (Kit 
Huffman photo)

Distant Lee Relative 
Meets With DeLaney
By KatHErinE WEavEr

In a packed Moot Courtroom at Washing-
ton and Lee School of Law, silence fell as at-
tention shifted to the two men seated in front. 

There in his signature bow tie was Ted 
DeLaney, a W&L history professor near re-
tirement whose education began in the seg-
regated black public schools of Lexington. 
And to his left was the Rev. Rob W. Lee, the 
great-great-great-great nephew of Robert E. 
Lee. 

“I’ve been terrified to come here,” Lee 
admitted to the crowd at last Thursday’s 

public event, called “A Conversation.” It was 
Lee’s second visit to Lexington, and his first 
to W&L’s campus. 

He said that he took a tour of Lee Chapel 
earlier in the day, and saw the portrait of Lee 
in civilian attire. “And he looked really sad,” 
Lee said. His reaction surprised him. 

Rob W. Lee has spoken on national TV 
and written a forthcoming memoir of how he 
deeply detests the actions of his relative dur-
ing the Civil War, but remembered seeing the 
humanity inside Robert E. Lee in that civilian 
portrait. “He looked really broken.”

Lee discussed the struggle of coming to 
terms with the painful history in the current 
political climate. He cited the protestors who 

See Lee, page 3
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Saunders
continued from page 1

and now as judge. I’ve been 
seeing him three or four days 
a week for the past 35 years.”

In all that time and in the 
various roles Saunders has 
played in the courtroom, said 
Natkin, “I’ve known him to 
treat everybody with respect 
and dignity.”

He cited a recent instance 
when he and Saunders were 
both weary, after having en-
dured a long day of handling 
traffic court cases. The judge 
reminded Natkin of the impor-
tance of the work they were 
doing. “In the world today, 
everybody is angry,” Natkin 
recalled Saunders saying. 
“The least we can do is give 
everybody their day in court.”

In a recent interview, 
Saunders, who retired this 
past week, said he tries not 
to be perfunctory in how he 
approaches his duties. “It’s 
important to listen to people, 
to see if there is a basis for 
the charge,” he explained. 
“It’s important to give them 
a chance to talk, to listen to 
what they have to say.”

In General District court, 
he hears not only traffic cases 
but also misdemeanor crimes 
and civil cases in which less 
than $25,000 in damages is 
sought. He also certifies felo-
nies to the Circuit Court grand 
jury. “To put it in perspective, 
it’s high volume and of short 
duration,” he says, comparing 
it to the cases heard in the cir-
cuit and juvenile and domestic 
relations courts.

He said he truly likes what 
he does. “I enjoy going to 
court, trying to work things 
out, to bring about a fair dis-
position, to resolve matters 
for all parties.” Although his 
caseload has grown consider-
ably over the years, he doesn’t 
consider it drudgery.

“If you have a job you 
love, as I do,” he declares, 
“you’ll never work a day in 
your life.”

His decision to step down 
as a regular judge, he said, has 
nothing to do with wanting to 
get away from the work. “I’m 
retiring not because I’m tired 
of it or burned out. There are 
only so many years when you 
have your health. … I’m 66; 
I’ll be turning 67 this sum-
mer. ”

Since becoming a judge 
in 2004, Saunders has pre-
sided over the general district 
courts in Rockbridge County/
Lexington, Buena Vista and 
Waynesboro. He leaves as 
chief judge of the 25th Judi-
cial District, which encom-
passes seven counties and five 
cities in a vast geographical 
area of western Virginia.

Looking Back
Son of a Virginia Military 

Institute professor, Saunders 

said he considers himself for-
tunate to have been able to 
spend his career in the com-
munity where he grew up.

“I attended my 40th law 
school reunion last year,” he 
said. “It’s been 41 years since 
I’ve been involved in the law 
and courts. It was a time for 
reflection. Most of my class-
mates came from larger areas. 
[Conversely,] I grew up here 
in a small town and I felt a 
need to come back here and 
practice law. It’s a wonderful 
community.”

A 1970 graduate of Lex-
ington High School, he has 
fond memories of playing 
basketball for the Scarlet Hur-
ricane. At 6-feet-4, he played 
center for coaches Gene Sloan 
and Dave Madison, influential 
mentors during his formative 
years.

