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DINING WITH THE DEVIL?
Restaurant owner: ‘Pittsylvania County is charging people just to survive’

By ELIAS WEISS
Star-Tribune News Editor

After a 5-2 vote on Tuesday, July 20, 
Pittsylvania County Board of Supervisors raised 
the county’s food and beverage tax rate from 4 
percent to 6 percent. It didn’t take long for one 
prominent Pittsylvania County restaurant owner 
to speak out in fierce opposition.

“This is not a luxury tax, this is a tax on 
everyday life,” John Hoffman, owner of Mama 
Possum’s Drive-In on Route 41 in Mt. Hermon, 
told the Star-Tribune. “To raise this tax on food 
by 50 percent is such an ugly, ugly way to do it.”

Supervisor Vic Ingram (Tunstall) is one of two 

supervisors, along with Ben Farmer (Callands-
Gretna), who voted “no.”

“I had no peace about voting for, in essence, 
a 50 percent increase in the meals tax,” Ingram 
told the newspaper. “With the state of affairs 
as they are currently, I think people are paying 
enough in taxes.”

For both Hoffman and Ingram, the question 
of increasing the food and beverage tax by 
half boiled down to the memories so many in 
Pittsylvania County share – growing up in a 
lower- or middle-class blue collar family, just 
struggling to get by.

“I remember when there was no sales tax of 
any kind,” said Hoffman, who was born in 1953 

See MEALS TAX page 10A
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Mama Possum’s employee Tiffany Dove pre-
pares drinks at the Route 41 drive-in.

Gretna Fire & 
Rescue fish 
fry
Gretna Fire & 
Rescue, 122 East 
Gretna Road, 
will be having a 
fish fry fundraiser 
Saturday, Aug. 14, 
2021, beginning at 
5 p.m. at the sta-
tion. Meal includes 
fish, coleslaw, 
baked beans, roll, 
homemade dessert 
and drink. The cost 
is $10 per plate, 
dine-in or carry-
out. Live music 
by John Sines, 
Jr. Donations are 
appreciated. Come 
by and enjoy an 
afternoon of enter-
tainment and fel-
lowship.

Eagle Riders 
fundraiser
Matt Boswell and 
the Hillbilly Blues 
band will play at 
the Fraternal Order 
of Eagles Saturday, 
Aug. 7. Doors open 
at 7 p.m. and band 
plays from 8 p.m. 
till 12 a.m. This 
will be a fundrais-
er for the Eagle 
Riders Dean Ride 
to benefit Danville 
Pittsylvania cancer. 
For more info, call 
434-251-0994.

Disabled 
American 
Veterans 
Disabled American 
Veterans Chapter 
19 will hold its reg-
ular monthly meet-
ing Monday, Aug. 
2 at 6:30 p.m. at 
American Legion 
Post 325.

Java tractor 
pull
The Riceville-Java 
Volunteer Fire 
Department pres-
ents Java Summer 
Truck and Tractor 
Pull, coming to 
1600 Stone Road, 
Java, July 31 at 7 
p.m. Gates open at 
4 p.m. Tickets are 
$15, but kids get in 
free. For informa-
tion, call James at 
434-251-5406.

Back-to-
school family 
fun day
From 4 p.m. 
to 8 p.m., the 
Cherrystone Youth 
Ministry is sponsor-
ing a youth back-
to-school family 
fun day. There will 
be free school sup-
plies, food trucks 
on site, Kuumba 
Dance Family and 
community sup-
port groups. This 
is happening on 
Saturday, July 31 
at the Cherrystone 
Center at 5551 
Tom Fork Rd. in 
Ringgold. It will 
be a day of fam-
ily, food, fun and 
fellowship. Contact 
Louise Howerton 
at 434-709-5157 or 
Valerie Dawson at 
434-713-0375.

Submitted photo
Montana Otterbots ambassador Tim Stoops (left) and 
Otterbots General Manager Austin Scher (right) used 
Twitter to generate a large donation tendered to DPSEF.

GENER-BOTS-ITY

By ELIAS WEISS
Star-Tribune News Editor

Thanks to social media, 
Danville Otterbots fans from 
all over North America joined 
forces to make a real differ-
ence in a city most had never 
even visited.

Otterbots ambassadors 
from a dozen states and two 
countries this week tendered a 
large donation to the Danville 
Public Schools Education 
Foundation (DPSEF). 
Founded in 2002, DPSEF 
develops alternative financial 
resources for Danville Public 

Schools (DPS) and supports 
educational activities for DPS 
students and teachers, thanks 
to donations like this one.

“I was completely surprised 
and shocked. I actually had 
to do a double-glance just to 
make sure I understood what 
was happening,” said Anne 
Moore-Sparks, DPSEF direc-
tor. “I got one, and then I got 
two, and then I got four, and 
then I got 10...It just never 
stopped.”

Otterbots General Manager 
Austin Scher serves on the 
DPSEF board.

Otterbots fans across continent
donate to Danville Public Schools

Yoga in Danville becoming more accessible 
to Black, disabled, low-income communities

By ELIAS WEISS
Star-Tribune News Editor

Yoga, the simple practice of stretching 
to achieve core strength and relaxation, 
has been around in the Southside for 
decades – yet it has remained widely 
inaccessible to the Black community, 
people with disabilities, children and 
those living under the poverty line. New 
efforts in Danville, however, seek to 
make yoga accessible to all.

For most in Southern Virginia, “yoga” 

refers chiefly to Asana, the physical and 
non-spiritual practice of yoga. Danville 
resident and Certified Yoga Instructor 
Danielle Rae Montague became famil-
iar with Asana as a senior at George 
Washington High School, where she was 
a member of the dance team.

“One of my dance teachers in high 
school started a yoga class,” Montague 
recalled. “It was a way for us to get 
more stretching in, which was important 
because I was on a competitive team.”

Asana practice generally aims to build 

Submitted photo
Certified Yoga Instructor Danielle Rae Montague teaches Brown Girl Yoga 
in Westover.

