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See SCHOOL BUDGET on page 5

Chesterfield County Public Schools’ 
operating budget is projected to increase 
by nearly $55 million in fiscal year 2021 – 

the largest single-year jump in the county’s history.
School officials say it’s still not enough.
Less than 24 hours after the Board of 

Supervisors voted last Wednesday not to raise 
Chesterfield’s property tax rate this year, School 
Board members expressed disappointment that 
the county isn’t fully funding the budget proposal 
submitted last month by Superintendent Merv 
Daugherty. 

“It’s $40 million short of what we need,” said 
School Board chairwoman Debbie Bailey during a 
work session last Thursday.

The School Board was scheduled to vote 
Feb. 25 on the budget it will submit to County 
Administrator Joe Casey, although it won’t be 
finalized until the General Assembly and Board of 
Supervisors approve the state and county budgets, 
respectively.

The Chesterfield Education Association and 

For schools, 
extra $55M 
not enough
Parents, teachers  

rally for more  
budget funding

See CHOICE on page 4

BY RICH GRISET STAFF WRITER

A
t the bang of the starter pistol, the girls 
push off from their blocks and run as 
fast as their little legs will take them. 

As the crowd chants the runners’ 
names, an 8-year-old in a neon green headband 
and fuchsia sneakers quickly establishes herself as 
the leader. Soon, she’s many lengths ahead of her 
competition, handily winning the indoor USA 
Track & Field national championship race for 
7- and 8-year-olds girls last March in New York. 

Not only does she finish the 200-meter event 
with an indoor season record time of 30.79; she 
wins the 400 meter and long jump competitions 
as well.

BORN TO RUN

Who is this running phenom? Alaiyah Choice, 
a driven young runner from Chester who turned 
9 this month. Last year, Choice took home 12 na-
tional titles from USA Track & Field, the Amateur 
Athletics Union and the Junior Olympics.  

Earlier this month, Choice was honored as 
USATF’s Virginian female athlete of the year for 
2019 in the 8 and under category. Colleges are 
beginning to show interest, and her mother is 
already talking about the 2028 Summer Olympics. 
Simply put, Choice is one of the fastest 9-year-olds 
to lace up running shoes. 

Meet Alaiyah Choice, Chester’s 9-year-old track phenom

Alaiyah Choice at 
home in Chester, 
surrounded by 
the track and field 
medals she earned 
in 2019. Last year, 
the 9-year-old took 
home 12 national 
titles. COFFEE CULTURE:

NEW CHESTER COFFEE
HOUSE IS GROUNDED IN
NEURO-INCLUSIVITY 
Page 6

JENNY McQUEEN

JENNY McQUEEN



COWORKING APART:
GATHER PREPS TO
OPEN IN MIDLO 
Page 9

See 7TH DISTRICT on page 19

FALMOUTH, VA
PERMIT NO. 597

BY JIM McCONNELL SENIOR WRITER

See CORNERSTONE on page 4
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B
y car, Kenosha, Wisconsin, is roughly 
14 hours, 880 miles, from Jazmine 
Best’s cul-de-sac on Chester Station 
Drive. But on a muggy weeknight in 

early September, the Aug. 23 police shooting of 
Jacob Blake – a Black man from Kenosha shot 
multiple times in the back by a white police officer 
– is edging its way into the conversation in Best’s 
living room.   

Sitting around a card table, six women in their 
30s and 40s – three Black, two white and one 
Hispanic – are holding their monthly get-to-
gether, a biblical book club of sorts, to discuss 

At a cultural 
crossroads

Long segregated by race, Christian churches are  
beginning to bridge the divide.  

A church in Chester is leading the way 
BY SCOTT BASS EDITOR

“Be the Bridge: Pursuing God’s Heart for Racial 
Reconciliation,” by Latasha Morrison. Maybe it’s 
the blue collar modesty, the wood frame and brick 
ranchers built in the 1980s, the pickup trucks, or 
perhaps it’s the Confederate flag a few doors down 
– but this small Chester neighborhood doesn’t 
seem like the obvious setting for cross-cultural 
bridge building. 

