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BY JOE TENNIS
WASHINGTON COUNTY NEWS

Voters in Washington
County will choose can-
didates for three of the
county’s seven school
board seats in the cur-
rent election that con-
cludes with in-person

v o t i n g
Tuesday,
Nov. 2.

T w o
of the
r a c e s
are con-
t e s t e d ,
w h i l e
i n c u m -
b e n t
Sanders
Hender-
son is
running
u n o p -
posed in
the Jef-
f e r s o n
District.

In the Taylor District,
20-year school board
veteran Tom Musick
is being challenged by
longtime educator Deb-
bie Anderson.

A beef cattle farmer in
Widener Valley, Musick,
who has served as the
school board chairman
the past three years, said
he would like to win an-
other term to work on
ongoing projects.

“I still think I have a
lot of support,” Musick
said. “It’s just a matter
of getting people to the
polls.”

Anderson, 65, lives
next to the football field
at Holston High School
in Damascus.

She taught at Damas-
cus Elementary School
at the old Rock School
and then eventually
taught first grade at
Rhea Valley Elementary
School. Anderson re-
tired in 2017, after serv-
ing as principal at Rhea
Valley for 14 years.

Three
school
board
seats
up for
grabs

See ELECTIONS, Page A5

Anderson

Musick

Damascus Town
Council seat
also contested

BY CAROLYN R. WILSON
FOR THE WASHINGTON COUNTY NEWS

A BINGDON, Va. — It
doesn’t happen every
day that an independent

filmmaker uses the idyllic scen-
ery and people of Southwest
Virginia to make a movie.

But that’s exactly what David
Alford, a former Barter Theatre
stage actor, has done in the sur-
rounding areas of his home-
town of Abingdon.

Alford began dabbling with
faith-based filmmaking about
two years ago, and since then,
his production company, Cross
Purposes, named after his first
film, has grown in leaps and
bounds.

The production company just
wrapped up filming its third
film “Royal Ashes,” this sum-
mer, with the editing of the film
taking place now.

Alford said he
feels blessed that
the low-budget
films have taken
off in a way that
he never ex-
pected, offering
him opportuni-
ties in the future

to partner with Kappa Studios,
a full-service production house
for TV, film and commercial
productions in Burbank,
California. The studio has been
used by Hollywood studios like
20th Century Fox, ABC, CBS,
and AMC for over 30 years.
Most recently, the facility has
provided post-production work
for the massively successful
series “The Chosen.”

The film director and pro-
ducer reported that, only four
months after releasing his sec-

ond homespun film, “Found.,”
the faith-based story has been
viewed by people throughout
the world. Although produced
on a shoestring budget, the film
has been quickly recognized in
the film world for its high qual-
ity and inspiring message.

According to Alford, who cre-
ated the story, the film “Found.”
will debut on Sony Pictures’
Pure Flix, a subscription
platform for faith-based films,
beginning Nov. 1.

The film stars 26 local actors,
including Joseph Stam and
Jesse Cox, both members of the
Barter Youth Academy; Josiah
Gross, the youngest cast mem-
ber; Rick McVey, a veteran Bar-
ter Theatre actor; Ryan Hender-
son; the Rev. John Dawson, the
minister at Abingdon Presbyte-
rian Church; and Wendy Piper,
an actor at Barter Theatre.

Abingdon native Benjamin
Dawson of Athens, Georgia,

was composer for the film. A
composer, theorist and violin-
ist, Dawson said accompanying
music for films always helps to
dictate the emotions audience
members will feel.

Using sets around Southwest
Virginia, the film “Found.” is
about a teenage orphan boy
named Finch who adapts to the
modern world after growing up
completely off the grid.

“He’s put in a situation where
he finds himself dropped right
in the middle of our modern
world,” explained Alford. “I
placed him in the mountains
of Appalachia with a teenage
mom who left him with an el-
derly couple to raise. Living off
the grid, Finch finds himself an
orphan who is quickly brought
into our world. He skews ev-
erything around him with very
different eyes.”

CROSS PURPOSES

COURTESY OF CROSS PURPOSES

Veteran Barter Theatre actor Rick McVey gets readied for filming by makeup artist Lydia Bullen on the set of
“Royal Ashes,” the third film by director David Alford.