See YOGA, page 9A

NAMASTE
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Clyde Banks Jr. presents the sign memorializing his 
father, Civil Rights hero Clyde Banks Sr., now installed 
at the Chatham South Bridge on U.S. Highway 29.

By TOM DIXON
Star-Tribune Staff Writer

On Monday, July 26, the 
Pittsylvania County Board 
of Supervisors celebrated the 
renaming of the Chatham 
South Bridge on U.S. 
Highway 29 to the Clyde 
Banks Memorial Bridge.

Banks was a promi-
nent Civil Rights activist in 
Pittsylvania County and his 
memory is held dearly to 
those that have spent their 

lives within the county’s 
communities. The dedication 
ceremony was held at the 
Chatham Community Center 
and saw an impressive turn-
out. 

Pittsylvania County Board 
of Supervisors Chairman Bob 
Warren (Chatham-Blairs) 
began the ceremony with his 
opening remarks about Clyde 
Banks Sr.

“The board of supervisors 
believes it is important to 
recognize those who worked 

Chatham bridge honors 
local Civil Rights hero

See DPSEF, page 9A

See BRIDGE, page 5A
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Pittsylvania County Board of Supervisors Chairman Bob Warren thanks 
Morgan Olson for donating a $175,000 air truck to Pittsylvania County Public 
Safety in Mt. Hermon Wednesday morning.

By ELIAS WEISS
Star-Tribune News Editor

Morgan Olson, a walk-
in van manufacturer in 
Ringgold, formally donat-
ed a $175,000 air truck to 
Pittsylvania County Public 
Safety at the Mt. Hermon 
Fire Station Wednesday 
morning.

The truck can be used to 

refill air tanks for firefight-
ers and will be utilized by 
Pittsylvania County’s 21 
volunteer fire departments 
as well as in the City of 
Danville.

“The community here 
has been fantastic in sup-
porting Morgan Olson,” 
said company President 
Mike Owenby, who made 
the trip from Sturgis, 
Michigan, for this special 

occasion. “We always con-
sider the possibility that 
one of our team members 
might need your services, 
so we’re glad to help.”

Morgan Olson closed 
on its Ringgold facility 
in March 2020 and now 
employs over 400 people. 
By the end of 2021, the 
company predicts it will 

Morgan Olson donates air 
truck to Pittsylvania County

See TRUCK, page 10A
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and raised in Southern Virginia. “My first 
experience with taxation in Virginia was 
when sales tax first came into play in the 
early 1960s. I went into the grocery store 
with my mother and heard her complain 
that she had to pay tax to feed her children. 
For many decades, the food that mothers 
provided for their children was taxed. That 
was unconscionable to other states.”

Ingram grew up with five brothers and 
sisters. In his family, eating out was a rare 
and special occasion.

“While we weren’t poor, it was quite a 
struggle for my daddy to provide for us,” 
he said. “I remember my mama cooking 
basic meals and then standing off to one 
side while making sure that we were all 
fed. She would often comment that she 
wasn’t hungry. It was many years later 
that I came to understand that she gave up 
many meals just to make sure that her chil-
dren didn’t go hungry.”

Today, however, both men agree eating 
out is no longer a privilege.

“Eating out is not a luxury anymore,” 
Hoffman said. “Pittsylvania County is 
charging people just to survive.”

Hoffman and Ingram mentioned work-
ing mothers and senior citizens, two domi-
nant demographics in Pittsylvania County, 
as those disproportionately affected by the 
county’s decision.

“It hurts me that there are people that 
can’t enjoy a meal with their family, or 
a senior citizen may not be able to have 
breakfast and socialize with friends,” In-
gram said. “With them, much of what they 
enjoy is limited because they are a senior 
citizen. Many will go to a local restaurant 
and have coffee and breakfast with friends, 
and that’s the only social involvement they 
have. I thought about them when I voted.”

Hoffman, too, pointed to senior citizens 
– a significant tranche of his clientele.

“Some senior citizens come in and eat 
all their meals here,” Hoffman said. “They 
go to Reuben’s for breakfast and have din-
ner with me. Maybe they are in a wheel-
chair or use a walker and it’s too much to 
go to the store, buy groceries, go home and 
cook it just to sit there and eat it alone. It’s 
cheaper to have a simple meal at a place 
like Reuben’s or Villages or Mama Pos-
sum’s, and those people are carrying the 
tax burden.”

Pointing to the all-male board of super-
visors, Hoffman said he took the most of-
fence to what he perceived as the board’s 
negligence to the needs of working moth-
ers.

“A typical customer that comes through 
my Mt. Hermon business: a mom who 
may or may not have a husband, feeding 
two kids,” he said. “She’s getting food to 
take home because she worked all day. 
She doesn’t have time to go home and fix 
meals and the kids are yelling for food.”

According to Hoffman, the average 
tax per person under the new tax rate for 
a meal at his restaurant will be $1.70 per 
person, up from $1.13. Of that, 85 cents 
goes to Pittsylvania County.

“For the privilege of eating dinner, she’s 
paying over $5 to Virginia and the County 
of Pittsylvania. She’s paying $5 just to 
live,” Hoffman said. “They might want to 
eat twice a day. That’s $10 every day that 
mom has to make, seven days a week, to 
give the great Commonwealth of Virginia 
and Pittsylvania County. This mom, she’s 
just trying to feed herself and two kids, 
God forbid if she had a third one or a hus-
band, and she’s paying an extra $3,500 a 
year.”

Ingram said that, by raising the meals 
tax, Pittsylvania County is depriving its 
citizens of pleasure when it should be 
seeking ways to give its citizens pleasure.

“I thought the 4 percent meals tax was 

reasonable. But to go up 50 percent, it’s 
unconscionable,” Ingram said. “There are 
some people that really struggle to take 
their family out for a meal. The owners 
themselves, they are struggling to keep 
their business afloat and to keep employ-
ees, so with that increased tax rate, I worry 
what it would do to local businesses, the 
workers and especially the waitresses if 
the tips will not be what the used to be be-
cause of that – I suspect so. In essence, we 
all suffer.”

