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PLANTING

FOR THE FUTURE
Students Participate

In Growing Native Project

VMI GRADUATE Leslie Giron-Molina is all smiles after she receives her diploma in an outdoor graduation ceremony at 
VMI’s football stadium Sunday. VMI lifted its mask mandate over the weekend in accordance with the governor’s action 
Friday removing the mask requirement for all of those fully vaccinated. VMI has been shuttling cadets who wanted to be 
vaccinated to the local mass vaccination clinics this spring. For the graduation story, see page B9. (VMI photo)

Masks Come (Mostly) Off Planners
Endorse
Solar 
Array
Supervisors
To Consider
Project Monday
By Ed Smith
After	 reviewing	 plans	 for	

a	 utility-scale	 solar	 array	 in	
Fairfield	 for	 a	 third	 straight	
meeting	last	Wednesday,	May	
12,	 the	 Rockbridge	 County	
Planning	Commission	recom-
mended	approval	of	a	special	
exception	permit	for	the	proj-
ect.
The	proposal	for	a	5	mega-

watts	solar	array	planned	for	
40	acres	of	James	G.	Alexan-
der	 Jr.’s	 farm	between	 Inter-
state	 81	 and	U.S.	 11	will	 go	
before	the	Board	of	Supervi-
sors	 this	 Monday,	 May	 24.	
Much	of	the	discussion	at	last	
week’s	 Planning	 Commis-
sion	meeting	dealt	with	how	
to	best	screen	the	array	from	
U.S.	11.
The	 applicant,	 Dynamic	

Energy	 Solutions,	 presented	
revised	photo	 simulations	of	
different	 groupings	 of	 tree	
plantings	along	U.S.	11.
“I	 don’t	 think	 you	 can	

screen	it	[from	U.S.	11],”	said	
Melissa	 Hennis,	 noting	 that	
the	 land	where	 the	 solar	 fa-
cility	 is	 to	 be	 installed	 is	 at	
a	 higher	 elevation	 than	 the	
highway.
Robert	 Lucas	 said	 he	

thought	 the	 array	 could	 be	
screened	adequately	with	the	
correct	 combination	 of	 fast-
growing	 tall	 trees	 and	 ones	
with	wider	 girth.	 No	 neigh-
bors	 have	 expressed	 opposi-
tion	 to	 the	plans,	he	pointed	
out.	 “I	 own	 property	 on	 the	
east	 side	 and	 I’m	 good	with	
it.”
“There’s	no	way	 to	 screen	

it	 from	 everywhere,”	 said	
David	Whitmore,	adding	that	
he’s	not	concerned	about	the	
view	from	the	interstate.	“The	
focus	should	be	on	[U.S.]	11.”	
He	 praised	 the	 applicant	 for	
doing	a	good	job	of	explain-
ing	 how	 the	 project	 would	
benefit	the	community	and	in	
demonstrating	how	the	views	
of	 the	facility	could	be	miti-
gated.
Matt	 Paxton	 Jr.,	 the	 lone	

citizen	 to	 address	 the	 Com-
mission,	 said	 he	 favors	 the	
development	 of	 renewable	
energy,	“but	it	has	to	be	care-
fully	 done.	 I’m	 not	 enthu-
siastic	 about	 [this	 project].	
It	 seems	 to	 be	 unsuitable.	 It	
would	be	highly	visible	from	
both	highways.		I		don’t		think	

See Solar Array, page3

Helping Folks Find Food

Young Teens Can Now Be Vaccinated

Sigma Nu Changes Master Plan

By Harrison M. Branham
Virginia	 schools	 cannot	 require	 stu-

dents	to	be	vaccinated	for	COVID-19	in	
order	 to	 return	 to	 their	classrooms,	ac-
cording	 to	 State	 Superintendent	 James	
Lane.
Lane	 answered	 questions	 about	 vac-

cinating	 students	 as	 part	 of	 a	Virginia	
Department	of	Health	press	conference	

Thursday,	May	13,	following	the	federal	
approval	of	the	Pfizer	vaccine	for	adoles-
cents	aged	12	and	up.

