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InSIDe

By ALLISON BROPHy CHAMPION

CULPEPER STAR-EXPONENT

Culpeper Town Council 
Tuesday night voted to file a 
$4.6 million claim for dam-
ages as part of the ongoing 
class action National Pre-
scription Opiate Litigation in 
which thousands of localities 
nationwide have sued now-
bankrupt Purdue Pharma 
for its lead role in the opioid 
crisis.

At least 430,000 deaths in 
the U.S. since 2000 have been 

linked to overdoses from opi-
oids, including prescription 
pills such as OxyContin and 
Vicodin along with heroin 
and fentanyl. U.S. attorney 
generals are among those 
trying to reach a nationwide 
settlement.

“The opiate epidemic has 
had a significant and costly 
negative impact both na-
tionally and locally,” Town 
Treasurer Howard Kartel 
told council, reading from 
a report. “This epidemic is 

believed to be a result of inap-
propriate actions by opioid 
manufacturers, distributors 
and retailers whose actions 
have damaged communi-
ties throughout the United 
States, including the town of 
Culpeper.”

The town’s claim against 
Purdue Pharma seeks mon-
ey in already-incurred and 
future damages and abate-
ment costs for the period 
spanning 2003 to 2040. The 
estimates are based on ap-

proximate costs for child wel-
fare and adolescent services, 
drug treatment programs, 
education and prevention 
initiatives, healthcare, law 
enforcement and criminal 
justice and lost tax revenue.

The town will file as part 
of a Consolidated Claim be-
ing administered by an Ad 
Hoc Committee formed to 
represent governmental and 
other contingent litigation 
claimants.

Kartel told Culpeper Town 

Council it’s “hard to suggest” 
the town would receive the 
entire $4.6 million and that 

it could instead receive “pen-
nies on the dollar.” Either 
way, the town has to be part 
of the claim to receive any 
potential relief. Council-
man Pranas Rimeikis voted 
against joining the suit and 
Councilman Jon Russell was 
absent.

“What do we have to do 
with the money if we get it?” 
asked Mayor Mike Olinger.

Tow n Ma nager Chris 
Hively said any award from 

By JUSTIN MATTINGLy

RiChMOND TiMES-DiSPATCh

A national organization that seeks 
to elect Democrats to the U.S. House 
of Representatives is suing Virginia’s 
Board of Elections after the panel 
allowed congressional candidates, 
including five in swing districts, to 
qualify for the November ballot de-
spite not filing paperwork on time.

The Democratic Congressional 
Campaign Committee filed the law-
suit Tuesday in Richmond Circuit 
Court, a week after the state elections 
board’s split decision. The Board of 
Elections, which has a Democratic 
majority, gave leniency to eight can-
didates who did not meet the June 9 
deadline to file a form with the De-
partment of Elections to qualify for 
the general election ballot.

Bob Good, who is the Republican 
nominee in the 5th District, received 
an exception. So did four of the six 
Republicans vying to challenge Rep. 
Abigail Spanberger, D-7th, come 
November, including Del. Nick Frei-
tas, R-Culpeper, who has raised more 
money than his opponents and also 
neglected to send the paperwork in 
on time last year. Democrat Nicholas 
Betts, who is running against Rep. 
Ben Cline, R-6th, also received an 
extension.

The DCCC is asking that the can-
didates not be allowed to appear on 
the November ballot, which would 
substantially benefit Democrats in 
the 5th and 7th district races.

“Virginia’s election law is clear: to 
appear on the ballot, you must file 
before the deadline, or request an 
extension in a timely fashion. But Bob 

By HAILEy BULLIS

ThE FREE LANCE–STAR

Fredericksburg Nationals 
owner Art Silber had wanted 
to celebrate his 80th birthday 
by skydiving into a packed sta-
dium and landing somewhere 
between center field and home 
plate.

With the 2020 minor league 
baseball season canceled amid 
the coronavirus pandemic, that 
dream was no longer possible.

Instead, on Tuesday, the Fred-
ericksburg Nationals hosted a 
Jackie Robinson Legacy Night at 
the team’s new stadium by the 
Fredericksburg Expo Center. 

The event included a screening 
of the movie “42,” in honor of the 
baseball legend.

“We don’t have a baseball sea-
son, but we have a spectacular 
ballpark,” said Silber.

Silber said he has looked up to 
Robinson since he was 7 and he 
lived half of a block away from 
Ebbets Field. Silber, who grew 
up in Brooklyn, N.Y., went to the 
first game Robinson played for 
the Brooklyn Dodgers, when he 
officially broke color barrier.

Silber has been a fan of Robin-
son ever since.

“He was this amazing ath-
lete, brilliant baseball player, 
college graduate, officer in the 
Army, incredibly talented guy 
and as children we idolized 
him, we looked up to him,” said 
Silber. “When we would play 
our make-believe games in the 

street and one team would be 
the Brooklyn Dodgers, one team 
would be the New York Yankees 
and we would make believe that 
we were different players—we 
all wanted to be Jackie Robin-
son.”

In honor of Silber’s birthday, 
his children, Seth and Lani Sil-
ber Weiss, worked with the city 
to name the traffic circle by the 
stadium after Jackie Robinson, 
making the address of the ball-
park 42 Jackie Robinson Way.

“To the city and everybody 
else who made this possible, I 
cannot tell you how grateful I 

By CLINT SCHEMMER

CULPEPER STAR-EXPONENT

Culpeper’s first utility-scale 
solar plant is getting a close look 
from county planning com-
missioners as the project moves 
closer to construction.

Commissioners devoted more 
than an hour, in a work session 
last week, to peppering the devel-
oper’s representatives with de-
tailed questions about the 1,093-
acre, 100-megawatt facility that 
county supervisors approved in 
late 2018 off Blackjack Road in the 
Stevensburg District.

Most members of the advisory 
panel asked specifics of Green-
wood Solar LLC’s attorney and 
consultants, inquiring about 
truck traffic, visibility, landscap-

ing, site access, drainage and 
more.

The Board of Supervisors 
approved the project on Oct. 2, 
2018, and extended the usual 
one-year conditional-use permit 
for an extra year. So Greenwood, a 
subsidiary of FLORIDA, wants to 
start building its facility this fall.

Culpeper Planning Director 
Sam McLearen urged speed in 
the commissioners’ review, tell-
ing the panel that “time is of the 
essence.”

Proposed to feed Northern 
Virginia’s hungry, rapidly grow-
ing data centers, proposals for 
large solar farms have been 
controversial in Culpeper, with 
residents expressing worry 

By ALLISON BROPHy CHAMPION

CULPEPER STAR-EXPONENT

After talking about it for many 
years, Culpeper government 
leaders are finally working to 
streamline the six-step process 
for obtaining a new business 
license.

Most recently discussed at 
the July 10 meeting of the Town 
& County Interaction Com-
mittee, the yet-to-be-unveiled 
regulatory improvement would 
eliminate physical, multiple 
office visits to town planning 
& zoning, the building official, 
commissioner of revenue, 
health department (if operat-
ing a restaurant or childcare 
center), county environmental 
services and town treasurer (if 
using town utilities).

Visiting all of those places to 
complete required paperwork 
is currently what those seeking 
to start a new business in Cul-
peper have to do. Not everyone 
thinks that’s a negative.

“Each office on this list enjoys 
the face-to-face interaction 
with the business owner,” Town 
Clerk Ashley Clatterbuck told 
the interaction committee last 
week. “It helps them under-
stand everything that goes on 
at the local level to operating a 
business.”

But some people don’t have 
time to visit six offices to get 
their license. So the new option-
al online process would elimi-
nate the physical back and forth 
through a single-digital portal. 
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Culpeper joins PurduePharma national opioid class action suit

ASSOCiATED PRESS FiLE

Pill bottles are left in protest 
outside the headquarters of 
Purdue Pharma in 2018, in 
Stamford, Connecticut.