Pittsylvania County Board of Supervi-
sors Chairman Bob Warren, in his com-
ments supporting the tax hike, mentioned 
that out-of-towners passing through Pitt-
sylvania County would pay the tax if they 
stop and eat. That could alleviate some of 
the tax burden from county landowners, he 
said.

“Let’s talk about taxing people that are 
‘passing through’ our county as Mr. Warren 
stated,” said Hoffman, who has a summer 
home and co-owns a business in Montana. 
“In Montana, talk about traveling through 
– we have one of the longest stretches of 
interstate in the world – I-90 and I-94. 
Without stopping, it takes 10 hours driving 
80 miles per hour to get across Montana. 
A lot of people cross the state going to Se-
attle or the West Coast. You want to know 
how much Montana taxes the food people 
buy to feed their kids? It’s zero.”

Hoffman said that, after he started 
spending time in Montana, one of the 
hardest things to get used to was ordering 
a burger for $9.99 and actually receiving a 
penny back.

“Mr. Warren implied that this was an 
opportunity to get more money out of 
people because so many people are pass-
ing through – people are passing through 
that don’t come back,” he said. “In Mon-
tana, they don’t charge me more tax, like 
Mr. Warren said, as I’m ‘passing through.’ 
People come here to buy big-ticket things 
– recreational vehicles and $500,000 mo-
tor homes, and that creates wealth in this 
state. You don’t create wealth in the county 
by making it difficult to live there.”

Ingram agreed that, by raising the meals 
tax, it is now harder to live in Pittsylvania 
County.

“When I was confronted with the vote 
of increasing the meals tax by 50 percent, 
I reflected back on growing up and how 
difficult it was at times to go out to eat,” 
Ingram said. “I knew that by increasing the 
tax rate it would make it more difficult for 
many. If we don’t have a tax base to cover 
operant expense, we [as government] have 
to cut back. We have to stop putting this 
burden on the citizens.”

Hoffman adopts the position that, soon, 
people will flee Pittsylvania County for 
tax-free havens like Montana, Florida and 
Delaware.

“The idea to build up your economy by 
taking advantage of people is the wrong 
idea,” he said. “I understand the Pittsylva-
nia County government needs more mon-
ey, but to gouge people who are eating by 
raising their tax 50 percent – I think these 
guys running government in Pittsylvania 
County think it is a luxury. It isn’t a luxury 
anymore; it’s what people do. There is no 
housewife cooking all day anymore, that is 
not how the world works. They are the one 
making sure kids are fed and they are the 
ones getting stuck with the bill.”

Ingram noted that, on November’s bal-
lot, Pittsylvania County residents will face 
yet another tax increase – the 1 percent 
school infrastructure tax. Ingram supports 
this tax, but said motives behind the two 
taxes could not be more incongruent.

“That’s a good thing – a 1 percent tax 
that was authorized by the general assem-
bly is something I support because that is 

across-the-board. Everybody gets to pay 
that,” Ingram said. “It’s ripple effect when 
you punish people with taxes. They stop 
spending, so collectively that hurts every-
one. I’m not a financial genius – I have to 
listen and rely on what the others say, but 
from my heart, it is simple: if the govern-
ment doesn’t have the money to buy some-
thing, then don’t buy it and live within your 
means. Nobody likes to pay it, but reason-
able people know taxes provide services. 
As supervisors, we are required to be em-
powered and to be mindful of how much 
money we take away from the citizens. I 
try to vote what’s best for the people.”

Hoffman, who has been in the Danville 
area since 1978, said he anticipates paying 
Pittsylvania County an additional $25,000 
per year based on his previous taxes.

“I think it’s unconscionable that they can 
tax food like this,” Hoffman said. “Mama 
Possum’s restaurant last year paid about 
$50,000 to the County of Pittsylvania from 
what we collected form our patrons. Over-
night we now have to collect $75,000 per 
year from our patrons to give to the Pittsyl-
vania County people. That’s on top of the 
other $50,000 we already give to the state. 
We are just a mom and pop hot dog stand 
– we have 15 to 17 employees at a time. 
We employ local people and the profits... 
stay here in Pittsylvania County. That’s 
over $135,000 a year in tax for the State of 
Virginia and the County of Pittsylvania for 
the privilege of people eating lunch. It is 
really sad that they don’t understand this.”

Hoffman wonders how he could be held 
responsible for such a significant portion 
of what the county last week said would 
bring in an additional $400,000 total per 
annum.

“$400,000? How is it that little? I’m 
paying one-sixteenth of the county’s en-
tire additional tax? Are you kidding me?” 
Hoffman asked. “When the government 
finds out it can tax something, they go for 
it. This government is a greedy beast that 
only feeds itself. Then the beast starves 
when everyone feeding it goes to Florida 
or Montana.”

Warren argued that Pittsylvania County 
residents were at ease spending 6 percent 
on meals in other localities like Danville 
and Halifax County, but Hoffman had a re-
buttal for that, as well.

“One of the most absurd things I heard 
stated at the meeting was that it would 
bring the tax to the same as Danville. Now, 
100 percent of people can eat in Danville 
because it won’t make any difference,” he 
said. “A lot of people eat out twice a day. 
It’s just how modern human life is, espe-
cially with seniors and on-the-go young 
families. They’re being taxed because the 
fathers on that all-male board are not rep-
resenting working moms. Now there’s no 
reason not to go eat in Danville.”

In Butte, Montana, where Hoffman co-
owns a business, the town built a theme-
park caliber waterpark for the city’s chil-
dren. For $4, the children enjoy the park 
– and it was built with tax dollars, none 

of which came from sales or meals taxes. 
Butte and Danville both have a population 
of around 40,000.

“What do we do in Mt. Hermon? They 
spend $500,000 on a rental property to 
build a library,” he said. “I never see any 
cars over there. If they want to tax people, 
give the people something that makes them 
happy. This is not how you make anyone 
want to live in a community.”