Movie miracles
Abingdon director’s films find success — allowing
him to continue making faith-based movies in town

See FILM, Page A5

COURTESY OF CROSS PURPOSES

Micah Gerber looks at the movie screen while actor Joshua Bullen is on
the set of “Royal Ashes.”

Alford
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“I’m trying my best
to run a very positive
campaign based upon
my reputation … what
I’ve done in this coun-
ty,” she said.

In all, Anderson
taught or had been em-
ployed in Washington
County Schools for 44
years. She was also a
student in the coun-
ty. Most recently, she
has served as a long-
time volunteer for the
Holston High School
band.

“I have been very,
very involved in our
community,” she said.
“I dearly love this com-
munity because they
have given so much to
me.”

In the Wilson District,
two candidates are
competing to fill the
vacant seat left when
former school board
member Terry Fleenor
resigned in July, citing a
hate-filled political cli-
mate as his reason for
stepping down.

Jenny Nichols, 43,
sells insurance for Vir-
ginia Farm Bureau and
lives in rural Bristol
near Exit 10 off I-81.

Originally from Rich-
lands, Nichols said she

is run-
ning
for the
school
board
be-
cause
she
has
two
chil-
dren
in the
coun-
ty, one
at Wal-
lace
Middle
School
and

another at John S. Bat-
tle High School.

Nichols says she has
been regularly attend-
ing school board meet-
ings this year and has
sought the seat after
prayer and discussions
with her family.

Tracey Dalton Mer-
cier, 51, lives in the
Wallace community
on the headwaters of
Clear Creek. She’s been
a teacher for 29 years
and currently teaches
special education at
Stonewall Jackson El-
ementary School in
Bristol, Virginia.

Mercier grew up
near Valley Institute
in Washington County
and graduated from
John S. Battle High

School in 1988.
The candidate cites

her work experience
— including a stint at
Rhea Valley Elemen-
tary School — as giving
her a potential strong
voice on the school
board.

“Everyone is so fo-
cused on our tests,”
Mercier said. “We don’t
have time for class-
room discussions.
We don’t have time
for projects. … We’re
building a test-taking
society.”

In other local races on
the county ballot, three
members of the Wash-
ington County Board of
Supervisors — Dwayne
Ball, Randy Pennington
and Mike Rush — are
running unopposed.

In the town of Damas-
cus, meanwhile, newly
appointed member
Robert Van de Vuurst
is running to keep his
council seat against
challenger Charles
Fields.

So far, in early vot-
ing and absentee bal-
lots, turnout has been
steady, said Derek Ly-
all, an elections official
for Washington County,
Virginia. He said about
2,700 votes have been
cast so far in early vot-
ing, which ends Satur-
day, Oct. 30, at 5 p.m.

Elections
From Page A1

Nichols

Mercier

Worldwide viewers
After signing with

Bridgestone Multimedia
Group, a $27.5 million-a-
year media distributor, the
film “Found.” was released
to five international
faith-based networks.
The networks carry the
film around the world to
places like Russia, Central
America, Australia, New
Zealand, Europe, Norway
and Sweden.

“We’ve even received
emails from students in
the Philippines saying they
watched the film “Found.”
for a college assignment
and loved it. To hear from
people on the other side
of the globe boggles my
brain,” said Alford.

The film has been picked
up by Amazon Prime and
is available to watch on
the web.

It’s been put on many
streaming apps including
Xumo, Roku and Tubi.

Alford said the stream-
ing service market is a
fast-growing industry with
companies clamoring to
increase content opportu-
nities.

“Thousands of hours of
media is expected to be
available at the everyone’s
fingertips, and there’s this
massive grab now for con-
tent,” he explained.

“‘Found.’ got caught
up in that grab, and it’s
on all of these streamline
platforms that we never
dreamed we’d be on,” he
said.

The film also can be
viewed on EncourageTV,
which is streamed on
YouTube.

Since its release in
August on Tubi, a stream-
ing service owned by Fox
Corp. with over 34 million
subscribers, “Found.” has
received over 2 million
views on that platform
alone.