The	Pfizer	vaccine	previously	was	ap-
proved	for	use	in	those	aged	16	and	older,	
while	two	other	available	vaccines,	Mod-
erna	 and	 Johnson	 &	 Johnson,	 remain	
only	approved	for	those	18	and	older.	

With	 young	 teens	 now	 eligible	 for	
the	COVID	vaccine,	Lane	said	superin-
tendents	 across	 the	 commonwealth	 are	
excited	 to	work	with	 local	 health	 care	
partners	to	get	vaccination	clinics	sched-
uled	 in	 their	 divisions.	Lane	 explained	
school	clinics	will	be	a	good	resource	to	
students				and		families		who		may		lack	

See Teens, page 2

Mandate
Removed
For Those
Vaccinated
By Harrison M. Branham
The	universal	indoor	mask	

mandate	 was	 lifted	 for	 vac-
cinated	 Virginians	 by	 Gov.	
Ralph	 Northam	 last	 Friday,	
to	 align	 with	 new	 guidance	
from	the	Centers	for	Disease	
Control.	
The	 CDC	 guidelines	 an-

nounced	 May	 13	 state	 that	
fully	 vaccinated	 individuals	
do	not	have	to	wear	masks	in	
most	indoor	settings.	Excep-
tions	 to	 the	 lifted	 mandate	
include	public	 transit,	health	
care	facilities	and	congregate	
settings.	
Virginia	businesses	are	also	

allowed	to	continue	to	require	
masks	in	their	establishments,	
although	 a	 number	 of	major	
retailers,	such	as	Walmart	and	
CVS,	 have	 already	 dropped	
their	universal	mask	mandate	
in	accordance	with	the	CDC	
and	state	guidance.
Certain	employees,	includ-

ing	restaurant,	retail,	fitness,	
personal	care,	and	entertain-
ment	workers,	must	continue	
to	 wear	 masks	 unless	 fully	
vaccinated,	 per	 CDC	 guid-
ance.	

See Masks, page 2

New Location
For New Center
On Site OK’d
By Harrison M. Branham
The	Lexington	Planning	Commis-

sion	 has	 approved	 an	 amended	 site	
plan	 for	 the	 Sigma	 Nu	 Educational	

Foundation	property	to	include	a	new	
location	for	the	construction	of	a	new	
conference	center	and	lodging	facility	
on	the	site.
A	 master	 plan	 for	 the	 Sigma	 Nu	

Educational	 Foundation	 properties,	
situated	on	the	corner	of	Nelson	and	
Lewis	 streets	 in	Lexington,	was	ap-
proved	 in	 2016.	 The	 former	 plan	
showed	plans	for	the	Sigma	Nu	Center	
for	Excellence	located	directly	behind	

the	existing	Ethical	Leadership	Center	
building.	
The	 new,	 amended	 master	 plan	

shows	a	Center	for	Excellence	facility	
located	 east	 of	 the	Sigma	Nu	Head-
quarters	main	building,	closer	to	the	
Central	Elementary	School	and	closer	
to	the	single-family	residences	along	
the	400	block	of	Morningside	Drive.
The	conference	center	and	lodging	

facility	would	include	a	multi-purpose	

room,	 small	 conference	 room,	 and	
four	sleeping	pods	with	20	beds	each	
and	one	pod	with	four	beds,	totaling	
84	beds	for	use	in	the	campus	facili-
ties.	
Sigma	 Nu	 Educational	 Founda-

tion	Chief	Financial	Officer	Nicholas	
Murphy	 said	 the	 amendments	 were	
prompted	by	the	organization’s	need	

See Sigma Nu, page 4

Group Launches
New Website
A	 group	 comprised	 of	

11	local	agencies	is	intro-
ducing	a	new	resource	for	
Rockbridge	area	residents	
who	 need	 help	 getting	
groceries	but	don’t	always	
know	where	to	turn.	
The	group	is	launching	a	

new	website,	Rockbridge-
Feeds.org.	The	online	tool	
shows	 visitors	 where	 to	

find	 hot	 meals	 for	 today	
and	 groceries	 for	 tomor-
row.	
“We’re	 thrilled	 about	