After high school, Saun-
ders opted to stay in Lexington 
and enroll at Washington and 
Lee University, from which he 
graduated magna cum laude in 
1974. He graduated from the 
Marshall-Wythe School of 
Law, College of William and 
Mary, in 1978.

Fresh out of law school, 
he returned briefly to Lex-
ington to work for attorney 
Billy McClung. Soon there-
after, he was personally inter-
viewed by Virginia Attorney 
Gen. Marshall Coleman for 
a position in Staunton in the 
department’s transportation 
division. “I worked two years 
[for the attorney general’s of-
fice]. I did a lot of title work, 
deed preparation for rights of 
way for [the Virginia Depart-
ment of Transportation].

He came back to Lexing-
ton for good in 1980 when he 
got a job as a part-time assis-
tant prosecutor for then-Com-
monwealth’s Attorney John 
Read. He worked in private 
practice from 1984 to 1994 

in the law office of Natkin & 
Heslep. He was a partner in 
the firm of Saunders, Johnson 
& Lewis for about 18 months 
before being elected common-
wealth’s attorney in 1995.

During his time in private 
practice, he served periodi-
cally as a substitute judge for 
the general district and juve-
nile and domestic relations 
courts. He also served as 
county attorney for Bath and 
assistant county attorney in 
Rockbridge and Alleghany.  

When he was first elected 
commonwealth’s attorney, he 
didn’t know his predecessor 
had petitioned the General As-
sembly to have the position el-
evated to full-time. Saunders 
said he had mixed feelings 
about that because it meant 
he would have to give up his 
private practice and his job as 
Bath County attorney. Ulti-
mately he decided it was for 
the best to be able to dedicate 
himself full-time to his pros-
ecutorial duties because of a 
rising caseload.

Today, there is not only 
a full-time commonwealth’s 
attorney for the Rockbridge/
Lexington court but three full-
time assistants as well. Saun-
ders says the ever-growing 
caseload does justify the in-
creased number of positions.

Tales He’s Heard
Stories he’s heard while 

sitting on the bench tend to 
run the full gamut of human 
experience. While he has wit-
nessed plenty of drama, there 
have also been moments of 
comic relief. “It’s interesting,” 
muses Saunders. “You never 
know what people are going 
to say in a courtroom.”

A woman was in his court-
room to answer for being 
clocked going 94 miles an 
hour on the interstate. She 
told Saunders she didn’t re-

alize she was speeding be-
cause her car didn’t “shimmy, 
shake, shutter or groan. When 
I looked at my speedometer, 
I said, ‘get your head out of 
your hind end!’”

There was a man who was 
caught speeding while driving 
in a car that had been reported 
stolen. The man explained 
to the officer that he had the 
permission of the car’s owner, 
who was evidently his girl-
friend, to drive it. He urged 
the officer to call her and con-
firm the fact. The officer did, 
and the owner verified that he 
did indeed have permission. 
However, when the officer 
told her there was another 
woman in the car, she quickly 
changed her mind and said, 
“No, he didn’t have permis-
sion. Arrest them both!”

‘You never know 
what people are going 
to say in a courtroom.’ 
… A man charged with 
reckless driving handed 
in his wife’s driver’s 
license instead of his 
because, he said, ‘I’ve 
had too many tickets!’

A man charged with writ-
ing bad checks explained to 
Saunders that “sometimes 
there’s money in [his ac-
count]; sometimes there’s 
not.” A woman charged with 
curse and abuse justified her 
propensity for using profanity 
by saying, “I’m just a country 
girl.” 

Saunders remembers a 
New Jersey resident who was 
overjoyed with the judge’s 
dismissal of an expired tag 
charge after he had purchased 
a new tag. “He said, ‘Thank 
God I’m in Virginia. If this 

had happened in New Jersey 
they would have impounded 
my car, shot my wife and sto-
len my daughter!’” 

A man charged with speed-
ing blamed his wife, whom he 
called a “human radar” for 
not speaking up when he went 
over the speed limit. Another 
man charged with reckless 
driving handed in his wife’s 
driver’s license instead of his 
because, he said, “I’ve had too 
many tickets!”