Fredericksburg ball club celebrates legacy 
of Jackie Robinson at new stadium

PhOTOS by MikE MORONES / ThE FREE LANCE-STAR

Ronald Hill and family members wave to the crowd after a video was shown honoring his great-great-uncle Pete Hill, a Hall-of-Fame base-
ball player from Culpeper at the new ballpark in Fredericksburg on Tuesday, July 14. Visitors watched from blankets on the field.

The FredNats celebrate owner 
Art Silber’s 80th birthday by un-
veiling the new Jackie Robinson 
Way sign.

culpeper Hall-of-famer’S famIly HelpS mark HIStory

See OPIOIdS, Page A5

See FREd NATS, Page A3

DCCC sues 
state elections 
board over 
Freitas, Good

bOb bROWN

del. Nick Freitas, R-Culpeper (right) 
shakes hands with a member of the 
crowd at a gun rights rally Jan. 20 as 
he enters the state Capitol.

See FREITAS, Page A6

Culpeper to streamline 
new business license 
process with online option

See LICENSE, Page A6

Culpeper panel 
peppers Florida firm 
with solar questions

See GREENWOOd, Page A5
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the suit would go into the 
town’s general fund unless 
the judge presiding in the 
national case assigns it for 
specific uses.

“It could be 40 cents, $4,000 
or $4 million,” Hively said. “It 
would be something.”

Councilman Keith Price 
called it “a huge big ac-

tion,” saying the litigation 
launched last year: “(Pur-
duePharma) made OxyCon-
tin,” he added of the highly 
addictive opioid whose dan-
ger was downplayed by the 
company.

Councilwoman Jamie 
Clancey made a motion to 
move forward with filing a 
claim on behalf of the town 
and Councilman Frank 
Reaves Jr. offered a second.

Since the local onset of 
COVID-19 in March, focus 

has shifted from the local 
opioid epidemic, previously 
a major concern, especially 
for Culpeper, which had a 
higher than average per cap-
ita death rate for overdoses.

But Dr. Wade Kartchner, 
Rappahannock-Rapidan 
Health District Director, said 
it continues to be an issue 
nationwide.

“The consumption of re-
sources to combat COVID-19 
has not helped keep a sus-
tained focus on drug over-

doses,” he said on Wednes-
day to the Star-Exponent.

According to the most re-
cent data from the state med-
ical examiner’s office, nine 
people died of opiate over-
doses in Culpeper County 
last year. Since 2010 in Cul-
peper, 93 people have died of 
opiate overdoses, peaking in 
2017 with 19 deaths.

In the first two months of 
2020 in the five-county area, 
two died of heroin overdoses, 
according to the Culpeper 

Police Department.
Statewide last year, 1,617 

people died from fatal over-
doses, the most ever in Vir-
ginia. Of those, fentanyl con-
tributed to nearly 60 percent 
of deaths, according to VDH.

A new orga n i z at ion, 
Groups Recover Togeth-
er, will be starting drug 
treatment in August in the 
Warrenton area, Kartchner 
said. 

The Health Director said 
reps from the group met with 

him and Community Ser-
vices Director Jim LaGraffe 
in February to discuss area 
needs.

Groups Recover Together 
will accept Medicaid and 
most commercial insurance 
and have a discounted self-
pay program for the unin-
sured population, Kartchner 
said: “This is exciting news 
for the area.”

abrophy@starexponent.com 
540/825-4315

Opioids
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about their impact on roads, ag-
ricultural soils, historic sites and 
waterways.

Stevensburg-area landown-
ers’ legal challenge to Greenwood 
failed, losing in the county Circuit 
Court and the Virginia Supreme 
Court.

Thomas Klein, an attorney with 
the law firm of Troutman Pepper, 
told planning commissioners July 8 
that Greewood’s site plan conforms 
with state law and the 35 conditions 
that Culpeper supervisors put on 
the county permit.

Klein promised a speedy reply 
to the commissioners’ many ques-
tions. “We’ll make sure you receive 
a written answer to every question, 
and have experts available to drill 
down further.”

Commission Chairman Sanford 
Reaves thanked Klein for the effort, 
saying his members appreciate 
getting detailed information when 
they ask a question.

“Let’s get this right the first time, 
so the time we’ve spent tonight 
is not for nothing, ... so the staff is 
truly informed,” Reaves said. “... 
Our constituents are holding us ac-
countable as we advise our Board of 
Supervisors.”

Lance Kilby, a new commission-
er who is a professional engineer, 
pressed on many issues posed by 
his careful review of Greenwood’s 
plans.

He expressed doubt about the 
developer’s method for screening 
the thousands of solar panels from 
view, given the site’s undulating 
topography.

Kilby asked if Greenwood had 
done any viewshed analysis that 
would help officials understand 
how the project would appear from 
adjoining areas.

He said Greenwood had not sub-
mitted a plan to prevent spills from 
its stormwater retention plans, nor 
an agreement on who would main-
tain them so that responsibility 
doesn’t fall on the county.

Commissioner Laura Rogers 
asked where trucks carrying solar 
panels and other construction 
materials to the site will come from.

Klein couldn’t answer, but said 
the trucks would enter Batna Road 
from State Route 3, coming from 
the east. He said he would ask 
Greenwood’s design team and traf-
fic engineer to address her point 
after the developer receives its oc-
cupancy permit from Culpeper.

Rogers also asked how Culpeper 
will be notified when the plant’s so-
lar panels are going to be replaced, 
and how Greenwood will avoid 
traffic issues then on the narrow 
roads near the site.

Greenwood’s representatives 
said the company will use an access 
road, on its land, that Dominion is 
using to access its Stevensburg-ar-
ea high-voltage transmission line. 
It will create staging areas there 
for its trucks, trying to keep big-
ger deliveries off Batna Road, they 

said. But it will be up to the Virginia 
Department of Transportation to 
notify local officials of construction 
deliveries.

Commissioner Raymond Zegley 
asked if Greenwood will have to 
blast bedrock to develop its sprawl-
ing site, saying “that’s a big deal.”

“This is a lot to look at,” Zegley 
told Klein about Greenwood’s 
hundreds of pages of plans. “When 
you give us your final plan, we need 
at least two weeks to review it, and 
maybe more than that.”

In conclusion, Reaves urged 
Greenwood to make every effort to 
hire local people for the project. He 
noted that other businesses have 
come to Culpeper, promising em-
ployment opportunities, but then 
said they couldn’t find any quali-
fied people.

Klein said Greenwood will hold 
a job fair.

A local historic-preservation 
group is asking the planning com-
missioners and supervisors to delay 

the county’s consideration of the 
site plan until it can finish a his-
torical study of the area proposed 
for solar development. The U.S. of 
the Interior is funding a study by 
the all-volunteer Friends of Cedar 
Mountain Battlefield of Culpeper 
County’s “Rapidan Front” area of 
Civil War battlefields and historic 
sites.

The friends are researching Cul-
peper’s Racoon Ford, Morton’s Ford 
and Sommerville Ford battlefields, 
sites that were fought over in 1863 
and 1864 during the American Civil 
War. The three battlefields and 
related historic sites lie along the 
Rapidan River, which separated 
the Confederate and Union armies 
during that period. The study area 
includes the Greenwood Solar proj-
ect land.

The friends group has written the 
Planning Commission to implore it 
not to approve the solar developer’s 
plan until it can complete its study.

The leader of Culpeper critics 
of industrial-scale solar plants 
welcomed the commissioners’ 
scrutiny.

“I’m glad the planning commis-
sioners are conducting their due 
diligence, but there’s no guarantee 
that Greenwood Solar will abide 
by any agreed-upon conditions, as 
the county has demonstrated its in-
ability to enforce the conditions of a 
use permit,” said Culpeper County 
resident Susan Ralston, president of 
Citizens for Responsible Solar.