“At one time, our film
was the No. 1 faith-based
film on that platform for
almost two weeks,” he
said.

An encouragement
Alford is encouraged that

statistics indicate that at
least 4 million people have
watched the film “Found.”
since its release.

The whole thrust of the
story is about leaning on
God during hard times
when things are out of
control, he said. “Found.”
is about a boy who is lost
in the world on his own,
and the only person he has
to count on is God, and it
sees him through.

“I’m hoping that people
who are feeling life is a
little bit out of control
right now will hear that
message and trust in God.
It’s a word of encourage-
ment I hope everyone
picks up from the film.”

Alford said he has
received messages from
a viewer in Nigeria who
watches encouraging
scenes in the film daily
just to help him in his

struggle with depression.
“That alone makes the

movie worth doing. If
there are more stories,
that’s just icing on the
cake.”

‘Royal Ashes’
Alford’s upcoming third

film, “Royal Ashes,” is
about a young family of
five siblings whose parents
are battling problems. The
kids are faced with raising
themselves.

“The storyline has more
urban problems whereas
‘Found.’ has an Appa-
lachian feel to it,” said
Alford.

The financial return
from the film is very slow
in working its way through
the system, but the film
should generate a sub-
stantial amount of dollars
by next spring, he said.

“Only about 3% of inde-
pendent films of any genre
anywhere in the country
get their money back. For
us to get our money back
for ‘Found.’ in less than a
year is quite amazing and
almost unheard of,” said
Alford.

“Who knows, our next
film budget may hover
around $400,000 instead
of just $40,000.

“To get money to put in
the next film is as much
success you can hope for
in this business.”

Carolyn R. Wilson is a freelance writer
in Glade Spring, Virginia. Contact her

at news@washconews.com.
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COURTESY OF CROSS PURPOSES

In a still from the movie “Found.,” Joseph Stam as Finch (left) and Josiah Gross as Jack talk.

COURTESY OF CROSS PURPOSES

Dan Parsons is behind the camera for David Alford’s third film
“Royal Ashes,” which was filmed this summer and is in
post-production now. BELOW: The crew does a night shoot.
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BY ROBERT SORRELL
WASHINGTON COUNTY NEWS

Thousands of people in the
Mountain Empire have re-
ceived at least one dose of the
COVID-19 vaccine, but many
people still have questions
about the process.

To respond to some of those
questions, the Region AHEAD
alliance, which consists of
business and community lead-
ers in Northeast Tennessee
and Southwest Virginia, host-
ed a Zoom webinar last week
regarding vaccines. Health
care leaders from Ballad
Health, the Holston Medical

Group and area health depart-
ments discussed the vaccines
with host Beth Rhinehart, who
serves as the president and
CEO of the Bristol Chamber of
Commerce.

Jamie Swift, chief infection
prevention officer at Ballad
Health, said thousands of peo-
ple have been vaccinated —
either receiving the first of two
or both doses — in the region.
She said it’s still unknown how
many people need to be vacci-
nated in the region in order to
slow or stop the virus’s spread,

Health care officials discuss vaccine, address questions

SCREENSHOT VIA ZOOM

Dr. Stephen May, regional medical director at Sullivan County Regional
Health Department, speaks via Zoom during the Appalachian Highlands
Economic Aid Directory meeting last Wednesday night.

BY CAROLYN R. WILSON
FOR THE WASHINGTON COUNTY NEWS

A
BINGDON, Va. — Ann
McConnell didn’t seem to
mind the brisk tempera-

tures at the Abingdon Farmers
Market last Saturday when she
sold a fresh batch of sourdough
bread to a steady stream of pa-
trons, many of them her regular
customers for years.

Making bread just warms her
heart.

“You could say it’s a rising pas-
sion of mine,” said McConnell
with a laugh.

The retiree spends dozens of
hours each week preparing a vari-
ety of sourdough loaves to sell —
as many as 60 when the regular
market meets during warmer
months.

She rarely brings home left-
overs.

McConnell took the advice of a
friend in 2017 and set up a card
table and 20 loaves of bread to
sell at her first market.