Hoffman’s cousin moved from New Jer-
sey to Danville to flee abrasive taxes, and 
Hoffman says Virginia is slowly but surely 
becoming absorbed into the “big sponge of 
Northeastern taxation policies.” 

“It’s driving people that produce income 
and that produce economic vitality out of 
those areas,” he said. “The idea that Pitt-
sylvania County has the power to tax, it 
gives them a lust to demand people turn 
over money simply because they want to 
eat.”

Ingram has no plans to flee, and said he 
hopes he and his constituents can make do 
with the new tax.

“Digging under your car seat or check-
ing your dryer for loose change or having 
to share a hot dog can produce fond memo-
ries, but I’d prefer that no one would ever 
have to struggle to enjoy a simple meal 
with their family,” Ingram said. “It should 
be a happy time and a happy meal.”

Hoffman said he’s only staying in Mt. 
Hermon because of his hometown loyalty.

“By doing what they’re doing, the Pitt-
sylvania County government is driving 
people away,” he concluded. “Apparently, 
the people that control Pittsylvania County 
don’t have any kind of vision. You need 
a little vision to be successful in this life. 
These people just don’t understand it.”

Meals Tax
Continued from page 1A
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Mama Possum’s employee Dawson 
Anderson fries onion rings at the 
Route 41 drive-in.

employ 700.
Pittsylvania County Public Safety previ-

ously had only one truck capable of air ser-
vices, which was stationed in the northern 
end of the county. Seeing as Pittsylvania 
County is geographically the largest local-
ity in Virginia, Public Safety Director Chris 
Slemp said this vehicle is indispensable for 
the southern end of the county.

“This is huge for us,” Slemp said. “This 
is a major step forward for us. We are re-
ally lucky to have such a great company 
like Morgan Olson.”

Morgan Olson is putting $40 million in 
salaries into the community, Owenby said.

Pittsylvania County Board of Supervi-
sors Chairman Bob Warren said that when 
he first interacted with Morgan Olson just 
over a year ago, he could not have antici-
pated what a truly valuable partner he had 
just gained.

“We appreciate Morgan Olson more than 
we can express,” Warren said. “Certainly 
the 700 employees at Morgan Olson will 
help this region immeasurably. This gift al-
most makes me speechless.”

David Coffey accepted the position of 
Danville Fire Chief in January 2020, right 
before the COVID-19 pandemic rocked the 
Southside. He said it was at that time when 
the community came together and faced all 
of the public safety challenges posed by the 
pandemic.

“This is a gift to the county, but through 
our mutual aid agreement, I know this is 
available to the city when we need it,” Cof-
fey said. “In the public safety sector, we 
often deal with ‘what-ifs.’ I hope we never 
need this ‘what-if,’ but I’m glad to know 
that if we do need it, it’s here.”

“It is a huge contribution to this commu-
nity,” Coffey continued. “I am excited to 
know that we have partners in our commu-
nity that appreciate and recognize the value 
of the public safety sector.”

Warren said that, when government 
works in harmony with the private sector, 
things happen that are more impactful than 
either entity could do alone. That comment 
garnered a round of applause from the au-
dience.

“This will make a huge difference, but 
most importantly, this will save lives,” 
Warren said. “In Pittsylvania County, we 
could not survive without our EMS and fire 
volunteers.”

Warren said that the air truck could be 
the most valuable gift given to the county 
by a company in its history.

“Good things are happening in Pittsylva-
nia County,” Warren said.

Morgan Olson Senior Director Ernie 
McDonald said he was excited to help af-
ter learning that the previous air pumping 
truck was decommissioned in 2019.

“According to the fire marshal, about 
400 volunteer firefighters help protect Pitt-
sylvania County, and many of them arrive 
at a scene in their personally owned vehicle 
without an air tank,” McDonald said. “The 
air pumping truck is a critical tool in the 
safety of our volunteer firefighters, and I’m 
extremely proud we’re able to donate such 
an important piece of firefighting equip-
ment.”

Dan River District Supervisor Joe Davis, 
who oversees the district where Morgan 
Olson’s plant is located, was the one to ac-
cept the keys to the truck.

“Each member of the board of supervi-
sors is extremely pleased that Morgan Ol-
son is providing high quality employment 
opportunities for so many of our residents, 
and today we are appreciative of the gener-
ous donation of an air truck to Pittsylvania 
County Public Safety,” said Davis. “This 
vehicle will serve as a great asset to Pittsyl-
vania County Public Safety, our volunteer 
fire and rescue agencies, and, by extension, 
our entire community.”

Truck
Continued from page 1A
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Quick Reads

By ELIAS WEISS
Star-Tribune News Editor

RINGGOLD, Va. — Residents of 
Pittsylvania County’s Mountain Hill 
community are unhappy. They are 
unhappy with a lot of things: their 
representation in county govern-
ment, their perceived subjugation by 
First Piedmont Corporation and their 
unanswered pleas to the Department 
of Environmental Quality. They 
say the First Piedmont landfill in 
their backyards has degraded their 
lives to an unlivable quality—fear, 
sickness and exasperation dominate 
their day-to-day. But the landfill 
has existed in that very location for 
nearly 50 years, leading officials on 
the other side to question the tim-
ing of the community’s latest cry 
for help.

“Residents of our area have 
lived with intolerable permeating 
odor, wind-blown trash and resi-
dent vultures for many years,” said 
Mountain Hill resident Adrienne 
Sheets. “Frequent ongoing appeals 
to the DEQ, county board of super-
visors, First Piedmont management 
and Ben Davenport himself have 
been ignored or minimized and 
rationalized by the responsible par-
ties. No one shows concern or inter-
est in helping to solve our communi-
ty problems created by the landfill.”

Sheets is part of a homegrown spe-
cial interest group called “Save our 
Rural Community.” Ben Davenport, 

the founder and chairman of 
First Piedmont, called the 
group members “irrational 
people,” but admitted he still 
takes the community’s con-
cerns very seriously.