“Look at the disaster with SPow-
er’s (solar plant) site in Spotsylva-

nia,” Ralston added. “That county 
has a larger staff than Culpeper, 
and yet the solar developer is not 
being held accountable to its site 
plan while neighboring properties 
have had stormwater runoff and 
erosion problems.

“At the end of the day, the best 
outcome would be for Culpeper to 
let this conditional-use permit ex-
pire in October before Greenwood 
can destroy this historic, agricul-
tural-zoned land,” she said.

Greenwood Solar LLC of Juno 
Beach, Fla., won county supervi-
sors’ 3-2 vote in 2018 to grant a 
conditional-use permit.

Greenwood proposes to build its 
project on land owned by Stevens-
burg District Supervisor William 
Chase Jr., Belle Meade Farms, the 
estate of Manuel DaSilva, Stanley 
Hawkins, Sherwood Limited Part-
nership, and William A. Spillman 
III, according to its application.

Timmons Group of Richmond, 
an engineering firm, submitted the 
application for its client, Florida-
based Next Era Energy Resources, 
which bought the venture from 
Greenwood Energy of Texas. Nex-
tEra, affiliated with Florida Power & 
Light, describes itself as the world’s 
largest operator of wind and solar 
projects.

The solar plant would have an ex-
pected lifespan of at least 20 years, 
and could operate 30 years or more 
if equipment were replaced, Tim-
mons Group said.

cschemmer@starexponent.com 
540/825-0773

Greenwood
From Page A1

ClarK B. hall

Clark’s Mountain looms in the 
distance beyond part of the site 
where Greenwood Solar plans its 
100-megawatt solar farm. Domin-
ion’s transmission line is at right.
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The Town of Gordonsville 
continued its holiday tradition 
of a memorial Christmas tree 
lighting with a brief program 
in front of Town Hall late Sun-
day afternoon. There were no 
Gordon-Barbour Singing Bull-
dogs, nor Brushwood School of 
Dance students. Santa Claus did 
not stop by to pass out books and 
treats to eager children. Instead, 

Mayor Bob Coiner led an abbre-
viated program that included the 
town’s proclamation for the 37th 
annual tree lighting, followed by 
the names of those memorialized 
on the community’s tree. “It’s 
important that all these people 
are remembered,” the mayor 
said. “This is something we’ll 
always do; we’re just doing it dif-
ferently and safely.”

 A small audience gathered on 
the lawn in front of Town Hall 
for the program, which included 
an invocation and Scripture 
reading by Gordonsville Police 
Chaplain Richard Shotwell, and 
the singing of “Silent Night” 
and “O, Christmas Tree” by 
Christina Kendall. A video of the 
program can be viewed on the 
town’s Facebook page.

photoS by JEFF poolE/orangE county rEviEw

Gordonsville BUrnisHes THe CHrisTMAs sPiriT

by audrey mcaVOy

aSSociatEd prESS

HONOLULU—Nav y sa i lor 
Mickey Ganitch was gett ing 
ready to play in a Pearl Harbor 
football game as the sun came 
up on Dec. 7, 1941. Instead, he 
spent the morning—still wear-
ing his football padding and 
brown team shirt—scanning 
t he sk y a s Japa nese pla nes 
rained bombs on the U.S. Pacific 
Fleet.

Sevent y-n i ne yea rs later, 
the coronavirus pandemic is 
preventing Ganitch and other 
sur vivors from attending an 
annual ceremony remembering 
those killed in the attack that 
launched the United States into 
World War II. The 101-year-old 
has attended most years since 
the mid-2000s but will have to 
observe the moment from Cali-
fornia this year because of the 
health risks.

“That’s the way it goes. You got 
to ride with the tide,” Ganitch 
said in a telephone interview 
from his home in San Leandro, 
California.

Nea rly eig ht decades ago, 
Ganitch’s USS Pennsylvania 
football team was scheduled to 
face off against the USS Arizona 
team. As usual, they donned 
their uniforms aboard their 
ships because there was no-
where to change near the field. 
The pigskin showdown never 
happened.

The aerial assault began at 
7:55 a.m., and Ganitch scram-
bled from the ship’s living com-
partment to his battle station 
about 70 feet above the main 
deck. His job was to serve as a 
lookout and report “anything 
that was suspicious.”

He saw a plane coming over 
the top of a nearby building. 
Sailors trained the ship’s guns 
on the aircraft and shot it down.

“I was up there where I could 
see it,” Ganitch said.

T he Pen n s y lv a n ia w a s i n 
dr y dock at t he t ime, which 
protected it from the torpedoes 
that pummeled so many other 
vessels that day. It was one of the 
first to return fire on the attack-
ing planes. Even so, the Pennsyl-
vania lost 31 men. Ganitch said 
a 500-pound (227-ki logram) 
bomb missed him by just 45 feet 
(14 meters).

He didn’t have time to think 
and did what he had to do.

“You realize that we’re in the 
war itself and that things had 
changed,” he said.

Survivors 
remember 
Pearl 
Harbor
pandemic preventS WWii 
veteranS from attending 
annual ceremony

by TamIca Jean-cHarLeS

richmond timES-diSpatch

Frank Pichel didn’t ex-
pect much when he start-
ed selling his odd-looking 
Christmas trees late last 
month.

He just wanted to raise 
mone y for  A n na Ju l ia 
Cooper Episcopal School 
in Richmond’s East End. 
The faith-based, tuition-
free private school caught 
the commercial anima-

tor’s eye after he noticed 
a fundraiser for athletic 
equipment a couple of 
years back.

“It’s [going] so well that 
I think I’ll just make this 
a thing I’ll do every year 
and I imagine I’l l keep 
having them as the char-
ity,” Pichel said.

The small frail-looking 
pine trees may remind 
others of the one found 
in the “Charlie Brown” 
Christmas movies. Big-

ger t ha n t he t i ny t ree 
portrayed on the holiday 
special, the trees sold by 
Pichel stand as short as 5 
feet and as tall as 8 feet.

Pichel spent a majority 
of his Thanksgiving day 
chopping 70 trees from 
his Nelson County plot of 
land, then hauled them to 
the city. Anna Julia Coo-
per gave Pichel the green 
light shortly thereafter 
and he began sales the 
following weekend, rak-

ing in $1,200 over the first 
two days.

Pichel’s 66-acre plot in 
Nelson has a massive sur-
plus of Pinus Virginiana, a 
pine tree typically found 
in mountainous regions 
ranging from Alabama to 
New York.

The trees’ short stature 
a nd spi nd ly bra nches 
a ren’t what some may 
look for  w hen bu y i ng 
C h r i s t m a s  t r e e s ,  b u t 

by erIc KOLenIcH

richmond timES-diSpatch

O n  C a m e r on  B u c k ’s 
first night working in the 
intensive care unit, he was 
asked to monitor a man on 
suicide watch. 

A 21-year-old volunteer 
hospital worker, Buck wore 
two layers of gloves, two 
gowns, a mask and a face 
shield that usually caused 
him to sweat.

T he pat ient, a you ng 
Latino man, wore gauze 
around his neck from the 

self-inflicted wound that 
landed him under con-
stant supervision. He had 
a lso tested posit ive for 
COVID-19, but his face was 
uncovered.

For eight hours through 
t he night, t he t wo men 
talked about their jobs, 
their cultures and loved 
ones.

Despite the layers be-
tween them, Buck, a Vir-
ginia Tech student from 
western Henrico County, 
and the man, a fruit farmer 

from the southern tip of 
Texas, connected. Buck 
was the only one in the 
hospita l, the man said, 
who treated him like a per-
son and not a psychiatric 
patient.

Hou rs later,  a not her 
c a reg iver a sked Buck, 
had he seen the tattoo on 
the Latino man’s arm? It 
meant he was a member of 
the gang MS-13.