“I sold out in two hours,” she
said. “I was so afraid that they
wouldn’t sell.”

Three years later, she has
doubled her booth size and the
number of homemade loaves
she makes from her Abingdon
kitchen.

She calls her business “The
Farmer’s Wife,” appropriately
named for her role on the family
farm, where she and her hus-
band, Bob, raised their three
children. Some of her market
customers just call her “the lady
with the blue apron” because of
the familiar attire she wears to
market.

“I never imagined in my wildest
dreams that my business would
take off the way it has. The farm-
ers market is the perfect venue
for someone who doesn’t want to
have a storefront that requires a

See VACCINE, Page A5

ABINGDON FARMERS MARKET

CONTRIBUTED PHOTOS

Ann McConnell makes fresh batches of bread to sell each week at the
Abingdon Farmers Market. Her small table at the market has grown into
a booming business. Below are samples of McConnell’s flavorful bread,
including (top left) apple cakes, (top right) cinnamon bread, (bottom
left) multigrain bread and (bottom right) white sourdough bread.

See BREAD, Page A5

BY DAVID MCGEE
WASHINGTON COUNTY NEWS

Local donations of conva-
lescent plasma used to treat
seriously ill COVID-19 pa-
tients declined sharply since
Christmas despite record
numbers of cases across the
region, forcing Ballad Health
to purchase plasma else-
where.

The local hospital system
received just over 200 dona-
tions during the past three
weeks at a time when there
are more than 50,000 poten-
tial donors across Ballad’s
21-county Northeast Ten-
nessee and Southwest Vir-
ginia service area who have
recovered from COVID-19
since Nov. 1.

People who were diag-
nosed and recovered from
COVID-19 can donate plas-
ma for up to three months
after recovering from the
disease. It contains naturally
produced antibodies that
can help lessen the severity
of symptoms in others.

“So far, we’ve given 2,289
units of plasma, and we’ve
collected 2,005 units of plas-
ma,” Chief Operating Offi-
cer Eric Deaton said during
Ballad’s regular Wednesday
news briefing last week. “So,
obviously, we need more
and more donations. There
are a lot of people out there
in our community that have
had COVID-19 that can pro-
vide a donation, and we ask
that you do that, if at all pos-
sible.”

“If you have had COVID-19
in the past and you are able
to give plasma, this has been
a very valuable resource for
us in the treatment of CO-
VID-19 patients, especially
those patients that are mod-
erately or severely ill. It really
does help with their treat-
ment,” Deaton said.

Raking
in dough
Woman’s homemade

bread sells fast at

farmers market

Ballad:
Plasma
donations
slow for
COVID-19
patients
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lot of attention,” she said.
“I love the friends I’ve

made. I look forward to see-
ing them.”

McConnell uses an old-
fashioned live sourdough
starter to make bread. The
top shelf in her refrigerator
displays nine-quart jars of
the starter mixture dedicat-
ed to her bread-making.

The starter is made from
potatoes, sugar and water,
which create its own natu-
ral yeast.

“The starters have to be
fed every week. I baby them
like they were children.”

From the starter, McCon-
nell makes loaves of sour-
dough bread and cinnamon
bread, as well as sourdough
rolls, using many of the old
recipes she learned while
baking with her mother and
mother-in-law.

McConnell has devel-
oped her own recipe for a
multigrain wheat bread that
contains sunflower, milled
flax and sesame seeds. “It’s
very diabetic-friendly.”

A customer favorite is
her homemade cinnamon
bread made with sour-
dough, cinnamon and
brown sugar. The bread
takes the shape of a jelly
roll.

“It’s become one of my
most popular breads,” Mc-
Connell said. “People make
French toast with it or just
eat it with butter.”

Her dinner rolls also are a
hit at the market.

McConnell made 78
dozens of rolls this past
Christmas for her custom-
ers at the market.

Sometimes the baker
brings her homemade
Toffee Apple Oatmeal and
Snickerdoodle cookies to
the market.

“I usually don’t bring a lot

of cookies because there are
four bakers at the Abingdon
market, and the thing that
makes it so nice is each of
us does different things. I
mostly leave the cookies to
some of them. If I don’t have
something for a customer,
I refer them to another
vendor at the market. That’s
the way we operate. We’re all
just like a big family.”