“We are aggressively trying 
to abate this. It’s the nature 
of a landfill—it smells. As it 
ages, it decays,” Davenport 
said. “Frankly, they should 
appreciate the fact that a com-
pany is so community-minded 
that it wants to really try to do 
something about this. I’ve had 
educated people make accusa-
tions that I felt like were not 
true. Sometimes, it’s just as 
well not to know the truth. It’s 
convenient.”

County Administrator 
David Smitherman said that 
he was skeptical of the com-
munity’s recent outcry after 
nearly 50 years of living with 
the landfill.

“I find it very peculiar why 
this is the topic de jour today 
at this juncture,” Smitherman 
said. “But that’s fine. Every 
time there is a complaint or hint 
of noncompliance, it is vigor-
ously investigated.”

On Monday, June 7, Timothy 
Chesher began the process 
of filing candidacy to run to 
replace incumbent Joe Davis 
for the Dan River District seat 

ACCUSATIONS PILE UP ON 
BOTH SIDES OF LANDFILL

Black pot 
chicken
dinner
fundraiser
Climax Volunteer 
Fire Department 
will be hosting a 
Drive-Thru Black 
Pot Chicken 
Dinner Fundraiser 
Saturday, June 19 
at the Fire Station. 
$9.00 per plate. 
Starts at 4:30 p.m. 
Plates include 
black pot chicken, 
baked beans, corn 
on the cob, roll, 
homemade des-
sert and a drink. 
Drive-thru pickup 
(No pre-orders on 
pickup orders). 
Delivery available 
within 5 miles of 
the station. If you 
wish to have your 
order delivered, 
call 434-432-1944 
by 4 p.m. June 19 
to place your order.

20th annual 
Run for Justice 
5K
Race Director John 
Wilt is announcing 
the 20th Annual 
“Run for Justice” 
Kid’s 2K, 5K walk 
or run and 10K 
community events 
scheduled for 
Saturday, June 12.  
All events will be 
staged at Angler’s 
Park and River 
Walk Trail starting 
at 9 a.m. The Kid’s 
Run begins at 9:10 
a.m. The annual 
“Run for Justice” 
features awards, 
refreshments and 
door prizes. Race 
flyers have been 
mailed or walk-
ers or runners can 
pick up a registra-
tion form at The 
Brick Running & 
Tri Store, 410 Main 
Street. Participants 
can also regis-
ter at the Danville 
Running & Fitness 
Club Website or 
at active.com. The 
“Run for Justice” is 
one of the activities 
of the American 
Criminal Justice 
A s s o c i a t i o n -
Lambda Alpha 
Upsilon’s Alpha 
Upsilon Lambda 
P r o f e s s i o n a l 
Chapter. For infor-
mation, call race 
director and chap-
ter advisor John 
Wilt at 434-770-
8822.

Free clothes
Grace A Lot 
Ministries is hold-
ing “free clothes for 
the family” events 
at 1500 Weal 
Road, Chatham, 
on Saturdays and 
Wednesdays from 
9 a.m. to 12 p.m. 
Questions can be 
directed to Lisa 
Wiebking at 434-
432-8371.

Elias Weiss/Star-Tribune
Mountain Hill resident Adrienne Sheets shows the proximity of the 
landfill to a residential backyard on Cedar Road.

Elias Weiss/Star-Tribune
Danville pitcher Gavin Kinney slings a dime versus the Pulaski River Turtles 
Thursday night.

PLAY BALL

Otterbots win inaugural contest in 
13-1 rout of River Turtles
By ELIAS WEISS

Star-Tribune News Editor

The Danville Otterbots (3-1) won their 
first ever game as a new Appy League 
franchise in a 13-1 rout of the Pulaski 
River Turtles (0-4) at American Legion Field 
Thursday night.

Danville City Councilman Lee Vogler 
threw out the inaugural pitch. Danville 
Mayor Alonzo Jones, Danville City Attorney 
Clarke Whitfield Jr. and Director of Parks 
and Recreation Bill Sgrinia rounded out the 
dignitaries in attendance.

The Otterbots also unveiled their new 
mascot last night—Scotter the Otter, a trib-
ute to renowned Danville stock car racer and 
sports trailblazer Wendell Scott.

Pitcher Gavin Kinney recorded a strike on 
the club’s first ever pitch. With two on and 
two out in the bottom of the fourth inning, 
Danville’s Jevin Relaford would bat in Ryan 
Carr to record the first ever Otterbots run.

Pulaski’s defensive wilts versus 
Danville

Pulaski went up 1-0 in the top of the third 
inning. That single run would conclude the 
Turtles’ offensive productivity for the eve-
ning.

Danville first baseman Chenar Brown 
See OTTERBOTS, page 2A

A half century-long battle in southeast Pittsylvania County is warming up

See LANDFILL, page 12A

New
candidate
seeks to
replace

Davis on
board of

supervisors
Elias Weiss/Star-Tribune

First Piedmont personnel work to cover one 
cell of the Ringgold landfill site early Monday 
morning.

Elias Weiss/Star-Tribune
The Otterbots unveiled their new mas-
cot Thursday night: Scotter the Otter, a 
tribute to renowned Danville stock car 
racer Wendell Scott.

Kacey Martin/Star-Tribune
Pittsylvania County Board of Supervisors Chairman 
Bob Warren speaks at Thursday night’s meeting.

By KACEY MARTIN
Star-Tribune Intern

County residents of the 
Blairs-Hwy 29 area met 
on the evening of June 
3 at White Oak Worship 
Center to voice their con-
cerns about the Blue Ridge 
Amphitheater and the Blue 
Ridge Rock Festival, a 
large-scale event scheduled 
by Purpose Driven Events 
for September 2021. 
Representatives from local 
governing agencies and 
departments were present 
to answer citizens’ ques-
tions regarding the heavily 
debated event.