Buck decided he didn’t 
care. The job was to treat 

VCU professor sells Charlie Brown-style trees 

JamES h wallacE/timES–diSpatch

Frank Pichel sells trees inspired by the charlie brown 
christmas special, to raise money for a school.

Va. Tech student helps COVID-ravaged hospital

matt gEntry/thE roanokE timES

cameron buck, 21, spent 31 days this summer working 
with cOVId-19 patients at a South Texas hospital. See 1941, page c4See VIruS, page c4

See TreeS, page c4
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By DEVIN PAyNE

CULPEPER STAR-EXPONENT

W hen t he COV I D -19 
pa ndem ic h it  t he U.S. 
earlier this year, its effects 
were i m med iately felt 
through lockdowns and 
the forced isolation that 
resulted from them.

Perhaps no organiza-
tion found itself riding the 
ra zor’s edge more than 
Ag i ng Toget her, wh ich 
relies on a network of com-

munity outreach teams 
in Cu lpeper, Fauqu ier, 
Ma d i s on,  O r a nge a nd 
Rappahannock counties 
to connect older adults 
with resources that help 
them improve their qual-
ity of life.

Ag i ng Toget her’s re-
sponse to the pandemic 
was swift. And so effec-
t ive t hat t he Cu lpeper 
Chamber of Commerce 

FROM STAFF REPORTS

T h e  V i r g i n i a  Wa r 
M e m o r i a l  w i l l  o b -
s e r v e  P e a r l  H a r b or 
R e m e m b r a n c e  D a y 
this year with a virtual 
l ivest rea m prog ra m 
at 11 a.m. on Monday, 
Dec. 7.

Due to COVID-19 re-
str ict ions, there w il l 
be no l ive ceremony 

in Richmond to honor 
Virginians who died in 
the Japanese attack on 
Pearl Harbor and other 
Hawaiian bases on Dec. 
7, 1941, which propelled 
the United States into 
World War II.

Memoria l Director 
a nd noted h istor ia n 
Dr. Clay Mountcastle 

By MEL LEONOR 

RiChmONd TimES-diSPATCh

Before the close of 2020, 
Virginia is slated to receive 
480,000 doses of the CO-
VID-19 vaccines developed 
by manufacturers Pfizer 
and Moderna, enough to 
inject nearly all of the state’s 
500,000 health care workers 

and long-term-care resi-
dents.

That’s according to new 
information from fed-
eral officials the Virginia 
Department of Hea lt h 
shared on Friday. Ear-
lier this week VDH said it 
had only been promised 

By ALLISON BROPHy 
CHAMPION

CULPEPER STAR-EXPONENT

Don and Mar y El len 
Hulcher, married nearly 
50 years, were the first 
Culpeper residents to test 
positive for COVID-19. 
That was in mid-March, 
in t he same week Vir-
ginia’s governor closed 
schools and business-
es amid the worsening 
global pandemic.

T he Cu lpeper St a r-
Exponent reported these 
initial cases on March 
21, 2020, as a “married 

couple” residing in the 
same household. It was 
mov i ng w e ek for  t he 
Hulchers, retired grand-
parents in their 70s who, 
at long last, after a five-
year planning process, 
were ready to relocate to 
their new, custom-built 
house in the rolling hills 
of Culpeper County.

B u t  w i t h i n  d a y s 
of mov ing f rom a r iv-
er home i n V i rg i n ia’s 
Nor t he r n Ne c k ,  D on 
Hulcher was seriously ill 
with COVID-19.

“He was getting worse, 

really, really weak until 
t he poi nt of not even 
wanting to eat,” Mar y 
El len reca l led du r ing 
a November interview 
with Don in their home. 
“When he was coughing, 
it was almost like he was 
gagging.”

A high fever and severe 
congestion plagued her 
husband.

“ T h a t  W e d n e s d a y 
night, I woke up and said 
in the morning I have to 
call the doctor, he has to 
go to the hospital. I can 
kick myself for not doing 

it sooner,” Mar y El len 
said, getting emotional. 
“I called our doctor; they 
said call 911, so I did.”

It wa s t he f i rst CO-
VID-19 dispatch in the 
c o u n t y.  R e s p o n d i n g 
medics kept their dis-
ta nce, fol low i ng pro-
tocol s f rom prev iou s 
months of training lead-
ing up to the first diag-
nosed case.

“That was the last we 
saw each other for three 
mont h s,”  Ma r y E l len 
Hulcher said.

Culpeper couple first to catch 
COVID-19 recounts difficult days

ALLiSON BROPhY ChAmPiON/CULPEPER STAR-EXPONENT

Mary Ellen Hulcher holds up a photo showing her standing on the front porch of her new house in Culpeper County. Her hus-
band, Don Hulcher (back), kept the photo with him as he fought for his life for months in the hospital, sick with COVID-19.

‘THE INcENTIVE TO GET bAck HOME’

See HuLCHERS, Page A4

COVID response 
earns Nonprofit 
of Year honor for 
Aging Together 

See NONPROFIT, Page A6

By TyLER HAMMEL

ChARLOTTESViLLE dAiLY PROGRESS

Four Madison County 
churchmen have revived 
a law su it aga i n st G ov. 
Ralph Northam following 
a new executive order in-
tended to slow the spread 
of COVID-19, which they 
argue limits their religious 
liberties.

An earlier version of the 
lawsuit was filed in July in 
Madison County Circuit 
Court on behalf of four 
Madison County church 
members: Brian Herms-
meier, Joe Sansone, Cul-
peper attorney Mike Shar-
man and Charlie Sheads.

In that complaint, the 
plaintiffs wrote that they 
bel ieved Nor t ha m had 
disregarded their religious 
liberties and undermined 
churches.

The case was dismissed 
by an agreed order in Sep-
tember during Phase 3 of 
Virginia’s reopening after 

a Madison County Circuit 
Court judge found that 
the only remaining state 
restriction in place over 
church attendance was 
Executive Order 63, which 
requires people to wear 
face coverings indoors.

However, according to 
a news release from the 
churchmen, the lawsuit 
was revived this week in 
response to Nor t ha m’s 
Executive Order 67, which 
was issued last month in 
response to surging CO-
VID-19 case numbers.

madison county 
churchmen revive 
suit against northam

STAR-EXPONENT FiLE

A lawsuit dismissed earlier 
this year was filed again in 
Madison County Courthouse 
(right) by church members. 

See MADISON, Page A6

Virginia War MeMorial 
to obserVe 2020 Pearl 
Harbor reMeMbrance Day
event will livestream due to cOVId

480,000 Virginians 
slated to get first 
doses of vaccine
Health workers, long-term-care 
residents at front of line this month

See VACCINE, Page A5
See MEMORIAL, Page A5

AGiNG TOGEThER

A resident of Dogwood Village assisted living facility in Orange 
County FaceTimes with a family member using an iPad present-
ed to her through Aging Together’s ‘iPads for Seniors’ program. 
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Happy Holidays!
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support during these trying times!
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NEWS

Fighting for life
Also sick with COVID-19, 

though not requiring hospi-
talization, she found herself 
alone in their beautiful new 
home and living in a new 
community with few local 
friends.

Don Hulcher was trans-
ported to Novant Health 
UVA Health System Culpep-
er Medical Center. He would 
not return home to his wife 
until June 22, after an intense 
fight for his life and times 
when doctors didn’t think he 
was going to make it.

“They had set up a special-
ized pathogen ICU—that’s 
where he was,” Mary Ellen 
said. “He ended up on a ven-
tilator … until they had to 
transfer him to (University 
of Virginia Medical Center 
in) Charlottesville to do a 
tracheotomy … They had 
him semi-comatose and 
paralyzed while the ventila-
tor was working with him. It’s 
kind of like this disease was 
so new that he was probably a 
guinea pig for them.”

Don Hulcher interrupted, 
“Not probably. I was the first.”