McConnell spends much
of her week preparing
for the Saturday markets,
purchasing ingredients and
setting aside time to work
in the kitchen on Thursdays
and Fridays before market
days.

It’s sometimes a chore,
and she does get tired, she
said. “But once I begin
mixing and kneading the
dough, I realize how much
I love it.”

Her advice to new bakers
is not to be afraid to experi-
ment.

“I’m like a mad scientist in

the kitchen, always experi-
menting. So many people
are intimidated by bread-
making. Don’t be afraid to
work the dough. The most
satisfying thing about bak-
ing bread is the kneading,”
McConnell said.

“And, if it fails, you can
always try again.”

The Abingdon Farmers

Market operates from 10
a.m. to noon the first and
third Saturdays during Jan-
uary, February and March
with the last day slated
for March 20. The regular
season begins in April.

Carolyn R.Wilson is a freelance writer
in Glade Spring,Virginia. Contact her

at news@washconews.com.

but it’s best for everyone
to be vaccinated, if they
can. Swift said health
care officials want to
vaccinate people just as
much as people want to
be vaccinated.

Tennessee and Vir-
ginia’s vaccination pro-
cedures are based on
guidelines from the Cen-
ters for Disease Control
and Prevention. With
vaccines from Moderna
and Pfizer, both states
are currently in Phase
1a of their distribu-
tion schedules. Tennes-
see’s Phase 1a1 includes
front-line health care,
long-term care facilities
and first responders. In
Virginia, the phase in-
cludes all health care
workers, long-term care
facilities and emergency
medical services.

Virginia has also en-
tered into Phase 1b for
people over age 75, ac-
cording to Dr. Karen
Shelton, director of the
Mount Rogers Health
District. She noted that
people should visit the
health department’s
website in order to de-
termine when and where
they can be vaccinated.

David Kirschke, direc-
tor of the Northeast Ten-
nessee Health Depart-
ment, said officials do
not yet know when addi-
tional distribution stages
will begin. He noted that
the states have allocated
certain amounts of dos-
es for each county, and
the health departments
and counties are deter-
mining when and where
to distribute, based on
guidelines.

Rhinehart asked sev-
eral questions about
whether people should
be vaccinated depending
on their circumstances.

Swift, who noted that
Ballad Health case num-
bers appear to have pla-
teaued, said if a person
has a COVID-19 history,
they should still get the
vaccine. In addition,
she said people who are
pregnant can get the
vaccine, but they should
talk to their doctor.

BY JOE TENNIS
WASHINGTON COUNTY NEWS

ABINGDON, Va. — Last March, in
the earliest days of the COVID-19
pandemic, the Coomes Recreation
Center in Abingdon shut down.

And it stayed closed for more
than 200 days.

Open again since October, the
center now operates under strict
sanitizing and social distancing
rules.

Last month, the swimming pool
reopened, said Jennifer Johnson,
the center’s director of recreation.

“The staff has done a tremendous
job in reopening the facility and in
providing a safe environment for
citizens to come in,” said Town
Manager Jimmy Morani.

Since reopening in October, the
center has expanded senior day to
Tuesday and Thursday, 7 a.m. to
7 p.m., for those who are 62 and
older.

“And I would say that our senior
population was one of the first to
come back on a regular basis when
we opened our door,” Johnson said.

Planning to reopen the center
was not easy because all but two
staff members had been laid off,
said Melissa Wynne, the center’s
director.

Town officials like Morani blamed
the closing on both the challenge
of keeping the facility sanitary
while trying to find funding when
tourism revenues came in less than
expected during 2020.

“What does it take to keep it clean
and safe?” Wynne asked. “We are
cleaning any touchable surface like
door handles and using a fog sys-
tem. And we try to sanitize things
as we travel throughout our day.”

Social distancing is required,
Wynne said.

Attendance is down “from where
we were last year,” Wynne said. “But
each and every week, our numbers
are climbing in our participants.”

The center has about 49 daily
visitors, Johnson said.