RockbridgeFeeds.org	 be-
cause	 there	 are	 so	 many	
folks	looking	for	help.	This	
website	 is	 the	 only	 URL	
they	will	need	to	know	to	
get	 connected	 to	 the	 nu-
merous	 food	 resources	
available	 throughout	 the	
Rockbridge	 area,”	 said	
RARA	executive	director	

Jen	Handy.	“Whether	you	
need	food,	know	someone	
who	 needs	 food,	 or	 you	
want	 to	help	get	 food	out	
into	the	community,	Rock-
bridgeFeeds.org	 makes	 it	
easy	to	find	the	info	you’re	
looking	for.”
The	 website	 indexes	

food	 resources	 in	 and	
around	 the	 Rockbridge	
community,	provides	loca-

See  Food, page 9
THE NEW ROCKBRIDGE FEEDS website is designed to help 
area residents find meals and groceries.
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FOR THE LOVE

OF BIRDS
Simple Question Leads
To Big Science Projects

A Stormy Night

Residents Have
Criticized Schools
On Transgender,
Race Issues
By Harrison M. Branham
As	part	of	a	special	presen-

tation	 at	 the	 regular	 meeting	
School	 Board	 meeting	 last	
week,	 Rockbridge	 County	
Public	Schools	Superintendent	
Phillip	 Thompson	 addressed	
the	issues	of	critical	race	theory	
in	the	classroom	and	transgen-
der	students	using	school	bath-
rooms.
For	several	months,	a	number	

of	concerned	community	mem-
bers	have	addressed	the	Board	
during	 the	 public	 comment	
period	to	express	their	disdain	
for	 rumored	 new	 policies	 in	
schools,	 including	 the	 imple-
mentation	 of	 gender-neutral	
bathrooms	for	students.
Thompson	confirmed	at	last	

Tuesday’s	 meeting	 that	 there	
are	 transgender	 students	 cur-
rently	 enrolled	 in	Rockbridge	
County	Public	Schools.

The	 division’s	 treatment	 of	
these	 students,	Thompson	 ex-
plained,	 must	 be	 set	 by	 poli-
cies	that	are	legally	required	by	
the	General	Assembly.	He	said	
RCPS	had	a	number	of	existing	
policies	in	place	for	all	students	
that	addressed	the	General	As-
sembly’s	 new	 requirements	
regarding	 nondiscrimination,	
identification	 and	 confidenti-
ality,	 among	others.	One	 area	
the	General	Assembly	required	
schools	to	address	is	the	use	of	
school	facilities	by	transgender	
students.
According	 to	 the	 2021	Vir-

ginia	Department	of	Education	
model	policies	for	the	treatment	
of	 transgender	 students,	 “stu-
dents	should	be	allowed	to	use	
the	facility	that	corresponds	to	
their	consistently	asserted	gen-
der	identity.”
“Virginia	 law,	 federal	 law,	

Title	IX,	and	the	U.S.	Constitu-
tion	Equal	Protection	Clause	of	
the	14th	Amendment	all	require	
the	 nondiscriminatory	 treat-
ment	of	transgender	students,”	

See Policy, page B10

Downed Trees
Damage Structures,
Knock Out Power
By Emma Coleman 

Severe	thunderstorms	with	strong	winds	and	
lots	of	rain	downed	trees	and	shut	off	electricity	
across	the	area	Sunday	night.

“There	were	no	injuries	reported	during	this	
storm,	just	a	lot	of	a	lot	of	trees	down	blocking	the	
roads,	with	power	outages,”	Rockbridge	County	
Fire	and	EMS	Chief	Nathan	Ramsey	said.	

Ramsey	said	the	regional	911	center	received	
152	calls	between	5	and	11	p.m.	Sunday.

“Not	all	of	those	are	trees	down,	but	it	is	some	
sort	of	call	for	service	that	came	in,”	he	said.	