 
Working In Retirement

Although he’s now offi-
cially retired, Saunders plans 
to return to the courtroom as 
a substitute judge after a man-
datory hiatus of three months. 
Until then, and after then, he 
has interests he plans to pur-
sue.

He enjoys photography, 
a hobby that he has grown 
pretty serious about the past 
few years. Taking photos of 
wildlife is his passion. Photos 
of fox, deer and moose he’s 
taken while traveling out west 
are striking in their detail. 
He also likes to photograph 
landscapes, and will soon be 
attending a workshop on land-
scape photography in Santa 
Fe, New Mexico.

He’s staying fit by riding a 
bicycle, an activity he plans to 
continue. He has been doing 
quite a bit of biking lately on 
the Blue Ridge Parkway.

He hopes to do some trav-
eling in retirement. “New 
Zealand and Australia are on 
my bucket list,” he says. How-
ever, the best time to travel to 
the southern hemisphere, he 
notes, is when it’s winter here 
in the northern hemisphere. 
Such a southern excursion, 
unfortunately, won’t be pos-
sible just yet because his wife 
Vickie, a school teacher, is not 
ready to retire.

The Saunderses do plan to 
see a lot more of their grown 
children. They have a son, 
Kyle, who lives in Boulder, 
Colo., and a daughter, Lynd-
sey, who lives closer to home, 
in Stuarts Draft. Lyndsey fol-
lowed in her mother’s foot-
steps by becoming a teacher.

Saunders will likely also 
continue to be a teacher of 
sorts, mentoring those who 
are new to the legal profes-
sion. “He has been a very fine 
mentor to young lawyers,” 
attests Buena Vista Common-
wealth’s Attorney Chris Rus-
sell, who as a young attorney 
was hired by Saunders to be 
an assistant prosecutor in the 
Rockbridge/Lexington com-
monwealth’s attorney’s office. 

Russell, set to become a 
general district court judge in 
Alleghany County July 1, said 
Saunders has always been 
“very encouraging” to him. 

Of his one-time mentor, 
Russell says, “I can see the 
impact he has had on the pro-
fession, the local bar and the 
community.”

Filson
continued from page 1

Saunders was effective 
Monday, April 1. 

Filson, 67, said Mon-
day she hopes to be 
able to spend more time 
with her grandchildren 
in Florida. She and her 
husband Jay have about 
30 chickens that they 
look after on their rural 
property near Raphine. 
“Jay loves to give people 
eggs,” she remarked.

She said she has al-
ways wanted to learn 
how to play the piano but 
hasn’t had the time. She 
now plans to take les-
sons.

“It’s been a wonderful 
career,” Filson said of the 
legal profession she took 
up after returning to col-
lege to earn bachelor’s 
and law degrees when 
she was in her 30s.

Working full-time 
as a paralegal for Lex-
ington attorney Tommy 
Spencer, Filson attended 
Mary Baldwin College’s 
adult studies program, 
graduating summa cum 
laude in 1983. Three 
years later, she graduated 
from Washington and 
Lee University’s School 
of Law and joined Spen-
cer as a partner in his law 
firm.

She remained in prac-
tice with Spencer for the 
next 15 years while also 
serving as an assistant 
public defender from 
1991 to 1994 and a sub-
stitute judge from 1995 
to 2000.

In 2001, Filson was 
elected to be the first 
woman judge of Virgin-
ia’s 25th judicial district, 
a sprawling geographic 
area in western Virginia 
that encompasses seven 
counties and five cities, 
including all three Rock-
bridge area localities. She 
served as a juvenile and 
domestic relations court 
judge for 15 years, until 
becoming a circuit court 
judge in 2016.

“I’m humbled to have 
had the opportunity to 
serve my community,” 
said Filson. “It is a po-
sition of service to the 
community. I hope I’ve 
done some good.”

She hopes to continue 
serving her community 
in the role of substitute 
judge. After an absence 
of three months from the 
bench, she will be eligi-
ble to serve in this role.

As for who her suc-
cessor will be in the 
Rockbridge/Lexington 
and Buena Vista circuit 
courts, that will be up to 
the General Assembly, or 
possibly the governor.

The General Assem-
bly meets for a one-day 
veto session today, April 
3, at the state capitol in 
Richmond. If legislators 
don’t select Filson’s suc-
cessor today, Gov. Ralph 
Northam could appoint 
someone to serve on an 
interim basis from July 1 
until the General Assem-
bly reconvenes later.