The meeting was orga-
nized by Glenda Clark, 
Kathy Nixon and Darrell 
Campbell and included 
guest speakers from Public 
Safety, the Environmental 
Health Department, the 
Sheriff’s Department, 
the Virginia State Police 

Department, Virginia 
ABC Bureau of Law 
Enforcement, Pittsylvania 
County Community 
Development and the 
Pittsylvania County Board 
of Supervisors, as well as a 
report from VDOT.

Concerns ranged from 
sanitation to parking to 
noise levels, and residents 
took turns presenting their 
questions to the representa-
tives. 

One citizen pinpointed 
uncertainty as a key factor 
in the widespread concern: 
“There are just so many 
unanswered questions, and 
I think that’s why all of us 
are worried.”

Chris Slemp, the cur-
rent Public Safety Director, 
made comparisons between 
Pittsylvania County and 
other areas he’s worked, 
including Franklin County, 
Richmond and Myrtle 

See MUSIC, page 2A

County hears 
concerns of 
citizens over 
music festival
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on Pittsylvania County’s Board of 
Supervisors. Save our Rural Community 
members suggested he had all of their 
votes locked in already.

“Timothy Chesher has, as of about 30 
minutes ago, filed petition pages to run 
[for that office],” said County Registrar 
Kelly Keesee at 1:30 p.m Monday.

Pittsylvania County, First Piedmont, 
DEQ, Virginia Department of Health 
and other pertinent entities met with 
concerned residents for a community 
forum in January. Since then, tensions 
have only continued to increase.

“It quickly spun out of control with 
all the rumors about what we were 
supposedly doing,” said Nick Setliff, 
First Piedmont’s chief operating officer. 
“I tried to call some of the residents to 
say, ‘Hey, I’d love to meet with you 
and explain what we’re doing.’ Nobody 
ever called me back. There is a lot of 
misinformation and false stuff. It’s 
frustrating, because there’s no actual 
ongoing discussion. It’s just, ‘First 
Piedmont is lying to us about that.’ And 
that’s the end of it.”

Mountain Hill is a generally low-
income community. Mobile homes dot 
the vista, mantled by a mountain of 
covered industrial waste. The majority 
of local residents are either old enough 
to remember a day before the landfill 
moved into town back in 1972, or live 
on inherited family land that predates the 
landfill. Residents feel trapped with no 
way to move away from Mountain Hill.

“We were defeated before we ever said 
the first word. We never had a choice,” 
said Gerri Lamie, local resident. “These 
days, I can’t get out the door. The smell 
is so sickening.”

Save our Rural Community has backing 
from the Blue Ridge Environmental 
Defense League, a regional, community-
based, non-profit environmental 
organization that says, “There is simply 
no such thing as a safe landfill.”

“No matter how many barriers, liners 
and pipes we install to try to mitigate 
the risk, landfills will always leak toxic 
chemicals into the soil and water,” the 
organization said in a statement. “A 
community burdened with a megadump 
is saddled with the liability forever, with 
little or no control.”

One of the community’s primary 
demands is a fence between the landfill 
and residential properties. A number of 
residential plots abut the landfill on Cedar 
Road, as well as the Evangel Assembly 
of God Church, which has not held an 
outdoor event since 2018 due to the odor 
of the landfill. A treeline separates the 
landfill from residents’ backyards, but 
homeowners are concerned that animals, 
children and elderly people could make 
their way too easily into the facility by 
accident. The special interest group 
tapped the fence as a primary concern, 
but neither the county nor First Piedmont 
had heard word of it until this year.

“We looked back over 50 years to see 
if there had ever been any occurrence of 
someone accidentally coming onto the 
landfill, and we came up with nothing,” 
Setliff said. “We think our resources are 
better spent other places than putting a 
fence up that’s not a real issue and never 
has been.”

Davenport added, “The fence is really 
miniscule. Frankly, I just don’t get it. 
I think the group would like to be able 
to say that they got us to do something 
because they wanted it done. I get that, and 
it doesn’t bother me. As a businessman, 
I have tried to invest resources that are 
important to invest in.”

 Lamie, whose husband has dementia, 
said, “It only takes one accident to prove 
that theory wrong, and then it’s too late. 
It shows how insignificant they think we 
are.” 

With a new candidate in Tim Chesher 
trying to claim the Dan River District slot 
on the board of supervisors, Mountain 
Hill residents feel a little more at ease. 
One of their primary qualms is with their 
supervisor, Joe Davis.

“Joe Davis treats us like the enemy,” 
said local resident Robin Rosson. 
“Supervisors are supposed to support the 
people, not the businesses.”

Lamie said, “Our supervisor works for 
Davenport, not us.”

County supervisors do not have 
regulatory authority over landfills, 
however, but they do act as a conduit 
for citizens to get the answers they seek. 
Despite this, many in Mountain Hill say 
they feel shut out of the conversation.

“Every time I ask him [Davis] a 
question, he says, ‘I don’t know Jerry, let 
me get back to you,’” said local resident 
Jerry Martin, who is a member of the 
Ringgold Fire Department. “He has never 
gotten back to me. One time I called him, 
and he went off ballistics on me. My wife 
heard it all. He said, ‘Those women in 
Mt. Hill are liars. They’re stupid. They 
don’t know anything.’ I have never been 
more disrespected in my life than I was 
then.”

The community forum meeting is 
when many were “really turned off” to 
Mr. Davis.

“Did he support us in any way? No,” 
said local resident Linda Gauldin, who 
works in the area as a nurse. “He sat in 
the corner the whole time and never said a 
word. No kind of support. They wouldn’t 
talk to us or let us ask any questions. I felt 

like it was my fault.”
Rosson reflected a similar experience.
“We thought we could at least get some 

questions answered, but we could not,” 
she said. “It’s sad, because all of these 
houses have been here 70 or more years. 
They just dumped a landfill right in the 
middle of this community.”

Setliff responded, “They weren’t a 
fan of how the meeting went. It was 
more educational, and less giving them 
a platform to voice their concerns. They 
weren’t super into that.”

Residents are also upset that Davis 
“refuses to hear” their concerns on the 
Save our Rural Community Facebook 
page.