Lexington	Fire	Chief	Ty	Dickerson	said	his	
department	responded	to	two	calls	about	downed	
trees	 in	 the	 city	 and	 one	 call	 about	 a	 flooded	
basement.	

Both	downed	trees	were	in	the	Diamond	Hill	
area	of	the	city,	but	there	was	“very	minor	damage	
in	all	three	instances,”	he	said.

Ramsey	 said	 most	 of	 the	 damage	 in	 the	
county	was	concentrated	along	Valley	Pike,	a	road	
that	runs	behind	Walmart	north	of	Lexington.	The	
News-Gazette	received	reports	of	2	to	2.5	inches	
of	rain	in	that	area.

One	 large	 oak	 tree	 crashed	 through	 the	
A-frame	of	a	garage	on	property	off	of	Valley	Pike	
causing	the	roof	to	cave	in.	

“An	incredible	force	of	nature,”	said	property	
owner	Mary	Price	Monday	as	she	surveyed	the	
damage.	 She	 speculated	 that	 a	micro-burst	 had	
caused	 this	 and	 other	 destruction	 along	 Valley	
Pike.

There	were	no	vehicles	in	the	garage	when	the	
storm	hit.	The	sturdy	structure	was	built	in	1980	by	

See Storm, page 2

A True Fish Tale

Local 
Fall Races
Now Set
Campbell Wins
GOP Nomination
By Ed Smith
There	will	be	contested	races	in	the	fall	

for	two	seats	on	the	Rockbridge	County	
Board	of	Supervisors,	one	county	School	
Board	slot,	Buena	Vista	sheriff	and	three	
members	 of	 the	 Buena	 Vista	 School	
Board.
Most	of	 the	elections	 for	 local	offices	

in	 the	 Rockbridge	 area,	 however,	 will	
be	uncontested.	The	deadline	to	file	as	a	
candidate	for	the	Nov.	2	elections	was	last	
Tuesday,	June	8.	That	was	also	the	date	
for	primary	elections	that	determined	the	
Democratic	Party	nominees	for	statewide	
office	and	the	Republican	nominee	for	the	
24th	District	House	of	Delegates	race.
Del.	 Ronnie	Campbell,	 a	 Rockbridge	

County	resident	and	retired	Virginia	state	
trooper,	rolled	to	renomination	by	collect-
ing	more	than	88	percent	of	the	primary	
votes	 against	 challenger	Mark	 Reed,	 a	
Lexington	resident	and	retired	social	ser-
vices	worker.	Campbell	will	face	Demo-
cratic	nominee	Sam	Soghor	of	Amherst	
County	in	the	general	election.
Former	Gov.	Terry	McAuliffe	coasted	

to	 victory	 in	 a	 five-person	 race	 to	 be-
come	the	Democratic	Party’s	nominee	for	
governor.	He	will	face	Republican	Party	
nominee	Glenn	Youngkin	in	the	general	
election.

See Election, page 2

Local Fisherman’s Catch
Breaks Virginia Record
By Jonathan Schwab
“It’s	not	every	day	you	catch	a	state	record	fish.”
That’s	what	Jerry	Hall,	a	local	longtime	angler	who	

practices	catch-and-release,	said	in	a	phone	interview	
late	last	month.
Hall	 caught	 a	 3-pound,	 5-ounce	minnow	 in	mid-

April,	 setting	a	new	state	 fallfish	 record.	The	fish,	a	
species	of	 chub	 that	 is	 the	 largest	minnow	native	 to	
Eastern	North	America,	measured	 nearly	 20	 inches	
and	shattered	the	old	record,	set	in	2020,	by	13	ounces.	
He	pulled	the	fish	from	Virginia’s	Cowpasture	River	
in	Bath	County,	an	84-mile	long	tributary	of	the	James	
River	that	rises	in	Highland	County	in	the	western	part	
of	the	state.
A	longtime	lover	of	trout	fishing,	Hall	said	he	never	

