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That’s where the races are held, and 
that’s where the big money is fl owing, 
thanks to revenue not just from the 
racetrack, but from machines allowing 
wagering on historical horse races at 
sites throughout the commonwealth.

“It has put us in the spotlight,” 
County Administrator  Rodney 
Hathaway says of the resumption of 
racing and the new tax revenue, which 
already exceeded $2.7 million during the 
fi rst six months of operation.

Sandwiched between two big metro 
areas — Richmond and Hampton 
Roads — it has been easy for New Kent 
to be overlooked.

“We’re a small, rural bedroom com-
munity,” Hathaway says.

But that description belies the 
churning growth that has been occurring 
in New Kent, making the return of racing 
one more exclamation point.

The Weldon Cooper Center for 
Public Service at the University of Vir-
ginia has identifi ed New Kent County 
as the second-fastest-growing locality 
in Virginia between 2010-2018, with a 
21.9% population growth rate, second 
only to Loudoun County, the glowing 
megastar in Northern Virginia. The U.S. 
Census put New Kent’s 2018 population 
at an estimated 22,391, and the Cooper 
Center projects it will rise to more than 
28,000 by 2030.

“We’ve seen more economic devel-
opment growth in the past two to three 
years than we’ve ever seen before,” 
driven by the county’s rising population, 
says Ma� hew J. Smolnik, New Kent’s 
director of economic development. 

When Smolnik and his family moved 
to New Kent seven years ago — a few 
years prior to his employment with the 
county — he says it was the quality of 

life that attracted them. “A wonderful 
public school system, quality master-
planned communities, plus rural large 
acreage lots, three [soon to be four] win-
eries, four golf courses, three rivers, a 
thoroughbred horse track and 15 minutes 
to downtown Richmond in one direction 
and 15 minutes to Colonial Williamsburg 
in the other …. what’s not to love about 
living in New Kent County?”

The surge in population has meant 
increased demand for services such 
as schools, public safety and health 
care. It has also brought newcomers 
who take an active interest in how the 
county is run, sometimes putting 
them at odds with county leaders and 
longtime residents. At the center of 
this friction is Texas industrialist 
John Poindexter, who has acquired 
thousands of acres in New Kent in 
recent years.

hen the first group of horses bolted out of their gates on Aug. 8 for the resumption of live thorough-
bred racing at Colonial Downs after a five-year absence, the big winner was New Kent County.W
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dexter at this date, is Criss Cross 
Plantation, developed in the 1680s by 
George Poingdestre (a previous spelling 
of the family name).

Morgan Olson LLC, a delivery van 
maker that is owned by Poindexter’s 
company, recently announced plans to 
relocate to a former IKEA plant in the 
Danville area and possibly hire as many 
as 700 workers. Poindexter says that the 
plant initially was slated for James City 
County, near the New Kent line.

“It would not have been as large, 
about half the size, but it would have 
been a very big deal,” Poindexter says, 
adding that the deal eventually stalled 
because of several factors, including the 
timeframe for availability of the 
building being sought.

In any event, Poindexter says he 
believes that New Kent’s future does not 
lie in the kind of heavy manufacturing 
that his company specializes in, but 
rather in tourism, residential devel-
opment and entertainment.

“Development will be intelligent, land-
scaped … out of sight as much as possible,” 
he says, describing his vision of the future.

Poindexter says he cares deeply about 
the county and wants to have a lasting 
impact there.

“All my assets, including all my assets in 
New Kent County, will go into a foundation 

for public benefit,” he 
says. “Among the 
objectives of the 
foundation is the 
maintenance of the 
properties in New 

Kent with a goal of being an historical 
attraction — the houses, the property, 
future houses, would be operated as a 
public benefit. 

“I have no heirs and do not propose 
to leave assets to relatives,” he says.

PNK 2030 endorsed several candi-
dates for local races in the recent 
November election.

“We looked good on paper, but there 
were a few key races where our candidate 
did not win,” Poindexter says in describing 
the election results.

In the critical Board of Supervisors 
races, “PNK endorsed in three of the 
supervisors’ races [after rescinding one]. 
One was running unopposed. Their can-
didate lost the other two races,” says 
Heather Moon, a researcher and writer 
in New Kent who has been closely fol-
lowing PNK 2030’s progress.

Thomas W. Evelyn, an incumbent 
supervisor who won his fourth term in 
the November elections, takes a dim view 
of PNK’s efforts in New Kent.

“I think they came in here and pretty 
much wanted to run the county at the 
end of the day. That’s not going to happen 
now,” Evelyn says of the election’s results. 
“The citizens of the county, I think, are 
smarter than that, and they elected the 
officials that they feel like have done a 
pretty good job with growth and man-
aging the county and been very fiscally 
responsible, and I think that showed on 
Election Day.” 

Joe Dombroski of the family-owned 
New Kent Winery at Dombroski Vine-
yards moved to the county in 2014 from 
western Henrico County and helped form 
the partnership in 2018 along with his 
wife, Jo Anna. They have since left the 
organization, citing differences about its 
hiring of a political consultant. 

But Dombroski, a former supervisory 
special agent for the U.S.  Drug 
Enforcement Administration, says he still 
shares many of the group’s views, empha-
sizing that the county desperately needs 
a land use and smart-growth plan.