“We invited Joe to listen to our group,” 
said Julie Owen, Mountain Hill resident. 
“To this day, he has refused to join. Our 
own supervisor is unwilling to listen to 
us. He doesn’t want to hear it.”

Smitherman said he supports Davis’s 
decision not to join.

“Facebook is probably the worst thing 
that has happened to local government 
administration in the last 20 years. I think 
it is the worst thing to happen to civilized 
society in my lifetime,” Smitherman said. 
“I think the troubles we have locally, 
state and nationally all have a common 
denominator that is social media, which 
gives voice to the misinformed and 
provides credibility to false information. 
I find it a necessary evil to communicate 
outwardly as a government, but I do not 
consider Facebook a relevant source 
of information. I find it exactly what 
it is, which is a social network, not an 
educational network.”

Smitherman estimated less than 10 
percent of the county’s 62,000 residents 
are on Facebook.

“As the county administrator, I’m 
not going to join these social media 
groups,” he said. “I don’t find them to 
be a productive form of fact-finding and 
official communication.”

Davis said he is empathetic toward the 
Mountain Hill community and assures 
the public he has never intended to work 
against them.

“I have heard and understand the 
concerns from the Mountain Hill 
community regarding the First Piedmont 
landfill and am empathetic to their 
cause,” Davis said. “Regardless, the 
Board of Supervisors has no regulatory 
authority to mitigate the matter.”

One rumor circulating the Save 
our Rural Community group is the 
designation of the First Piedmont landfill 
in Ringgold. Group members have 
routinely referred to the landfill as a 
municipal household trash site, although 
in reality, it is classified as an industrial 
waste facility. They complain that the 
landfill is not capped off and covered 
daily and that street sweeping does not 
occur daily, although these measures are 
not required of an industrial landfill by 
law. First Piedmont says it is going above 
and beyond the legal requirements.

One of these auxiliary efforts is a 
new odor machine. The machine is not 
required by the DEQ, but was installed by 
First Piedmont in an effort to ameliorate 
community relations, Davenport said. 
The machine, erected in October 2020, 
uses a catalyst to convert hydrogen sulfide 
(H2S) into sulfur and runs eight to ten 
hours per day. Setliff estimated the sulfur 
output accounts for at least 80 percent 
of the unpleasant smell permeating the 
Mountain Hill neighborhood.

High levels of H2S can irreversibly 
poison the human brain. Low levels of 
H2S can cause headache, nausea, eye 
irritation and throat irritation. Chronic 
exposure to low levels of hydrogen 
sulfide can lead to deficits in balance and 
reaction time, dizziness, insomnia and 
overpowering fatigue. Local residents 
cited fear of the unknown in light of these 
facts.

“What I’m concerned about is what 
we are breathing in the air and drinking 
in the water,” said Gauldin. “I haven’t 
drank tap water in ten years. I’m terrified. 
Nine out of 10 people in Mountain Hill 
only drink bottled water.”

Martin shared the concerns of Gauldin.
“It’s not only the odor, which is 

terrible,” he said. “I’m worried about my 
health, my water.”

The term “hazardous” is used by 
the group frequently, although as First 
Piedmont CEO Tommy Stump pointed 
out, the closest hazardous waste landfill 
is in Yukon, Pennsylvania.

“Looking at their ‘Save our Rural 
Community’ Facebook page, some of 
the stuff they come up with—I wonder 
myself where it came from,” Setliff said. 
“I know the term ‘hazardous’ is thrown 
around a lot. Unless it’s just someone 
there that Google searched ‘landfills’ and 
saw that some landfills do take municipal 
solid waste and then put two and two 
together and said, ‘That must be what 
First Piedmont is doing,’ I’m not really 
sure where that information must have 
come form.”

Another concern neighbors have is 
the number of fires that have combusted 
within the landfill. Residents cite general 
terror and fear of smoke inhalation. 
According to the Ringgold Fire 
Department, the landfill at one point saw 
17 fires in three years.

“The heat was so intense, it’s no telling 
how many tons of garbage burned into 

the atmosphere,” said Martin of a 2018 
fire than necessitated one million gallons 
of water to extinguish. “When we got the 
fire out, what did they do? Start filling it 
back up.”

“The flames were so high, it was 
horrible,” added Lamie.

In response to complaints against 
Supervisor Davis, Smitherman said that 
above all else, he wants the residents of 
southeast Pittsylvania County, as well 
as the county at large, to understand the 
function of county government.

“We get complaints about things all 
the time that are just completely out of 
our preview,” Smitherman said. “It just 
reminds me of Civics 101, to understand 
the branches of government and the 
responsibilities, roles and duties of 
every piece of government as well as our 
citizens. One of the roles of citizens is to 
understand how government works, and I 
think we have a misunderstanding in that 
regard.”

Pittsylvania County has no control 
over flight paths or landfills. The county 
government is solely tasked with 
handling land use, Smitherman said. The 
land-use regulations were enacted 20 
years after this landfill was established.

“We have no control over the flight path 
that goes over my house from New York 
City to Atlanta. I have no control over 
the U.S. Navy flying bombing missions 
over the Smith Mountain Dam. Some 
people don’t like that,” Smitherman said. 
“Similarly, we have no control over the 
State of Virginia and its regulation of 
landfills. Period. It is not a regulatory 
role of local government.”

Still, the board of supervisors routinely 
listens to citizens’ concerns in their 
mission to be a conduit to find answers to 
citizens’ concerns.

“It was very clear by listening to VDH, 
DEQ and the others, to anyone who was 
paying attention, that this was squarely 
a commonwealth of Virginia regulatory 
authority. It was also exceedingly clear 
that the landfill was in compliance with 
all relevant regulations,” Smitherman 
said. “It was also exceedingly clear 
that the DEQ is very well aware of the 
complaints of this are regarding noise 
or smell or debris on the road. It was 
obvious to me that they checked on every 
single one of those complaints.”