thought	 he	would	 catch	 a	 state	 record	fish,	 but	 on	 a	
whim	on	a	Sunday	evening,	he	got	in	touch	with	an	old	
fishing	buddy,	Jamie	Hostetter,	and	they	took	a	ride	to	
Cowpasture	River.		
After	fishing	most	of	the	stream	with	good	success,	

they	explored	a	deeper	hole,	and	 that’s	when	 it	hap-
pened.	Hall	 was	 fishing	 a	 quarter-ounce	 Joe’s	 Flies	
Spinner,	and	he	knew	he	had	a	good	finish,	but	when	
it	got	closer	to	the	net,	he	realized	it	was	a	fallfish,	a	
freshwater	fish	that	is	the	largest	minnow	species	native	
to	Eastern	North	America.

See Fish, page 4

JERRY HALL displays the record-breaking minnow he 
caught in mid-April at Cowpasture River in Bath County. 
(photo courtesy of Jerry Hall)

A LARGE oak tree crashed through the A-frame of a garage on property off of Valley Pike 
during Sunday night’s storms, causing the roof to cave in. Winds also damaged a tin roof 
on a barn just up the road. (photo courtesy of Mary Price)

Thompson Responds
To Policy Concerns

Lifestyle/page B6
ROSIN UP

YOUR BOW
The Fiddlers Convention

Is Back At The Park



The News-Gazette
ISSN 2641-2888                                            WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 6, 2021                 Single Copy Price $1.50              VOL. 218, NO. 40

Lifestyle/page B1
UNEARTHING

HISTORIC STONES
Volunteers Sought

In Cemetery Project

News/pages B8-B9
MEET YOUR

LOCAL CANDIDATES
N-G Offers Profiles
In Various Races

Forty Years And Still Truckin’
Berkstresser
Celebrates
Milestone
By Emma Coleman

When Robert “Bobby” 
Berkstresser walks into the 
lobby at Lee Hi Travel Plaza 
north of Lexington, every 
employee greets him, and he 
greets every employee. He 
knows almost all of them by 
name.

“The reason we got here is 
because we’ve had great help,” 
Berkstresser said. “That’s the 
tradeoff from treating your 
people well.”

Berkstresser is celebrat-
ing 40 years of ownership of 
the truck stop at 2516 N. Lee 
Highway this week. When he 
bought the business in 1981, 
he had only eight employees. 
Now, between Lee Hi and 
White’s Travel Center, which 
he bought in 2010, Berk-
stresser has over 700. 

“We have about 400 and 
something employees of our 
own,” he said, “but on our 
premises, just like iHOP is 
leased out, the medical facili-
ties, and the Burger King and 
the Blue Beacon, there’s about 
700 people that have jobs in 
our complexes today.”

Berkstresser said Lee Hi and 
White’s wouldn’t be the great 

travel stops they are without 
his loyal employees and cus-
tomers. He celebrated them 
yesterday, Tuesday, at Lee Hi 
with hot dogs and hamburg-
ers and door prizes and give-
aways.

“We always do a customer 
appreciation day. We do 
one here, and we do one at 
White’s. So, it’s a customer 
appreciation day on steroids,” 
Berkstresser said, “just to let 
the community know how 
much we appreciate their 
support over the years. I see 
people come in here that liter-
ally have been coming in here 
for 40 years. We’ve kind of 
grown old together.”

See Lee Hi, page 4

Bubbling Over With Pride
Children marvel at the large bubbles produced by two giant hand-held wands in Hopkins Green during the Lexington 
Pride Festival this past Saturday. In addition to the bubble making, there was music, face painting, a food vendor and 
a parade. The event was sponsored by Project Horizon with support from the United Way. For more pictures from 
the Pride Festival, see page B5. (Joann Ware photo) 

Mobile Unit,
New BV Space
Being Planned

The COVID-19 pandemic 
has continued to exacerbate 
health care access issues for 
residents in the Rockbridge 
area. 

Key findings in the most 
recent Community Health 
Needs Assessment included 
data that 22% of residents in 
the community are low-in-
come and lack of transporta-
tion are the main barriers to 
health care access. Addition-
ally, chronic illness is the pri-
mary health care concern.