He doesn’t recall the early 
days of being sick.

“If she had waited another 
day (to call 911), I don’t think 
I would be sitting here talk-
ing to you today,” he said. “I 
had slept in the new house 
one night before being taken 
away in an ambulance.”

The couple agreed to talk 
about their difficult journey, 
at times through tears, to 
thank all the medical staff for 
their professional, compas-
sionate care during some of 
their darkest days.

“A big shout-out to the 
medica l workers,” Don 
Hulcher said. Nearly nine 
months later, he is still in re-
covery, albeit much stronger 
than he was earlier. “I’m a 
survivor,” he said.

The virus attacked his 
lungs, kidneys and liver.

“The doctors were walking 
a fine line because they’re 
trying to get rid of the fluid 
on his lungs, but the kidneys 
need the fluid. And then they 
would do all kinds of blood 
work and find they had to 
change something because 
the liver is coming into play,” 
Mary Ellen said, noting that 
multiple doctors from vari-
ous departments treated her 
husband.

The Culpeper community 
should be thankful for the 
level of hospital care it has 
available, she added.

“The medical teams that 
worked on him—from the 
doctors to the nurses, you 
name it—are phenomenal,” 
she said. “That’s the reason 
for this story, for the com-
munity to understand what 
they have.”

The Hulchers’ sons, Don Jr. 
and Dave, also aided in their 
father’s survival by staying 
as connected to him as they 
could, and by supporting 
their mom. In addition, a 

special friend, longtime 
local real-estate agent and 
homebuilder Jim Gearing of 
Westco Builders, was always 
just a phone call away. He 
made it his mission to help 
some of Culpeper’s newest 
residents as they navigated 
sudden illness.

“I pictured my own par-
ents, my own grandparents, 
my friends,” Gearing said of 
his motivation to help.

Nightmare illness
Gearing f irst met the 

Hulchers in 2015 while they 
were living in eastern North 
Carolina, looking to escape 
coastal hurricanes and come 
back to the area where they 
had ties. An immediate bond 
of trust formed between the 
homebuilder and the couple 
interested in making a move. 
Friendship soon followed.

Don Hulcher was born in 
Washington, D.C., and raised 
in Alexandria. Mary Ellen 
grew up on the Jersey Shore, 
and that’s where the two 
met through a college friend 
more than five decades ago.

He is retired from the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture 
and she from Fairfax County 
Public Schools, where she 
worked as a middle school 
teacher’s aide in alternative 
education. The couple has 
eight grandchildren.

The move to Culpeper 
brought them closer to their 
older son, Don Jr., his wife 
and four children in North-
ern Virginia. Their younger 
son lives in Kansas with his 
family. The Hulchers were 
attracted to the Culpeper 
area for its lower real-estate 
taxes, natural beauty, sense 
of community, and nearby 
amenities.

“I stopped at the Visitors 
Center, got a map and just 
started going up and down 
every road in the county 
looking for signs for prop-
erty for sale and getting a feel 
for the area,” Don Hulcher 
remembered. “We found a 
lot several miles outside of 
town, asked Jim to meet us 
out there. We drove in and we 
just said, ‘Yup, I think we can 
do what we want to do here.’ ”

They purchased the 10-
acre home site in 2016. Work 
started on a sizeable wood 
shop in which Don Hulcher 
could continue to fulfill his 
lifelong passion for wood-
working. Mary Ellen is a 
talented painter, quilter and 
needle worker.

In 2019, Westco Builders 
started construction on 
their home. Also in 2019, the 
Hulchers started making 
connections with doctors 
and medical facilities in 
Culpeper, establishing those 
relationships prior to their 
move in the spring of 2020. 
That preparation would 
be tested right away, and 
proven.

Move-in week finally ar-
rived. Gearing recalled Don 
Hulcher commenting that he 
was not feeling well as crews 
put finishing touches on the 
house and furniture started 
to get carried in. He attrib-
uted it to lack of sleep and 
excitement over the move. 
The next day, he was feeling 
worse and his circumstances 
deteriorated from there.

“Nobody knew much and 
we didn’t know much,” Mary 
Ellen said of the positive CO-
VID-19 tests, administered 
at that time through a Uni-
versity of Virginia clinic in 
Charlottesville.

She had a dr y cough, 
though her husband’s was 
phlegmy. Her fever spiked 
to 102.8, but she was able 
to handle her symptoms, 
which also included loss of 
smell and taste.

“To be honest, my taste 
buds are not there yet, at 
all,” Mary Ellen said. “I love 
to cook and bake. If I have 
a recipe, I’m always tasting 
and changing and altering it, 
but now I have to follow it the 
way it is.”

Barely surviving
Admitted to the Culpeper 

hospital, Don Hulcher’s con-
dition worsened. The medi-
cal team, after preparing for 
COVID as best they could, 
was now faced with their first 
critical case.

Dr. Alexandra Kahl closely 
treated the brand-new resi-

dent as medical director of 
the critical-care unit at Cul-
peper Medical Center.

“As the first local patient 
treated for COVID-19, there 
wasn’t much literature or 
studies on how to properly 
treat the virus, so we didn’t 
have a clear path for treat-
ment or prognosis,” Dr. Kahl 
said. “But his family had 
faith in us and we worked as 
a team to ensure Mr. Hulcher 
was supported throughout 
his journey.”

Diabetes, obesity and age 
are big risk factors that can 
cause a patient to be more 
susceptible to contracting 
the virus and delay recovery, 
the doctor said. Asked about 
these risk factors, 75-year-
old Don Hulcher said he 
was overweight when hos-
pitalized, but had no other 
pre-existing conditions. In 
surviving the virus, he lost 
more than 50 pounds.

In the ICU in Culpeper 
for two months, Don was 
transferred to Charlottesville 
in May for the tracheotomy. 
Shortly after the transfer, he 
suffered a stroke.

“COVID doesn’t cause the 
typical stroke,” he said. “I’ll 
just call it a COVID stroke.”

He recalled being lifted 
into a wheelchair and taken 
for physical therapy while at 
UVA Charlottesville. Hulcher 
could barely stand from the 
seated position, but he did, 
and then he did again the 
next day, twice. Doing more 
than what was asked of him 
on the road to recovery has 
been a mantra since.

“I wanted to get out of bed 
and get back to living,” he 
said.

Nurse practitioner Eliza-
beth Sullivan, of UVA Pri-
mary Care Commonwealth 
Medical Center in Culpep-
er, helped facilitate testing 
availability for the Hulchers 
and stayed involved through 
the ensuing months.

“Mr. Hulcher suffered 
many side effects through-
out his journey with COV-
ID-19, but he had a will to live 
and was determined to over-
come this virus,” she said.

“At one point, we dis-

cussed the idea of comfort 
management instead of ac-
tive treatment because we 
were not convinced that he 
would survive this,” Sullivan 
said. “But with the support of 
his wife and family, he fought 
through each day, despite his 
lab results and prognosis.”

Sullivan knew the couple 
had just moved to Culpeper 
and didn’t have local support 
from loved ones.

“That’s why I made it my 
mission to check with Mrs. 
Hulcher by phone every day 
during her quarantine to 
provide any resources and 
local support while she was 
home dealing with her own 
and her husband’s illness 
from afar,” she said.

Heroic nurses, doctors
Like their mother, sons 

Don Jr. and Dave were not 
able to physically visit their 
dad during his months in the 
hospital. But the family, after 
working through initial com-
munication challenges in the 
early stages of the pandemic, 
was able to coordinate twice 
daily conference calls with 
Don, oftentimes using a hos-
pital staff member’s personal 
cell phone held up to his 
ear, Dave Hulcher said in a 
conversation Friday from his 
home in Kansas.

Don Hulcher left his home 
by ambulance in March 
without his cell phone and 
was not able to speak for 
himself, making him depen-
dent on what was available in 
the hospital.