“And we’re just so glad to have
the community come through the
doors.”

Vaccine
From Page A1

Coomes Center gradually grows attendance

DAVID CRIGGER/WASHINGTON COUNTY NEWS

The Coomes Center in Abingdon has been open for about three months after being closed for 200 days in 2020. The
center’s swimming pool reopened just last month.

Bread
From Page A1

DAVID CRIGGER/WASHINGTON COUNTY NEWS

Austin Powers cleans the railing at the walking track above the gym at the Abingdon Coomes Center.
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Mike Rush wants a state park some-
where in Washington
County.

Hidden Valley Lake?
Abrams Falls?
How about the Mendota

Trail?
That could work, said

Rush, the Damascus-ar-
ea representative on the
Washington County Board
of Supervisors.

The hurdle at Hidden
Valley: It’s a wildlife management area,
visited by fishermen and hunters, who
have paid decades of dues to yank fish
out of the water and shoot deer out in
the woods. If it became a state park, well,
that could all change.

What’s going on with Abrams Falls:
It’s a 100-foot-high waterfall, every bit
as spectacular as the Natural Tunnel of
neighboring Scott County. But it’s pri-
vately owned.

Now, let’s get back to the Mendota Trail.
It’s growing!
Come July 16, another mile and anoth-

er trestle open at Benhams.
And, in a few more years, its full 12.5-

mile length could be finished, linking
Bristol’s Island Road to Mendota Road
in Mendota, a once-incorporated Wash-
ington County town at the base of Clinch
Mountain.

The Mendota Trail Conservancy is
building the trail.

And then what?
Who will manage and maintain it?
Well, maybe it could become a state

park, suggested Jim Lapis, the president
of the Mendota Trail Conservancy.

The same sentiment is echoed from
Bob Mueller, the treasurer of the organi-
zation.

“A government-run park is the only
way I can imagine it in the long run,” La-
pis said.

If this was a state park, it would cer-
tainly not be the first rail-trail project to
become a state park in Virginia.

Why, just look at New River Trail State
Park, about an hour north of Washington
County. That trail stretches across Wythe,
Pulaski, Grayson and Carroll counties.

The High Bridge Trail State Park is an-
other gem, running alongside U.S. High-
way 460 and cutting through downtown
Farmville, Virginia.

In informal discussions, Mueller told
me, state park officials have simply ad-
vised the Mendota Trail Conservancy
to keep working and finish building the
trail.

As for Rush, well, he’s just wanting to
get folks in Washington County a state
park — just like all the folks in the sur-
rounding Virginia counties (Grayson,
Smyth, Russell and Scott) now have.

And then, well, maybe the Mendota
Trail might someday become the Men-
dota Trail State Park.

“Since 2016, there has been a new en-
ergy,” Mueller said. “I think we have
enough creative progress together to
make it happen.”
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Editor’s note: “Wandering Around
Washington” is a regular, exclusive column
from Joe Tennis highlighting the untold
stories in the county, direct from the people
who live and work here. Watch for him to
wander into shops, restaurants and parks to
bring you the gab and gossip — only in the
Washington County News.

WANDERING
AROUND WASHINGTON

Joe
Tennis

• Subject to credit approval. Some restrictions may apply.BANKOFMARIONVA.COM

Contactless “tap-and-go” technology. No Annual fee.
INTRODUCING OUR REWARDS CREDIT CARDS!

Branches of The Bank of Marion

Call or check our website for details.

BY CAROLYN R. WILSON
FOR THE WASHINGTON COUNTY NEWS

A BINGDON, Va. — History will
be repeating itself when an
old-fashioned baseball game

comes to town this month.
Fairview Farm & Homestead will

play host to Vintage Base Ball Clubs
of Wythe County, Virginia, a newly
formed group that wants to see “vin-
tage base ball” (historically spelled
with two words) make a comeback
to Southwest Virginia.

The 1864-style ball game will be
played beginning at 4 p.m. on Sun-
day, July 11, at Fairview on Hillman
Highway.

Michael Gillman, manager of the
Wytheville team, said he hopes the
Abingdon game will help generate
more interest in the vintage sport
while also recruiting members for
new teams. According to him, the
next closest vintage teams are lo-
cated in Knoxville, Tennessee.

