
FORUM“I’m a great believer in luck, and I fi nd the 
harder I work, the more I fi nd of it”

— Thomas Jeff erson
Founding Father and U.S. president
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Our Forum

The annual observance of Sunshine Week, which 
continues through Friday, emphasizes local, state and 
national governments’ obligation to be transparent with 
the citizens they serve.

The Isle of Wight County School Board, unfortunately, 
gave us a fresh reminder of why Sunshine Week is still 
needed. 

As The Smithfield Times’ Nate Delesline III reported in 
last week’s edition, the school division recently paid $20,000 
in legal fees to settle two Freedom of Information Act law-
suits by Isle of Wight resident Kathryne Carter Lemon.

The suits correctly accused the board of providing vague 
or insufficient details regarding decisions made in closed 
session and communicating the incorrect start time for 
board meetings. 

Disturbingly, board Chairwoman Jackie Carr, on behalf 
of other school board members, denied school officials 
knowingly or willfully violated the law. Ignorance might 
be an excuse if all school board members didn’t receive 
training on the state’s FOIA laws. But they do as part of 
their initial orientation.

And, as former school board member Herb De Groft 
points out in a letter elsewhere on this page, Lemon’s 
complaints weren’t the first time the board had been taken 
to task on transparency questions.

Understanding the letter of the law is certainly the 
school board’s obligation. But more important is for elect-
ed officials to treat transparency as a value — a bedrock 
principle of public service. If you make government an 
open book, fully accessible to the citizens who elected you, 
the letter of the law will never trip you up and, worse, cost 
taxpayers $20,000 that would be better spent educating 
children.

Expensive lesson
on transparency

Moving town elections to Nov. should boost participation
Democracy is much like a garden. It has to be tended 

to flourish. Without attention and care, it will produce 
less and less until one day it vanishes.

Voting laws are the fertilizer 
that encourages the growth of 
self-government. A vibrant democ-
racy needs a voting system that 
encourages us to participate. Only 
when we can and do vote does the 
garden flourish.

Across the nation, there are ef-
forts to do the opposite, to restrict 
voter access in order to reduce Elec-
tion Day participation. Such efforts 
amount to more than neglect. They 
are like introducing kudzu into our garden with the 
stated goal of choking out everything else. 

We should be pleased that Virginia’s General As-

sembly is fertilizing and hoeing our democratic garden. 
Last year, the General Assembly expanded the ease 
with which Virginians can vote by relaxing the rules 

surrounding absentee ballots, expanding 
early voting, removing voter ID restric-
tions and declaring Election Day a Vir-
ginia holiday.

This year, the Assembly continued 
tending the garden by eliminating the 
illogical May municipal election cycle 
that Virginia has doggedly clung to. A bill 
signed by Gov. Ralph Northam last week 
moves all municipal elections to the first 
Tuesday in November. Thus, Virginia 
voters will no longer have to keep track of 

town or city council elections that are held six months 
before all other elections.

Some cities and towns, including Windsor, have al-

ready voted to hold their council elections on November’s 
Election Day while others, including Smithfield, have 
held out for the traditional May election cycle.

It’s never made a lot of sense to hold a separate election 
cycle for town and city councils. It required county and 
city registrars to coordinate separate filing deadlines 
and to set up polling places, complete with poll workers, 
twice every other year. 

The impact on good governance was subtler, though 
quite real. May elections kept everybody guessing, 
particularly in small towns. Town Council incumbents 
didn’t see a need to make a big deal of upcoming elections. 
With any luck, and as often happened, few people even 
remembered an election cycle was pending, and thus, few 
people showed an interest in running for council seats.

And accompanying the low interest among candidates 
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Reader Forum
NOTE: The Smithfield Times welcomes letters from 

our readers and asks only that they be a maximum 
of 2,000 characters (330 words).Please avoid personal 
attacks on individuals. Letters must be signed and an 
address and phone number included for verification 
of authorship. The Smithfield Times will edit letters 
as needed. Mail letters to The Smithfield Times, P.O. 
Box 366, Smithfield, VA 23431, or email to editor@
smithfieldtimes.com. 