“The isolation imposed by 
the pandemic has dispropor-
tionately impacted the un-
derserved in the area’s rural 
community,” said Suzanne 
Sheridan, RAHC CEO.

In response to these identi-
fied community needs, the 
Rockbridge Area Health 
Center was recently awarded 

$574,000 in funding from the 
American Rescue Plan for 
Construction and Renovation 
Projects. Funds will be used 
for adding medical services 
in Buena Vista by renovating 
an existing service site and 
for the purchase of a mobile 
medical unit.

Located adjacent to RAHC’s 
Mountain View Family Den-
tistry, the site in Buena Vista 
consists of approximately 
2,500 square feet of existing 
space and will be reconfig-
ured, modernized, and im-
proved to include two medical 
exam rooms, medical lab and 
four administration offices. 
Funds will also be used to 
purchase exam room equip-
ment, furniture, and supplies. 
The expected project comple-
tion date is August 2022.

A portion of the funds will 
also be used to purchase a 
38-foot multi-purpose mobile 
medical van that will include 
two medical exam rooms, 
medical   lab,   restroom  and 

See RAHC, page 12

Cases Again Declining,
But Two More Deaths 
By Harrison M. Branham

The number of new COVID-19 cases in the Rockbridge area 
fell below 100 for the first time in a month this past week, but 
two new virus-related deaths were also reported.

The two new deaths in Rockbridge County bring the total 
number of area COVID-19 deaths reported by the Virginia De-
partment of Health since the start of the pandemic to 108. 

The number of new cases in the Rockbridge area increased by 
68 from last Tuesday to yesterday, with the majority of those 
coming in Buena Vista. Forty-two new cases were reported in 
Buena Vista since last week, bringing the total number of cases 

See Covid, page 2

Buena Vista Considers
Major Utility Projects

A Buena Vista child be-
came an orphan last week 
when his parents died in 
separate incidents on the 
same day.

Katie Marie Pooley, 28, 
of Buena Vista, died Sept. 
30 at Carilion Roanoke 
Memorial Hospital. That 
afternoon, her boyfriend, 
John Henry Downs, 29, 
also of Buena Vista, died 
following a moped acci-
dent in Roanoke.

John    Downs’   family 

See Deaths, page B6

RAHC Expands
Outreach Efforts
With U.S. Grant

DEQ Grant, 
ARPA Funds 
May Be Used
By Ed Smith

Engineering reports on 
Buena Vista’s wastewater 
treatment plant and water 
and sewer collection sys-
tems were presented to City 
Council during a work ses-
sion on Sept. 29.

Hunter Young and RK&K 
engineering firms offered 
detailed reports on needed 
repairs and upgrades to 
these utility systems, cost 

estimates to undertake these 
projects and what financial 
help might be available.

City Manager Jason Tyree 
said the main option under 
consideration for upgrad-
ing the wastewater treat-
ment plant has a price tag 
of nearly $18 million but the 
city would be eligible for a 
Department of Environmen-
tal Quality grant that would 
cover $13 million of the 
costs, leaving the city $4.5 
million to finance.

This option would allow 
the city to not have to pur-
chase nutrient credits from 
other jurisdictions, as it is 

now doing. In order to be eli-
gible for the DEQ grant, the 
planned upgrade would have 
to address the nutrient issue.

On the water collection 
side, the proposal being rec-
ommended in the engineer-
ing report is to refinance 
existing debt of $6.28 mil-
lion and take on an addi-
tional $7 million in debt to 
replace water lines and make 
repairs to tanks and wells. 
Current payments on the ex-
isting debt are $505,000, but 
by refinancing and taking 
advantage of lower interest 

See BV, page 3

Parents 
Die On
Same Day
By Emma Coleman

LEE HI Travel Plaza owner Bobby Berkstresser cuts the cake at the 40th anniversary celebra-
tion of his ownership of the business Tuesday, with help from his wife Sue. (Mary Woodson 
photo)