“One of the most notable 
things for me when you look 
at the nurses and doctors, 
they are truly heroes,” Dave 
Hulcher said. “They are go-
ing in there and risking their 
lives to care for others and 
risk bringing it back to their 
own household. To bring in 
their own cell phones so my 
mom could FaceTime, so she 
could see my dad and try to 
have him hear her voice, that 
was really touching to me. It 
just shows you the caring na-
ture that these people offer.”

His pa rent s had just 
moved into their dream 
home when they got CO-
VID-19, he said.

“There was so little they 
knew about it and he was so 
sick so fast,” Dave said. “My 
reaction was this is just a 
tragic story, I hope it doesn’t 
end like this. You feel so help-
less … I am so thankful to Jim 
Gearing and his wife for the 
kindness they showed my 
mom. We couldn’t have done 
it without them.”

He said Jim and his wife, 
Shannon, are now like family 
to his parents. The Gearings 
jumped in as needed, devel-
oping meal plans with Mary 
Ellen, helping with banking 
needs, post office runs, gro-
cery store trips and facilitat-
ing communication with the 
hospital and others.

Don Jr., who lives in North-
ern Virginia, also brought 
groceries for his mom and 
later went with her to the 
rehab center in Charlottes-
ville where his dad spent his 
final weeks before coming 
home to Culpeper. The fam-
ily communicated with Don 
through a window.

Don Hulcher said the sup-
port meant everything to his 
wife.

“It’s what kept Mary Ellen 
going when I was … didn’t 
even know what was what 
because I was trying to keep 
myself going,” he said.

Lines of 
communication

Those were dark days, not 
being able to communicate 
with his dad when he was on 
the ventilator for weeks and 
weeks, Don Jr. said in a phone 
call Friday. Working out con-
ference calls in which he, his 
brother and mom could all 
participate, interacting with 
doctors, happened eventu-
ally.

It was important for Don’s 
sons and wife to speak with 
him even when he could not 
talk back.

“We would tell him to 
be strong and explain how 
much we loved him, are 
there for him and that he will 
get through,” Don Jr. said. 
“A lot of it was banter and 
encouraging words so he 
could hear our voices and get 
updates on the grandkids.”

Fa m i l y  c on n e c t ion , 
whether bedside or virtual, 
is vital to a person’s mental 
and physical recovery, nurse 
practitioner Sullivan said.

She recounted the phone 
being put up to Hulcher’s ear 
while a respirator was help-
ing him breath.

“His heart rate would im-
prove and his eyes would 
flicker every time he heard 
his family speak,” she said. 
“His will to survive was root-
ed in the support from his 
wife and family fighting with 
him, even if from a distance.”

At UVA Charlottesville, 
digital tablets are in each pa-
tient room to allow patients 
to communicate, if able, with 
their care teams. Dr. Kahl 

Hulchers
From Page A1

aLLISOn brOPHy cHamPIOn/cuLPePer STar-eXPOnenT

Culpeper resident Don Hulcher (left) wipes away tears as local homebuilder Jim Gearing 
recounts the couple’s difficult journey. Hulcher, along with his wife, Mary Ellen Hulcher, were 
the first to people in Culpeper County to test positive for COVID-19.

aLLISOn brOPHy cHamPIOn/cuLPePer STar-eXPOnenT

The Hulcher’s newly built custom home enjoys a rural view 
from its backyard in Culpeper County.

See HulCHErs, Page a5
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By CLINT SCHEMMER

Culpeper Star-expoNeNt

Culpeper has been award-
ed $921,466 to improve high-
speed internet access to un-
derserved parts of the county.

Laura Loveday, the county’s 
special projects and grants 
administrator, secured the 
st ate g ra nt .  T he f u nd i ng 
came from the CARES Act 
relief bill passed by Congress 
in response to 2020’s novel 
coronavirus pandemic.

“I am encouraged by the 

public awareness that the 
COVID-19 pandemic has pro-
vided regarding rural broad-
band access,” Loveday said 
in a statement Thursday. “My 
hope is that in the very near 
future we achieve internet 
connectivity for all the rural 
residents of Culpeper County 
and Virginia.”

In early October, Virginia 
Gov. Ralph Northam urged 
localities to apply for CARES 
grants to fast-track broad-
band, as the pandemic forced 

m i l l ions of t he com mon-
wealth’s students, businesses 
and households to seek more 
internet access.

“Broadband is to today’s 
economy like electricity was 
generations ago—when you 
have it, you can get ahead,” 
Northam said on Oct. 7 in 
announcing the grants’ avail-
ability. “That’s why we are di-
recting $30 million in CARES 
Act f u nd i ng to fa st-t rack 
broadband projects across 
Virginia amid the COVID-19 

pandemic.”
Northam encouraged proj-

ec t s t hat wou ld i ncrea se 
broadband connectivity for 
distance learning and tele-
work as a result of the corona-
virus crisis.

Virginia urged local gov-
ernments to collaborate with 
public and private partners 
to address people’s needs 
du r i ng t he publ ic hea lt h 
emergency, Loveday said. The 
commonwea lt h priorit ies 

By SCOTT SHENK

tHe Free laNCe–Star

Virginia’s 7th District congressio-
nal race has gotten plenty of attention 
after absentee ballots shifted the 
race from Republican Nick Freitas 
to Democrat Abigail Spanberger, ac-
cording to unofficial results.

There have been questions about 
why the vote tally came in a day after 
the election and why Spanberger was 
the beneficiary.

Absentee votes came in from all 
localities in the 7th District—Spotsyl-
vania, Orange, Culpeper, Goochland, 
Henrico, Louisa, Nottaway and Ame-
lia counties.

Henrico and Spotsylvania’s absen-
tee totals weren’t filed until Wednes-
day.

While Freitas won Spotsylvania 
overall, the late absentee votes in the 
county and Henrico shifted the re-
sults to Spanberger’s favor.

She has declared victory, while 
Freitas said he would wait on making 
a statement until canvasing is com-
pleted and the vote count is made 
official.

The change in vote totals has 
drawn calls of fraud, at least on the 
Freitas campaign Facebook page, 
where supporters criticized the 
absentee figures as suspicious, or 
evidence of fraud and Democrats 
cheating.

Accusations of fraud over the 2020 
presidential election have primarily 
come from Republicans.

Those complaints continued on 
Thursday in Virginia.

The Virginia Department of Elec-
tions responded on Thursday to 
complaints and concerns spreading 
on social media about voting records 

By ALLISON BROPHy CHAMPION

Culpeper Star-expoNeNt

Human activity and agri-
cultural uses both contribute 
to pol lut ion i n Cu lpeper 
Cou nt y ’s Mou nta i n Ru n, 
identif ied by the Virginia 
D ept .  of  E nv i r on ment a l 
Quality as having levels of 
fecal bacteria unhealthy for 
recreational use. 

The situation has landed 
the local watershed on the 
Environmental Protection 
Agency’s “dirty waters list,” 
according to state officials.

DEQ Nonsource Point Co-
ordinator Dave Evans recent-
ly led back-to-back virtual 

public meetings on the water 
health issue that includes 
popular Mountain Run Lake, 
a back-up reservoir for the 
town of Culpeper drinking 
water supply.

Dozens of interested stake-
holders including local envi-
ronmentalists, an extension 
of f ice agriculture expert, 
town and county officials, 
soil & water conservation dis-
trict staffers, water stewards 
and citizens living along the 
local waterways listened and 
gave feedback during the 
meetings Oct. 28 and 29.

It was t he beg inning of 
public participation in a year-

long process that will create 
an “Implementation Plan” to 
address unhealthy bacteria 
and poor benthic health in 
Mountain Run as well as the 
interconnected waters of 
Muddy Run and the Lower 
Hazel River.