The General Assem-
bly elected two Rock-
bridge area residents to 
judgeships earlier this 
year. Chris Billias, for-
mer Rockbridge/Lex-
ington commonwealth’s 
attorney, succeeded Gor-
don Saunders Monday as 
the Rockbridge area Gen-
eral District Court judge. 
Chris Russell, Buena 
Vista commonwealth’s 
attorney, is to become a 
General District Court 
judge in Alleghany 
County on July 1.

Billias Takes His 
Seat On The Bench
By Mattie Marsh

The man who has taken Gordon Saunders’ place as judge 
of Rockbridge County/Lexington General District Court, Chris 
Billias, was sworn in Friday in the General District courtroom.

Billias had served as the commonwealth’s attorney for Rock-
bridge County and Lexington since November 2015. 

At the ceremony Friday, Saunders praised his successor, not-
ing his abilities to be “compassionate and respectful,” to “listen,” 
and to be “open-minded and impartial.”

Shifting praise for his accomplishments to gratitude for those 
who helped him as he pursued this position, Billias said he “could 
not have made these accomplishments alone.” Billias especially 
emphasized the support of his wife throughout his career.

“If I can do a fraction of what the judges sitting on the bench 
before me have done, I believe I will be doing well,” said Billias 
in his closing remarks.

ROCKBRIDGE Circuit Court Clerk Michelle Trout administers the oath of office for 
new Judge Chris Billias. Presiding for the ceremony is Circuit Court Judge Joel Brans-
com. (Mattie Marsh photo)

‘I enjoy going to court, trying to work things out, to bring about a fair disposition, 
to resolve matters for all parties.’- Judge Gordon Saunders

RETIRING Judge Gordon Saunders (right) receives a framed resolution on Friday praising 
him for his service that was adopted by Buena Vista City Council. With him are City Council 
member Steve Baldridge (left) and Mayor Bill Fitzgerald. (Ed Smith photo)
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By Ed Smith

Barry Staton was 12 years 
old when torrential rains from 
the remnants of Hurricane 
Camille devastated his home-
town of Buena Vista. 

Sharing his memories of 
this epochal event that hap-
pened half-a-century ago, 
Staton has written a book that 
provides fascinating details 
about the August 1969 flood 
of record and seven other 
occasions since then when 
Buena Vista has experienced 
serious flooding.

“Camille Fifty Years Later 
and Life Along the Maury 
River” delves into how the re-
curring floods have impacted 
the blue-collar, close-knit 
community. The book, which 
includes plenty of photo-
graphs, is mostly about Buena 
Vista and its residents, how 
they’ve endured, surviving 
hardships that brought them 
closer together. 

Staton offers tales from 
his own perspective as well 
as from other Buena Vista 
residents he interviewed. He 
talked too with folks who ex-
perienced flooding along the 
South River and in Glasgow. 
He also ventured east over 
the Blue Ridge into Nelson 
County, which was hit the 
hardest in 1969, suffering 
by far the most loss of life. 
The death toll in the Rock-
bridge area was 23; in Nelson 
County, 125 lives were lost.

Personal Recollections
On the evening of Aug. 19, 

1969, as the rain gushed and 
river rose, Staton was hang-
ing out with friends at Cash’s 
Texaco, a popular gathering 
place that had a couple of 
pinball machines in the back 

room. He remembers by name 
a lot of the people who were 
there that night.

Heavy rains continued 
through the night. The next 
morning, Staton, his older 
brother Gerald and a couple 
of friends ventured out from 
their neighborhood in the 
vicinity of Maple Avenue 
and 12th Street. He and the 
other boys held hands as they 
waded through a raging creek.

“We made it within one 
block of Kenney Burgers, and 
we could see it was totally 
covered with flood water,” 
Staton writes. “Reeves Broth-
ers rubber plant was covered, 
and cars and trucks were float-
ing like boats.”

He noticed that cars float-
ing through the floodwaters 
had their interior lights on, 
which he imagines was some 
quirk of the vehicles’ electri-
cal system. Merchandise from 
Peebles Department Store was 
floating down Magnolia Av-
enue. He remembers seeing 
people in boats stopping at 
Bantam Market to grab cases 

of beer that had been placed 
outside the store.