Cub Scouts were front and center when the Smithfield town Christmas tree was officially lit in December 
1981. A spruce tree next to the Town Hall was the town tree back then. Today, the town tree is erected 
each year in front of The Smithfield Times. (The Smithfield Times file photo)

Town tree lighting

Ignorance not an
excuse for board

Editor, The Smithfield 
Times:

Visit the Virginia School 
Board Association’s web-
site and go to Daily News 
thereon and at about the 
16th paragraph you will find 
our featured now infamous 
Isle of Wight County School 
Board’s FOIA lawsuit story 
(“IWCS confirms FOIA set-
tlement,” March 10).

Now all 130-plus school 
boards across Virginia can 
see our infamous board’s 
story. Shame is, this did not 
have to happen because they 
were given a “heads-up” 
on complying with FOIA 
by several of us over the 
last two years. Too, they 
were given FOIA Council 
Executive Director Allen 
Gernhardt’s opinion on 
their numerous FOIA vi-
olations back in July that 
had been requested by Tom 
Finderson.

For the IWCS board 
chair, supported by her fel-
low board members, to say 
they did not intend to violate 
FOIA is a “real laugher.” Ev-
ery school board member in 
Virginia receives training 

in FOIA’s requirements 
when they become a board 
member. Subsequently, 
at the numerous training 
conferences school board 
members attend each year 
they are in office, they re-
ceive “refresher training” 
in FOIA compliance. 

So, it’s never been a case 
of the IWCS board not know-
ing FOIA requirements. 
They just chose to ignore 
them. 

Open government is the 
only way interested citizens 
can know what their elected 
officials are doing, interact 
with them in various ways 
personally and ask ques-
tions of them on issues of 
interest. Letting the “sun-
shine in” keeps our local 
elected officials in the public 
scrutiny spotlight.  

Now’s a great time to 
beat that drum. 

Herb De Groft
Smithfield

Greatness must
be protected

Editor, The Smith-
field Times:                                                                                              

I have been thinking 

about the aftermath of the 
attack on our Capitol and 
what it means for us as cit-
izens of the United States. 

First and foremost, it 
means recognizing what 
makes our country the 
best in the world and what 
we need to do to keep it 
that way. 

Our greatness is based 
on values, freedoms and 
democracy and we must 
protect each and every one 
of these attributes. 

Values include the be-
lief in the importance of 
helping others, including 
the giving of our own citi-
zens’ lives as evidenced by 
the sacrifices of our mili-
tary over the generations.

Freedoms include being 
able to speak and live and 
believe in any way that 
helps us to lead fulfilled 
lives.

Democracy is the most 
important since it ensures 

that we do not lose our 
values and freedoms to 
authoritarianism or dic-
tatorship. It requires each 
one of us to be involved in 
the political process to pre-
vent the illegal overthrow 
of our government; it ne-
cessitates knowing which 
political parties and which 
candidates are dedicated 
to protecting our democ-
racy! Additionally, it can 
only be truly protected if 
every citizen eligible to 
vote does so.

The failed attempt to 
overthrow our govern-
ment does not mean the 
threat is over, but instead 
it requires all of us to 
remain vigilant and proac-
tive to protect what makes 
our country the best in the 
world.

Joe Puglisi
Smithfield

• See ROWS, p. 3



FORUM“Tell me and I forget. Teach me and I remem-
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— Benjamin Franklin
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Our Forum

Isle of Wight County supervisors, with their decision 
last month to remove a Confederate monument from coun-
ty property, reminded us of the value of our constitutional 
republic, in which we elect representatives to carefully 
consider difficult questions and do what they believe to 
be right for the community they serve.

If the objective were entirely the elusive “will of the peo-
ple,” we’d need no representatives at all. Governance would 
be conducted entirely by citizen referendum, which, in the 
case of the memorial to Confederate dead, would likely 
have kept it firmly planted in front of the old courthouse.