Some work has  
already been done

T he pla n w i l l  bu i ld on 
ma ny yea rs a nd m i l l ions 
of dollars in conservation 
and environmental efforts 
by Cu lpeper Soi l & Water 
Conservation District and 
other groups l ike Friends 
of the Rappahannock and 

Piedmont Env ironmental 
Council.

This has included install-
ing miles of exclusion fenc-
ing along waterways to keep 
animals out, cost share sep-
tic system improvements, 
plantings of trees and other 
water buf fers, improv ing 
pasture fertility and condi-
tions with portable shade 
buffers, for example, and 
ensur ing adequate water 
supply for l ivestock. Con-
necting aging septic systems 
to municipal sewer also helps 
reduce pollution.

C o n t i n u e d  f o c u s e d 
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By ALLISON BROPHy CHAMPION

Culpeper Star-expoNeNt

Reported COVID-19 posi-
tive cases jumped within 
d ay s a mong i n m ate s at 
Coffeewood Correctional 
Center in Culpeper County.

There were 82 active cas-
es as of Thursday, Nov. 6 
among those incarcerated 
in the state prison run by 
Virginia Dept. of Correc-
tions, compared to 40 cases 
on Monday.

One Coffeewood prisoner 
was in the hospital with the 
novel coronavirus and 115 
tota l inmates had tested 

positive for the infectious 
illness. Six employees of the 
Mitchells facility were also 
listed as actively positive, 
one more than on Monday.

Coffeewood remained the 
facility with the biggest CO-
VID-19 outbreak across the 
state prison system.

“The response plan re-
m a i n s  t h e  s a m e ,”  s a i d 
V DOC spoke sm a n Gre g 
Carter on Thursday. “Of-
fenders testing positive are 
placed in medical isolation 
so they don’t infect others. 
Treatment follows CDC and 
VDH medical guidelines. 
The medica l profession-

als treat symptoms as they 
a r ise. T hey ca n prov ide 
ma ny t h i ngs,  i nclud i ng 
oxygen, on-site. If inmates 
require an inpatient level of 
care, they are transported to 
a hospital.”

VDH reported 1,466 virus 
cases in Culpeper County 
as of T hu rsday, 56 more 
than on Monday, due largely 
in part to the prison out-
break. Deaths of Culpeper 
residents due to the respira-
tory illness remained un-
changed at 18 people.

abrophy@starexponent.com 
540/825-4315

Culpeper gets CARES grant to expand broadband

SteVe HelBer/aSSoCIateD preSS

Verizon utility worker Steve Hammond installs 
fiber-optic cable in Richmond in 2006 as phone 
companies spent billions of dollars to build 
networks for broadband internet access.See GRANT, page a7

Official: How 
late returns 
affected 7th 
District results

peter CIHelKa / tHe Free laNCe-S

Kellie Acors, Spotsylvania County reg-
istrar, processes absentee ballots at 
the Spotsylvania Office of Elections in 
Southpoint on Wednesday.

COVID cases double among inmates  
at Culpeper’s Coffewood prison

CoNtrIButeD pHoto

A 2010 aerial view shows Coffeewood Cor-
rectional Center off Rapidan Road (Rt. 615) 
in the Mitchells area of Culpeper County.

‘charterS of freedom’ iSland appearS after rain

pHoto BY CHarleS JaMeSoN

Mountain Run floods yowell Meadow Park in the town of Culpeper following heavy rains on Oct. 30, creating an island of the recently 
installed Charters of Freedom and Culpeper Minutemen Monument. DEQ has listed Mountain Run, including this section in the park, as 
impaired and unhealthy for recreational use due to high levels of fecal bacteria, especially after heavy rains.

Clean-up plan in the works 
for Culpeper’s Mountain Run

See BACTERIA, page a6

See VOTES, page a7
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mea su res to keep pet , 
residential and livestock 
r unof f f rom t he waters 
will be impactful not just 
locally, but for health of 
the Chesapeake Bay that 
includes Mountain Run in 
its Rappahannock River 
watershed.

DE Q,  a t  s om e  l e v e l , 
has noted bacter ia im-
pa i r ment i n Mou nta i n 
Run—which mea nders 
through well-visited Yow-
ell Meadow Park—and its 
approximate 100,000-acre 
watershed in reports since 
the early to mid-2000s. 
According to Evans, some 
60,000 people live in the 
Mountain Run watershed 
with many homes on sep-
tic fields—a top cause con-
tributing to the bacteria.

Livestock and pet waste 
getting into streams is an-
other contributor as well 
urban stormwater runoff, 
which brings various sur-
face materials into the wa-
ter and at especially higher 
levels in extreme weather 
events as has been com-
monplace in recent years, 
months and weeks.

“Fecal bacteria is the 
primary focus of this proj-
ect,” Evans said during the 
Oct. 28 meeting. “E coli – it 
originates in the feces of 
warm-blooded animals.”

Long-term exposure to 
high levels of fecal bacteria 
can lead to chronic illness 
like ulcers and arthritis, 
the environmentalist said 
as well as diarrhea and 
infections for short-term 
exposure.

Addressing poor ben-
thic health in the water-
ways, Evans said healthy 
fish need healthy bottom 
dwel lers. The Env iron-
mental Protection Agency 
considers Mountain Run 
among “impaired waters” 
and put on the “dirty wa-
ters list,” Evans said. EPA 
will be final review agent 
for the upcoming plan to 
clean it up.

Mountain Run Lake: 
How healthy is it?

A series of especia l ly 
ra i ny recent yea rs ha s 
increased bacteria levels 
in Mountain Run. In 2018, 
for ex a mple, Cu lpeper 
County got 73 inches of 
ra in. Mounta in Run in 
Yowell Meadow, as it regu-
larly does, flooded just the 
other day, creating an is-
land of the newly installed 
Charters of Freedom and 
C u l p e p e r  M i nu t e m e n 
Monument.

“We clearly need to be 
proactive to take action 
to reduce bacteria (in the 
watershed) to be protec-
tive of recreational use 
standards,” Evans said.

A d ra f t Implementa-
t ion Plan w il l be in the 
works for the next six to 
eight mont hs and once 
approved by the EPA will 
make Culpeper Count y 
eligible for grants for re-
mediat ion, possibly by 
January of 2022.

Questions posed during 
the recent public meet-
ing focused on Mountain 
Run Lake including how 
its recent drain-down for 
construction of the new 
town dam might have im-
pacted the bacteria level. 
Evans said impairment in 
the reservoir is fairly re-
cent, occurring in the past 
two years. He added that 
a higher bacteria concen-
tration in testing could be 
associated with lower lev-
els of water for the drain-
down.

Another question was 
how does the bacteria im-
pact the town’s drinking 
water supply. Evans said 
high levels of bacteria are 
not typically seen in lakes 
and are usually associ-
ated with heavy rains and 
when the lake is muddy. 
He added the town treats 
the surface water so the 

bacteria issue would not 
impact the drinking water 
supply.

Mountain Run  
gets an ‘F’ from FOR

Recently, Fredericksburg-
based Friends of the Rappa-
hannock scored Mountain 
Run lowest in the region on 
its Upper Rappahannock 
Report Card, said Bryan 
Hoffman with the grass-
roots conservation group. 
While the Culpeper County 
waterway got an A for public 
access, Mountain Run failed 
for bacterial impairment, 
especially at Yowell Meadow 
Park.

The Report Card stated 32 
percent of stream miles in 
Mountain Run are listed as 
impaired, including at Yow-
ell, located in a floodplain 
that often floods.

Yet, Friends of the Rap-
pahannock noted, there are 
no signs educating visitors 
of potential exposure risk or 
health precautions. Virginia 
Dept. of Health is the agency 
with domain over posted 
health advisories, according 
to Evans.

FOR listed cattle farming 
and urban runoff as major 
contributors to Mountain 
Run bacteria.