The women started discussing “Be the Bridge” 
in January, long before the brutal murder of 
George Floyd in late May, and the social unrest 

ASH DANIEL

Pastor Shawn Franco 
kneels in prayer 
during an outdoor 
service at Cornerstone 
Assembly of God in 
early October. After 
more than a decade 
of outreach, the 
church has morphed 
from a predominately 
white congregation to 
a diverse mix of white, 
Black and Hispanic 
members. 

T
wo years ago, on the heels of the #MeToo 
movement and Donald Trump’s 
victory in the 2016 presidential election, 
a grassroots coalition of left-leaning 

Chesterfield women launched an aggressive 
canvassing operation that took down U.S. Rep. 
Dave Brat and helped flip a 7th House District seat 
that had been held by Republicans for the better 
part of five decades.

As Election Day 2020 looms amid a global 

Women play 
critical role in 

7th District vote
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MANAGING PANDEMIC
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MIGHT BE TIME FOR 
THAT 2020 CANCER 
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See COLBROOK MOTEL on page 14
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BY RICH GRISET STAFF WRITER

R
usted and weather-beaten, the old 
motel sign stood on Jefferson Davis 
Highway for more than half a century. 

With its neon lettering broken and 
its original dark green paint faded to somewhere 
between sea green and gunmetal gray, the sign 
had clearly seen better days before its removal 
earlier this year. Reading “Colbrook Motel,” it 
stood as a beacon for Black motorists seeking 
safe refuge prior to desegregation. The motel, 
one of the few places in Chesterfield where 
Black travelers could spend the night, opened See BALLPARK on page 5

BY JIM McCONNELL SENIOR WRITER

A
s it encourages Richmond to invest 
in shared regional amenities, Ches-
terfield County is dangling a carrot 
that has been on the city’s wish list for 

nearly two decades: funding for a new baseball 
stadium to replace The Diamond.

Chesterfield wants Richmond to join it and 
Henrico County as an equal partner in the 
operation of Henricus Historical Park, a living 
history museum located within the county’s 
Dutch Gap Conservation Area. In return, 
Chesterfield has offered to help pay for a ballpark 
that would be used by both the Richmond 
Flying Squirrels and Virginia Commonwealth 
University.

The proposed quid pro quo was briefly 
outlined in a July 22 letter from Chesterfield 
County Administrator Joe Casey to the Board 
of Supervisors, a copy of which was recently 
obtained by the Observer.

“The county will continue to pursue broader 
participation at Henricus and other Chesterfield 
entities as economic conditions normalize,” 
Casey wrote in the 18-page document, which he 
presented to the five-member board at the end 
of fiscal year 2020 as a status update on local 
priorities.

“Monies don’t just flow one way anymore in 
this region,” he said in a recent interview. “The 
standing offer [to the city], if you will, is if you 
want to be serious about a baseball stadium as 
part of a regional partnership, you also need 
to be serious about something that serves the 
region in Henricus.”

Jim Nolan, press secretary for Richmond 
Mayor Levar Stoney, didn’t respond to a request 
for comment by the Observer’s press time 

County floats 
funding for 
new ballpark
Casey: New stadium 
for Squirrels hinges 
on city support for 
Henricus park

A SIGN  
OF THE 
TIMES

Local “Green 
Book” motel was 
a haven for Black 
travelers during 

the Jim Crow era. 
Soon, the site  

may again serve 
people in need

in 1946, more than a decade before Interstate 
95 overtook U.S. Route 1 as the primary way to 
traverse the East Coast.   

During the era of Jim Crow, a system of local 
and state laws that enforced racial segregation 
in the United States, the Colbrook Motel was 
the lone Chesterfield business highlighted in 
“The Negro Motorist Green Book,” a national 
reference guide that listed Black-friendly estab-
lishments. As bus and train travel at the time 

COURTESY OF  
SUSAN HELLMAN

One of the few 
places Black 
travelers could 
stay overnight in 
Chesterfield during 
the Jim Crow era, 
the former Colbrook 
Motel on U.S. Route 
1 is slated to become 
a new affordable 
housing community. 