Isle of Wight’s supervisors, to their credit, considered 
the good of the entire community and made a decision that 
was inevitable. Controversy over the monument wasn’t 
going away, as our nation continues to grapple with ques-
tions of race some 150 years after the Civil War and the 
end of slavery.

“I don’t want any citizen that I represent to be offend-
ed, particularly by items that sit on their property,” said 
Windsor District Supervisor Joel Acree, referring to the 
monument’s current location on taxpayer-funded, publicly 
owned land. “Quite honestly, being born and raised here, 
I have to confess I never paid much attention to the monu-
ment, but it’s been interesting during this course. It’s defi-
nitely allowed me to reflect on, just, different parts of it.”

Recent changes to state law permit localities like Isle of 
Wight and Surry to remove, relocate, cover or contextualize 
any Confederate monuments they own.

Isle of Wight supervisors made the right call, just as 
neighboring Surry’s supervisors did last year.

The Isle of Wight monument will be preserved, possibly 
on private property in the southern part of the county. 
That’s appropriate, with monument supporters able to 
ensure its preservation in perpetuity.

The people’s property, however, will be free of a symbol 
that divided our community, and would have continued 
to do so.

Supervisors made
right call on statue

Amid needed progress, some history should be preserved
Years ago, the late Granville Starke regaled The Twins 

coffee shop crowd regularly with stories and banter. One 
day, he said he had been asked if he knew who Joe White 
was.

No, Granville replied, “But I 
know where his bottom is.”

The namesake of Joe White’s 
Bottom has been something of a mys-
tery for ages, but thousands of people 
today know “where his bottom is” 
because of Gimme Shelter, a tiny 
business located in Cornett’s Garage 
right smack dab in the middle of Joe 
White’s Bottom.

Gimme Shelter is the hugely 
successful nonprofit business created by Robin Knauth 
to raise money for the county animal shelter and, more 
broadly, animal rescue and care.

Mrs. Knauth and her husband, Peter, moved here from 
Virginia’s Northern Neck, where she operated a similar 
business. They bought the old Benjamin Chapman Li-

brary house on Church Street more than 
a decade ago. After a couple of years here, 
Robin focused her talent and energy (she 
has plenty of both) on creating an animal 
funding charity, and the Gimme Shelter 
Thrift Shop was born.

The response from the community was 
instantaneous.

Smithfield “is just heaven on earth. Peo-
ple in Smithfield have been unbelievable,” 
she said this week.

The venture has raised thousands upon 
thousands of dollars that were used to improve the Isle of 
Wight Animal Shelter, making it more conducive to the 
care of animals that end up there and to their eventual 

adoption.
Today, Gimme Shelter is not only a successful business, 

but a social gathering place for people who share Mrs. Kn-
auth’s love of animals and charitable work on their behalf.

There’s also something about the location that seems 
to fit its use. Cornett’s Garage is one of many tiny service 
stations built in Smithfield and Isle of Wight County 
during the first three decades of the 20th century, when 
the automobile was becoming a ubiquitous part of Amer-
ica’s landscape.

Now, it seems, Gimme Shelter will close, and Cornett’s 
Garage will be bulldozed in an effort to make Joe White’s 
Bottom part of a prettier entry to Smithfield’s Historic Dis-
trict. Mrs. Knauth has been told that the property she has 
rented for a decade from Tommy Askew is under contract 
to the Luter family, which has bought the Pierceville and 
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County Administrator W.B. Owen watches in June 1981 as water flows from a deep well installed by 
Virginia Beach to offset the effects of a massive drought by adding water to the Norfolk lake system. 
Two of the 4 million gallons per day wells were dug near Windsor and deeded to Isle of Wight under 
the agreement. A later Board of Supervisors turned the wells over to the Western Tidewater Regional 
Water Authority. (The Smithfield Times file photo)

Groundwater flowing

County’s culture 
is being canceled

Editor, The Smithfield 
Times:

In a recent “Short Rows” 
the Times’ publisher emer-
itus recalled his youthful 
Southern history lessons 
learned in Smithfield as 
“tripe.” That’s “pig stom-
ach” for readers not so famil-
iar with our county’s major 
industry.