The town of Culpeper, 
which is participating in the 
Implementation Plan pro-
cess, owns Mountain Run 
Lake and does not accom-
modate or allow for public 
swimming in it or Lake 
Pelham, the town’s primary 
source of drinking water. 
Both are posted as no swim-
ming allowed, said Town 
Manager Chris Hively.

The town also does not 
have any public swimming 
facilities on Mountain Run, 
he said. Consequently, nei-
ther the DEQ or VDH require 
the Town to monitor or post 
signage regarding ambi-
ent bacteria levels in these 
surface water bodies, said 
Hively.

“There is always a po-
tential health risk when in 
contact with water from 
any natural water body, 
especially if ingested. I am 
not aware of any abnormal 
health risks associated with 
recreational contact with 
water from Mountain Run 
but I would have to defer to 
DEQ for clarification and 
guidance on this subject,” 
he said.

Friends of the Rappahan-
nock also gave Mountain 
Run an F for open space 
protection. According to 
the group, only 4.4 percent 
of undeveloped lands in the 
watershed are in conserva-
tion easement. Culpeper 
County grew its population 
by nearly 10 percent in the 
past decade, Friends noted.

The group has been ac-
tively addressing the water-
way’s health through tree 
plantings and giveaways, 
river clean ups, outreach 
and a new upcoming project 
called, Mountain Run Ini-
tiative, according to October 
Greenfield, an Upper Rap-
pahannock River Steward, 
who also participated in the 
recent DEQ meetings.

The human factor  
& Culpeper growth

A lot of work has been 
done, Evans said in the Oct. 
29 follow-up discussion, 
yet levels of exceedance of 
bacteria standards in the 
Mountain Run Watershed 

has been much higher in the 
past five years due to heavy 
rain.

Culpeper Extension Se-
nior Agent Carl Stafford said 
increased human activity 
and residential growth is the 
biggest change in the water-
shed and his “overarching 
concern.”

“It might be the tip of the 
spear of the big part of what 
we are looking at,” he said. 
“The pets come with the 
people.”

Stafford observed that 
when land is developed, 
many people believe it push-
es water fowl and wildlife 
out. He said development 
creates new opportunities 
and habitat for wildlife like 
small mammals, a factor 
important to recognize as 
sources of the watershed 
bacteria.

“They’re all creeping out-
side and maybe tend to 
move toward water,” Staf-
ford said.

He also mentioned the 
effect of overuse of fertilizers 
and outdoor household and 
construction waste flowing 
into curb and gutters in de-
veloped neighborhoods.

“And then one part we re-
ally don’t want to talk about 
is the human waste depos-
ited outdoors. You would 
really underestimate how 
much of that is going on and 
we can easily miss the effect 
those are having on water 
quality in that watershed,” 
Stafford said.

Making progress,  
next steps

David Massie with Cul-
peper Soil & Water said 
the agency has seen lot of 
success in getting livestock 
fencing installed along por-
tions of the upper Hazel 
River as well as Rapidan and 
Robinson rivers, along with 
other measures. Having 
generational relationships 
with local agricultural pro-
ducers, as CSWCD does, 
facilitates greater conserva-
tion, Massie said.

The effected watershed 
area is 50 percent forested, 
said Joe Rossetti with Vir-
ginia Dept. of Forestry. Add-
ing more trees along streams 
reduces runoff, he said.

Rappahannock-Rapidan 
Regional Commission has 
also been involved in water 
health planning in the re-
gion’s urban areas through 
installing pet waste stations 
and encouraging practices 
such as rain gardens, filter 
strips and wet ponds.

Br ya n Hof f ma n w it h 
Friends of the Rappahan-
nock said it should be high 
priority to install more pet 
waste stations in hous-
ing developments in the 
Mountain Run Watershed 
especially as “the human 
footprint grows.”

The next steps in the pro-
cess for cleaning up Moun-
tain Run, Muddy Run and 
the Lower Hazel River will be 
continued discussion with 
stakeholders, enhanced 
data analysis and more work 
group meetings by the end 
of this year or early next year 
focused on the agricultural 
sector, residential septic and 
developed land/stormwater 
issues, including pet waste, 
Evans said.

The final Implementation 
Plan will be ready by later 
in 2021 prior to its federal 
review.

abrophy@starexponent.com 
540/825-4315

Bacteria
From Page A1
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Bacteria levels in Mountain Run Lake prevent people from 
swimming safely, as posted on signs at the lake’s fishing pier.

By MEL LEONOR

richmoNd TimeS–diSPaTch

RICHMOND—Voters who 
cast their ballots on Election 
day won’t see their voting 
records updated until next 
week. However, they can 
rest assured their votes 
were counted when the slip 
was run through the ballot 
scanner, the Virginia De-
partment of Elections said 
Thursday.

The department sought to 
dispel concerns circulating 
on social media by voters 
who said that their votes 
weren’t reflected on their 
state’s online portal that 
tracks in-person and absen-
tee ballots.

The posts have prompt-
ed hundreds of calls to lo-
cal registrars, including 
threats, said Virginia Elec-
tions Commissioner Chris 
Piper. Similar social posts 
have cropped up in other 
states, including California 
and Wisconsin under the 
hashtag “#whereismyvote.”

“They’re getting ham-
mered with calls and com-
plaints,” Piper said. “If you 
went to a polling place on 
Election Day, and you put 
your ballot through the ma-
chine, it was counted. That’s 
it. It will be a week or so 
before the voter credit is ap-
plied on your voter record.

“The key piece of infor-
mation is that getting your 
vote counted and the voter 
credit being updated with 
your record is very differ-
ent,” Piper added.

Concerns over the accu-
racy and security of the elec-
tion have run rampant this 
election season, prompted 
largely by comments from 
President Donald Trump 
that go back months. In the 
early hours of Wednesday, 

the president called the elec-
tion “a fraud on the Ameri-
can public,” without citing 
specific evidence or con-
cerns, and as several states 
were still counting ballots.

Election experts have for 
months said that voter fraud 
is extremely rare. Mean-
while, election officials in 
Virginia and elsewhere have 
said they are confident in 
the systems they have in 
place to ensure that every 
vote is counted.

In Virginia, former Vice 
President Joe Biden claimed 
an early night victory in the 
contest for the White House. 
He topped Trump by 9 per-
centage points or 400,000 
votes, according to unof-
ficial returns.

Roughly 2.8 million Vir-
ginians cast early ballots in 
the election, either by mail 
or in person. An additional 
4.3 million voted in person 
on election day.

Megan St. Lawrence, 
29, cast her ballot on Elec-
tion Day in Powhatan and 
said the missing mark on 
her voting record prompt-
ed concern that her vote 
wasn’t counted. She posted 
a screenshot of the voter 
record on Facebook, in a 
post that now has nearly 200 

comments and 125 shares.
“How could we know if 

our vote was included in the 
count if they don’t update it 
as the votes are counted?” 
St. Lawrence said in an 
interview. “It is all done elec-
tronically. ... It should update 
immediately.”

St. Lawrence noted that 
some voters she’s spoken to 
have seen their records up-
dated while others have not.

“I didn’t expect my post to 
get so much attention and so 
many shares,” she said.

Piper said voters who cast 
absentee ballots or voted 
early in person would see 
their voting records updated 
first because their ballots 
were likely processed before 
Election Day.

The records of people who 
voted in person on election 
day will be updated starting 
on Tuesday, when local elec-
tion officials have to finalize 
their vote counts. In the fol-
lowing days, voters should 
expect to see their records 
updated.

“Anybody who’s con-
cerned about their ballot 
not having been counted, 
I want to assure them that 
if they put the ballot to the 
machine, it was counted,” 
Piper said.

Officials say all ballots were 
counted, social media wrong

STeve heLber

Voters cast their ballots under a giant mural at Robious El-
ementary school on Election Day, in Midlothian. Poll workers 
said that traffic was slow due to early voting in the precinct. 
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