Staton recalls that cars 
were stacked on top of each 
other at B&J Chevrolet. He 
could only make out the top 
of Cash’s Texaco, where 
he’d been the night before, as 
most of the building was sub-
merged by floodwaters.

Eyewitness Accounts
Among the people Staton 

interviewed was Lyle Robin-
son, who in 1969 lived in a 
trailer along the South River 
at Midvale. His parents per-
ished in the floodwaters but 
Robinson, then 15, survived 
by clinging to a locust tree. He 
was rescued by helicopter the 
next morning, sunburned – the 
sky was clear the day after the 
flood – but otherwise okay.

Staton spoke with Roy 
F. Cash Jr., who has a har-
rowing memory from the 
‘69 flood. Cash and Barbara 
Hayes, shift workers at Bur-
lington Industries, departed 
the plant at the same time the 
night of the flood. Driving 
separately, Cash helped guide 
Hayes through the torrential 
rains north on U.S. 501 to the 
turnoff at River Road, where 
Hayes lived. Cash continued 
on to his home in Buena Vista.

As the floodwaters rose 
overnight, Hayes was among 
seven people in two families 
that took refuge in a barn that 
eventually collapsed. All were 
swept away, though there was 
one survivor, a 7-year-old 
girl, Myra Jean Rion, who 
was rescued the next morning 
a couple of miles downstream 
in Glasgow.

Different Floods
Most Rockbridge area 

residents are familiar with 

another big flood experienced 
here in the years since 1969. 
That would be the Election 
Day Flood of 1985, which did 
plenty of damage but had no 
fatalities.

Staton’s book includes 
details about the ‘85 flood as 
well as half-a-dozen others 
that caused varying amounts 
of destruction. Staton has seen 
the force of the Maury River 
up close during these flood-
ing events. Between 1979 and 
1986, he and his wife Mona 
lived along the river just south 
of Buena Vista near the for-
mer Bluebird factory.

Since 1986, the Statons 
have lived off of River Road, 
a couple of miles south of 
Buena Vista, in full view 
of the Goose Neck Dam, or 
dwindling remnants of it with 
each subsequent flood.

In recounting the differ-
ences among each separate 
and distinct flood he’s lived 
through, Staton alludes to dual 
floods that occurred only days 
apart in June of 1995. The lat-
ter of these he refers to as a 
“detritus mountain flood” be-
cause of lava-like landslides 
of water, rock rubble and soil 
that poured off mountainous 

terrain onto U.S. 501, between 
Buena Vista and Glasgow.

Staton was trapped at his 
River Road home for four 
days during the 1995 flooding. 
“This flood was different from 
all other floods,” he writes.

-   -   -
 “Camille Fifty Years Later 

and Life Along the Maury 
River, a Memoir by Barry 
Staton” can be purchased on 
Amazon (by typing in Barry 
Staton’s name), at Sheltman’s 
Grocery, Gary’s Small Engine 
Repair or Big John’s Grill, or 
by calling Staton at (540) 319-
0623.

Book Recounts Camille, Other Floods
Author Grew Up in BV, Lives Along The Maury

THE GOOSE NECK dam, in the Maury River a couple of miles south of Buena Vista, is 
seen following the 1969 flood. Remnants of the dam have been lost with each subse-
quent flood. (photo courtesy of Barry Staton) 

BARRY STATON

LYLE ROBINSON was 
15 and lived in Mid-
vale along the South 
River with his parents 
during the 1969 flood. 
His parents died but he 
survived by clinging to 
a locust tree until being 
rescued by helicopter 
the next day. A ROAD-
SIDE MONUMENT 
(far left) to the lives lost 
from Hurricane Camille 
can be found in Nelson 
County, which had by 
far the most fatalities 
of any of the jurisdic-
tions beset by flooding. 
(Barry Staton photos)

Five Generations
Five generations of a local family got together in mid-May for 
this photo. Mary Brogan of Lexington, 96, is proudly holding 
her great-great-granddaughter Eliza Layne Elmore, who was 
just 15 days old at the time. Also pictured are Eliza’s father, 
Hunter Elmore, and his mother, Anita Sheets Elmore, and 
her mother, Judy Brogan Sheets. 