Dombroski, who recently lost his bid 
for a seat on the Board of Supervisors, 
wants the county to keep its rural char-
acter, while still providing amenities and 
services that newcomers to the county 
are especially keen on having.

Given current growth trends, he says, 
“In the next 10 years … there will be more 
people who came here than were born 
and raised here. It’s going to change.”

He says newcomers and longtime res-
idents all along the political and 
generational divide need to find a way to 
work together if New Kent is have a 
bright future. 

Patricia Paige, the first African 
American woman to win a seat on the 
Board of Supervisors, defeated Dombroski 
to win her second term. A 63-year-old New 
Kent native, she lives on the same road 
where she grew up.

She agrees that dialogue is essential. 
“If we treat each with dignity and 
respect and truth, I believe that New 
Kent will grow and it will be the county 
all of us want it to be,” Paige says, 
“whether you were born and raised here 
or you moved here.” R

IN THE NEXT 10 YEARS…
THERE WILL BE MORE 
PEOPLE WHO CAME 
HERE THAN WERE BORN 
AND RAISED HERE.  
IT'S GOING TO CHANGE.” 

Joe Dombroski, New Kent Winery
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A lifelong New Kent 
resident, Patricia Paige 
defeated challenger  
Joe Dombroski to win  
a second term on the 
Board of Supervisors.
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without charge, as part of the service.  
At the time, Chesterfield was rapidly 

growing toward a population of 150,000. 
Today, it’s climbing toward 350,000 people.  

Shamin has been along for the ride, 
especially benefiting from the area’s 
sports tourism, which has become a 
nearly $50 million industry for the county.   

John Watt, tourism project manager 
in Chesterfield County’s department of 
economic development, paints the pic-
ture: “Given they have a preponderance 
of properties, nearly a dozen in Chester-
field County, Shamin Hotels has been 
really, really important to the economic 
vitality of our region,” he says.  

“Their hotels are scattered from the 
edge of 295 in Meadowville all the way 
over to Brandermill and provide a wide 
assortment of choices for the traveling 
public, for our business travelers who are 
coming into the community and, for the 
past 10 years or so, the explosion the 
region has seen in sports tourism,” Watt 
says. “We couldn’t do it without 
the number of rooms that the 
Shamin properties provide, both 
here in Chesterfield and also the 
city and Henrico.”  

A CULTURE OF SERVICE 
For many years, Amin served on the 
board and as chairman of the finance 
committee for Richmond's Better Hous-
ing Coalition.  

Amin says he was drawn to that 
service initially by concern that some 
of the associates who worked at his 
hotels might not be able to find afford-
able housing.  

“I got to know the associates at the 
hotels, so I see when people are lacking 
the basic needs — shelter, health care, 
education, food,” Amin says. “Those are 

the things I’m focused 
on, and those are my 
passion, to ensure that 
not only Shamin associ-
ates but the entire com-
munity has those basic 
needs. So I’ve tried to 
align myself with those 
types of organizations.”  

Greta Harris, BHC 
president and CEO, 
praised Amin’s service 
and commitment, as 
well as his business 
acumen. Amin rotated 
off the coalition's board 
last year.  

“He was a savvy busi-
nessman who under-
stood the connection 
between successful 
employment and quality 
affordable housing in 
close proximity to jobs,” 
Harris says.  

“The folks who are 
taking care of our chil-
dren, the folks who are 
helping us take care of 
our parents, the folks 
who are serving great 

food and drinks and who are cleaning 
hotels and things like that, all of those 
folks need quality housing at an afford-
able price,” Harris says. “Not every busi-
ness necessarily sees it that way.”  

Amin has earned accolades for his 
contributions to the community  — tour-
ism development, affordable housing and 
the like — and for his business savvy.  

But he says he is uncomfortable with 
the attention and shifts the credit to his 
parents for the work they have done to 
give the company a sound foundation.  

He says his mother, Purnima Amin, is 
often overlooked for her contributions, 
which he says have been inestimable.  

“She’s really the glue that keeps this 
company together,” he says. “She’s that 
motherly figure, the caretaker. If some-
one has a need, they come to her. She’s 
very easy to talk to, and that’s created 
this culture.”  

Despite Shamin Hotels’ success, Amin 
says his family business — and his family 
— have tried largely to eschew the out-
ward trappings of success.   

“You’ll see that my father nor I don’t 
have an assistant,” Amin says. “We don’t 
live an extravagant lifestyle. My father 
still lives in the same house that I grew 
up in. I lived in a hotel until I was 12, and 
then he built this house [in 1991], and I 
moved in there. He lives in that same 
house today.  

“We came from nothing, and we were 
always happy. When we lived in the motel 
room, we were happy. We never felt that 
we were missing out or anything, and 
that’s how we still feel today.  

“We’re just happy spending time with 
friends and family, taking care of our 
communities and taking care of our 
associates,” Amin says. “That’s what 
brings us happiness, rather than chang-
ing our lifestyle.”  R

“WE WANT [OUR ASSOCIATES] TO KNOW 
THAT WE ARE IN THIS TOGETHER, AND  

WE WILL COME OUT OF THIS TOGETHER.”
NEIL AMIN, CEO OF SH AMIN HOTEL S

Shamin Hotels created a 
scholarship  for the children of 

the company’s associates 
named after Purnima Amin 
(right), Neil Amin’s mother.
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