The games, played by men and
women 18 and older, remain com-
petitive, but they especially are a
source of entertainment for families
who enjoy playing the game with
rules and customs from an earlier
period.

“It’s a game for everyone,” said
Gillman. “Our youngest player is 24,
and the oldest is in his 60s.”

Vintage rules
It’s not so much about how well

you plan the game, Gillman said.
It’s how well you and the spectators
enjoy it.

For the most part, the game still
looks the same as the modern ver-
sion. “People are not going to see a
huge difference, but just enough to
know it’s not today’s baseball,” he
said.

The positions are the same, but
the terminology is different. A
pitcher is called a hurler, a batter
is called a striker, and a catcher is
called the behind.

The game is played without wear-
ing gloves. “We play barehanded
with a ball that is much softer than
a traditional baseball. Sometimes, it
does sting to catch the ball, but you
get used to it.”

Some of the rules are different for
the historical games. For example,
pitchers were required to throw
underhanded. Players were allowed

to catch the ball with two hands. If
players overran the first base, they
were apt to get tagged.

Probably the most apparent
change is the style of uniforms
worn by players back then.

The Wytheville team members
wear uniforms typical of what play-
ers wore more than a century ago.

Gillman said they secured spon-
sors to help them outfit their teams.
Berean Christian Church in Wy-
theville sponsored one team called
the “Bereans.”

The Wythe County Historical
Society sponsors the second team
called the “Deacons.”

“We tried to keep historical
names for the teams,” said Gillman.
“Berean has been a congregation
since the 1850s, and the Deacons
team was named after Deacon
Phillippi, a Rural Retreat native who
pitched in the first World Series.”

The team members wear shield
shirts, resembling a shirt worn dur-
ing the Civil War. “It’s a pull-over
shirt with three buttons at the top.
The shield is buttoned across the
chest. We also wear small pill box
caps with a small brim,” he said.

Sparked interest
The simplicity and gentility of the

vintage game was a big attraction
for Gillman.

He stumbled on a site for a
vintage game at Gettysburg while
browsing the internet about four
years ago.

As manager for the Town of Wy-
theville Department of Museums,

Gillman held a meeting in town to
see if anyone would show. Seven
people came to the first meeting,
and by the fall of 2017, two teams
had already played two games.

His goal was to start two teams
in Wythe County and branch out
to other communities to form a
Southwest Virginia Association,
similar to the Tennessee Associa-
tion of Vintage Base Ball.

“But the pandemic has slowed us
down,” he said. Gillman said their
20-member teams have lost five
players. He said a team recently
organized by Chris Widener in
Abingdon may be included in the
games played at Fairview.

“It will be exciting to see some of
our own townspeople play in the
game,” said Cathy Hagy of Abing-
don, whose ancestors owned the
Fairview estate as far back as the
1700s.

Hagy will be giving tours of the
Fairview Cabin during the event,
describing how people lived during
the 1800s. Susie Q’s vendor will sell
food during the event. Hagy’s great-
niece Charlotte Stevens will sell
lemonade at her own stand. The
7-year-old plans to donate her pro-
ceeds to the operations of Fairview.

A 50/50 cash drawing will be held
during the game.

Admission is free to the game, but
Hagy said any donations will help
Fairview continue to offer programs
at the historical site.

Carolyn R. Wilson is a freelance writer
in Glade Spring, Virginia. Contact her at

news@washconews.com.
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Base ball players who are members of the Vintage Base Ball
Clubs of Wythe County, Virginia, a newly formed group that
wants to see vintage base ball make a comeback to South-
west Virginia. The Wytheville club will play an 1864-style ball
game beginning at 4 p.m. on Sunday, July 11 at Fairview Farm
& Homestead on Hillman Highway in Abingdon.

Pastime of the past
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While the vintage version of baseball looks somewhat similar to its modern form,
pitchers, called “hurlers,” are required to throw underhand, and the balls are made of
softer material that allows players to catch them with bare hands.

Vintage ball league heats up in Southwest Virginia

Could the
Mendota
Trail become
a state park?