Our most important Rev-
olutionary War landmark 
structure, “Pierceville,” 
was just destroyed by some-
one who had, supposedly, 
learned his history in our 
local school system. And 
the demolition of our coun-
ty’s first integrated public 
school, the stately Jordan 
House, was demolished by 
local entrepreneurs, one of 
whom actually served on our 
Board of Supervisors.

One of our supervisors 

said several weeks ago that 
maybe our county should 
not be in the “monuments 
business.” Really? Well, too 
late, way too late!

There are many “mon-
uments” and “memorials” 
that our county government 
has blessed in years past. 
Georgie D. Tyler Middle 
School in Windsor and Hen-
ry H. Bradby Park in Rush-
mere just to cite two. Are 
they also “tripe”?

Memorializing our his-
toric past is indeed the “busi-
ness” of government. And 
has been for centuries!

The “Warraskoyack In-

dians” historical marker 
on Smith’s Neck recalls 
our Native American heri-
tage. Smithfield or “Smith’s 
Field” reminds us of gener-
ations of the slave-owning 
Arthur Smith family. De-
scendants of the Mathomank 
Indian Village, once in the 
Rushmere area, want the 
government to erect a mark-
er for their ancestors. 

Are all these reminders 
of our historic past to be 
“culture canceled” as mere 
“tripe”?

No! We must hold on to 
what teaches us about our 
storied past. Yes, even if 

some things “offend” like 
our Confederate memorial 
or the relocated “School-
house Museum” that was 
torn from its original histo-
ry-making location, hauled 
several miles and replanted 
falsely in town. 

Was it placed right there 
prominently and deliber-
ately to remind all coming 
into town from the “south” 
of our past segregationist 
sins? Was the motivation 
for its placement the same 
as what is said prompted 
the United Daughters of the 
Confederacy to erect the 
soldiers memorial where it 
is now? Should we return 
the Schoolhouse Museum 
to its historic location? And 
by the way, this relocation 
effort was led by someone 
who lives in Surry County, 
not even here.

Is it not unthinkable we 
may have to rebrand our 

• See LETTERS, p. 3

• See ROWS, p. 3



Forum
“With malice toward none, with charity for all, with 
firmness in the right as God gives us to see the right, let 
us strive on to finish the work we are in, to bind up the 
nation’s wounds, to care for him who shall have borne 
the battle and for his widow and his orphan, to do all 
which may achieve and cherish a just and lasting peace 
among ourselves and with all nations.”

— President Abraham Lincoln, 
in his second inaugural address
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Our Forum

We’re not naïve about the difficult fiscal climate for 
governments at all levels, including right here in Smith-
field. And as much as we hate it, we understand the logic 
of the town’s recent decision to stop curbside collection 
of recyclables. 

But communication with residents about the decision 
could not have been handled worse by the town and its 
recycling contractor, Bay Disposal. And for that, the town 
has some explaining to do.

As thoroughly documented by reporter Stephen Faleski 
in last week’s edition, the town and Bay Disposal complete-
ly flubbed a supposed option for residents to privately pay 
for recycling pickup once the town’s contract with Bay 
ended this month, provided enough people signed up for 
the service. The problem is that trying to get your name 
on the list was a circuitous black hole of Bay telling callers 
to contact town officials and town officials punting them 
right back to Bay.

Magically and conveniently, Bay this month declared 
insufficient interest by town residents in private pickup, 
despite residents having had no way to express their 
interest.

On major decisions like ending recycling, the town must 
do better. And it’s not too late to fix this one.

Council members should call a town hall-style meeting, 
with both socially distanced in-person and virtual partici-
pation options, and compel Bay Disposal, which continues 
to have the town’s contact for garbage disposal, to attend 
and join town officials in answering as many questions as 
residents want to ask. 

Bay should also be required to reopen the sign-up pe-
riod for residents interested in private recycling pickup, 
and this time provide convenient, easy ways by phone, 
internet and traditional mail for people to put their names 
on the list.

The town also needs to sort out conflicting claims 
about how much of the recyclables that were being picked 
up curbside were actually being recycled. The town, in 
attempting to justify the decision to terminate recycling 
services, told residents that most of the recyclables were 
actually being incinerated instead of recycled. Bay said 
only 30% was being incinerated. Such discrepancies cause 
distrust among a skeptical citizenry.

Finally, residents deserve a math illustration of the 
fiscal impact of the decision to end recycling pickup. A 
letter writer elsewhere on this page makes the detailed 
case that garbage might actually become a profit center for 
town coffers. That’s unacceptable if he’s right. And must 
be refuted if he’s wrong. 

Monument poll
As we do from week to week on topics of community 

interest, an unscientific poll at SmithfieldTimes.com gave 
our regular readers and subscribers a chance to express 
themselves on the decision that Isle of Wight supervisors 
will soon make about the fate of the county’s Confederate 
monument. Unfortunately, the poll was hijacked by the 
Virginia Division of the Sons of Confederate Veterans 
and distributed far and wide on Facebook, distorting the 
results with hundreds of votes by out-of-towners and out-
of-staters, easily identifiable by their IP addresses. The poll 
got 30 times more votes than our standard weekly question.

We have no doubt that a majority of Isle of Wight resi-
dents would prefer to keep the monument right where it is. 
If the Board of Supervisors ultimately makes its decision 
based on a popularity contest, it will vote to keep the mon-
ument at the old courthouse. Many believe that’s the way it 
should work in a representative democracy. Others believe 
elected officials are obligated to make what they believe to 
be the right decisions rather than the popular ones.

Regardless, we won’t allow out-of-town interest groups 
to use distorted SmithfieldTimes.com poll results to influ-
ence supervisors’ decision.

Recycling transition
badly bungled

Indelible images from a dark day in American history
All of us will carry in our minds for the rest of our lives 

images of the Jan. 6 terrorist attack on the Capitol. It was 
that traumatic. 

Someone said last week that he 
found the attack in some ways more 
painful than the 9-11 attacks. Those, 
at least, were attributed to foreign 
enemies of the United States. The 
Jan. 6 insurrectionists were Ameri-
cans — our neighbors attacking us. 
It doesn’t get much worse than that.

Most of us will recall the horrific 
images of that day sadly. Tragically, 
a few among us will recall them with 
pride. May God have mercy on those 
who do.

Among the scores of video images that we have seen 
during the past two weeks, several are etched indelibly in 

my mind. One is of a Capitol police officer being crushed 
in a doorway, screaming for relief as terrorists chanted 
slogans around him and continued to push on the doors.

The second is of a yahoo parading 
through a second-floor room of the Capitol 
with a Confederate battle flag — the Stars 
and Bars. As children, teachers tried to 
convince us Southerners that the battle 
flag was a symbol of an honorable people 
fighting an honorable war to protect their 
“liberty.” As a teenager, I believed that 
tripe, but fortunately grew out of it in 
adulthood and came to understand that the 
Confederate flag was a symbol of a rebellion 
designed to continue enslaving people and, 

in the process, destroy the Union that had been forged 
nearly a century earlier.

To see that flag carried in a victory march through the 

United States Capitol was a stark and clear reminder that 
its use today bodes nothing good for this nation. Other 
photos completed the image of that flag, showing it being 
carried proudly down Pennsylvania Avenue alongside a 
Nazi swastika — two symbols of hatred side by side.

The photo of the terrorist who came into the chamber of 
the U.S. Senate equipped with zip-tie handcuffs must rank 
among the more frightening symbols of what these people 
intended. Two men who were carrying the ties were later 
arrested and charged with violent entry into the Capitol. 
One is a Nashville bartender, the other a retired Air Force 
officer. That makes you proud, doesn’t it? Hopefully, both 
will have ample opportunity to ruminate on their contribu-
tions to sedition while sitting in a federal cell somewhere.

Another image that will remain with me was not even 
a part of the activities at the Capitol but rather was shot 
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There was a time when politicians could smile at one another, and probably even meant it. Richard 
L. Turner of Isle of Wight was flanked by Delegates Samuel J. Glasscock and J. Paul Councill when 
the three were photographed at a Chamber of Commerce outing in 1981. Turner and the Rev. James 
Johnson of Surry challenged the two veteran legislators for seats in a new two-delegate district that 
had been created. Both Councill and Glasscock won reelection easily the following month.
 (The Smithfield Times file photo)

Friendly foes

Don’t destroy
town’s character

Editor, The Smithfield 
Times:

I am alarmed and very 
concerned about the propos-
als to develop the Mallory 
Scott Farm properties on 
Battery Park and Nike Park 
roads. 

The original plan was to 
construct 265 houses and 
now this has expanded to a 
proposed 1,106 residential 
units. These lands are cur-
rently mostly woods and 
fields and contribute greatly 
to the pastoral character of 
our community. 

Development is destruc-
tive to the natural environ-
ment and has a negative 
impact on the water table, 
water supply, sewage dis-
posal, traffic, population 
density, air quality, wildlife 
and, I am sure, many other 
aspects of the environment 
of which we are not aware. 
Many of these qualities of 
our environment are nonre-
newable. 

My wife and I retired here 
a decade ago from living over 
30 years in Northern Virgin-
ia and having experienced 
the rampant destruction 
and permanent effects of de-
velopment in that part of the 
state. It saddens me greatly 

to think that the same loss to 
the quality of the community 
could happen here.

I urge members of the 
Town Council and Planning 
Commission to carefully 
consider and appreciate the 
charm and natural beauty of 
this corner of Tidewater that 
all of us have chosen to make 
our home. Development is 
inevitable but can be careful-
ly considered and minimized 
so as not to destroy the valu-
able and unique character of 
this place we love. 

Development is destruc-
tive; this is a fact. All as-
pects of the impacts of the 
process and final results of 
development must be care-
fully considered and limited 
or the open spaces, woods, 
fields, beautiful waterways 
and wildlife that we now 
enjoy and treasure may be 
lost forever. 

Steven Shephard
Gatling Pointe

Town profiting
from garbage?

Editor, The Smithfield 
Times:

Last week’s ST article 
concerning the loss of recy-
cling service in Smithfield 
(“Town residents lament 
loss of recycling”) triggered 
some thoughts about the 
subject beyond the opaque 
and sometimes inconsistent 
comments from Bay Dispos-
al regarding the continua-
tion (or not) of recycling for 
a fee. But let’s leave that for 
others to argue.

The whole matter of re-
fuse collection in Smithfield 
has seemed to me to be a bit 
of “abracadabra” ever since 
the town’s proposal in 2019 
to raise money by charging 
a $10 per month fee to Bay 
customers. At that time, 
for the sake of fairness to 
lower-income families, the 
town announced that it had 
instead changed the pro-
posed trash fee to a 3-cent 

addition to the then 16-cent 
real estate tax, and of course 
it is still being collected to-
day. The town’s fiscal year 
2020-21 budget gives a total 
real estate tax revenue es-
timate of $2,173,349, so in 
alignment with the town’s 
statement in 2019, the part 
of that collected in support of 
trash collection by the added 
3 cents would be 3/19 of the 
total real estate tax revenue, 
or about $343,160.

The town budget shows a 
projected fiscal 2020-21 recy-
cling cost of $137,090, so that 
the pro rata portion of that 
for the fiscal year through 
the mid-January cessation 
of recycling is $74,257.

Finally, the budget states 
an estimated $350,015 fiscal 
2020-21 new fee revenue for 
“Refuse and Recycling Col-
lection Fee” and a $224,580 
projected expenditure for 
“Trash Collection.”

The economic shock of 
COVID-19 has forced Smith-
field, like all municipalities 
everywhere, to belt-tighten 
and scrape the bottom of the 
barrel for any scraps of new 
revenue it can find to sup-
plement reduced local tax 
revenues. In this particular 
instance, it seems appropri-
ate to wonder if trash collec-
tion operations in Smithfield 
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