In response to residents’ claims that 
the DEQ has not investigated any of their 
complaints, Davenport noted, “They 
investigate any complaint that’s there—
any. I don’t care how far-fetched it may 
be. They investigate. It’s like having 
the police department that just looks at 
landfills. They have a whole department 
that does nothing but that. To say that 
they don’t have a voice—it’s simply not 
true.”

Another concern frequently broached 
by Mountain Hill residents is the belief 
that leachate water, which is water that 
has come into contact with solid waste, is 
used to dust the roads. 

“The leachate holding lagoon water is 
all pumped directly to the Danville city 
wastewater treatment plant,” Setliff said. 
“Pond water is used for dust control, 
not leachate water. It doesn’t even make 
sense why we would do that.”

Residents also frequently confuse the 
stormwater basins for leachate ponds, 
Setliff said.

As far as the odor is concerned, First 
Piedmont claims to be understanding. 
Davenport said he is investing tens of 

thousands in odor control technology 
that is not mandated by DEQ.

“This is cutting-edge, new technology. 
We feel like that is paramount,” 
Davenport said. “That’s the thing that’s 
offensive to the citizens, and I understand 
that. It is somewhat the nature of a 
landfill, that it can’t be without some 
odor, but we’d like to control all the 
odor that we possibly can. We are talking 
about tens of thousands of dollars we’re 
spending on that.”

Smitherman said he is grateful to First 
Piedmont for its efforts in this area.

“Being a good neighbor is a two-
way street,” Smitherman said. “They 
are earnestly attempting to be that good 
neighbor, and I think that they should be 
recognized for that effort.”

Smitherman said he will never cease to 
receive citizens’ complaints, no matter if 
he’s heard them before or not.

“The county has absolutely no authority 
over landfills. There is nothing more than 
we can do about that,” he said. “We can 
continue to listen to the concerns of that 
community, we can continue to provide 
access to the folks who can provide solid 
answers to this community that is feeling 
unrecognized in this process, but there 
is no regulatory authority in Pittsylvania 
County to act on any of the things they 
are complaining about.”

Smitherman said his tactic is to speak 
the truth and support with facts. He said 
he deals with misinformation on a daily 
basis.

“It’s interesting how much people 
believe they understand, until they find 
out what the truth is,” Smitherman said. 
“The folks in the community that want to 
learn, that want to understand and want to 
be productive, appreciate how we handle 
those type calls of alarm. You cannot 
make up a situation to suit your fancy. It 
must be in concert with reality, and the 
reality in this case is that the County of 
Pittsylvania is not a regulatory authority 
over landfills in Virginia.”

Save our Rural Community still feels 
county administration could and should 
be doing more.

Of the county’s response to their 
concerns, Sheets said, “This is all a prime 
example of their incompetence. They are 
absolutely not qualified for the jobs they 
have.”

Davis said he has encouraged First 
Piedmont to do better, but is satisfied 
with its current arrangement.

“Despite the fact that First Piedmont 
has remained in compliance with 
its permits and the guidelines of all 
regulating agencies and has consistently 
gone above and beyond to work with 
the surrounding community, I have 
encouraged them to continue finding 
ways to be an even better neighbor. As 
a result, First Piedmont has invested tens 
of thousands of dollars in state-of-the art 
technology aimed at reducing the odors 
that come out of the landfill,” Davis said. 
“I am thankful that First Piedmont has 
taken these steps, which aren’t required 
of them, to be an excellent neighbor for 
the Mountain Hill community and all of 
Pittsylvania County.”

Davenport maintains the accusations 
made by residents of Mountain Hill are 
nothing more than rumors.

“We have spent a lifetime as a 
company making this county the best 
place to live,” Davenport said. “We want 
to do everything in our power to make 
that happen.”

Landfill
Continued from page 1A

Elias Weiss/Star-Tribune
“Save our Rural Community” special interest group members from left to 
right: Jackson Owen, Jerry Martin, Jordan Owen, Julie Owen, Linda Gauldin, 
Robin Rosson, Gerri Lamie and Adrienne Sheets.

Elias Weiss/Star-Tribune
The “leachate lagoon” aerator runs as contaminated water is pumped to 
Danville’s wastewater treatment plant.
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“The county has failed”
By ELIAS WEISS

Star-Tribune Digital
Coordinator / Staff Writer

Pittsylvania County property 
owners were recently mailed a let-
ter about 2022 property reassess-
ment, which was met with sheer 
indignation.

The county issued an apology 

Saturday for what they called “poor 
editing” in the letter, but coun-
ty residents overwhelmingly say 
administrators are merely back-
tracking. The original letter seemed 
to claim that the value of a home 
would be docked if property own-
ers refused to let assessors into 
the house, which sparked outrage 
as Virginia is currently undergoing 
record-high COVID-19 deaths per 

day amid this tempestuous global 
pandemic. Allowing strangers into 
the house goes against the CDC’s 
preventative guidelines, especially 
for Pittsylvania County’s higher-
than-average elderly populace.

Further county residents fear for 
invasion of privacy, citing the use 
of drones to collect photo and video 
without the consent of homeown-
ers, while others have taken notice 

of more minor errors with the origi-
nal letter, such as it being mailed to 
renters, even though it only applies 
to owners.

“Letting a stranger into your 
home, especially during a pandem-
ic, is stupid,” said John Craine, a 
property owner in Sandy Level. 
“The county has failed on this reas-
sessment process.”

See ASSESSMENT, page 2A

Outrage ensues on receipt of property valuation letter

Lanie Davis/Star-Tribune
The Almagro Outreach Center served as a school for the children 
in the community.

Danville’s Almagro 
neighborhood tells story 
of community, success

By LANIE DAVIS
Star-Tribune Staff Writer

Since 1976, Rev. Dr. Cecil 
Bridgeforth, Sr. has been preaching 
at Shiloh Baptist Church on Betts 
Street in Danville. The church’s 
home, the Almagro community, 
became Bridgeforth’s home, and 
over the years, he has continued to 
advocate for the community that so 
many black Danvillians have flour-
ished from.

While its exact establishment 

date is unknown, Almagro was a 
town to itself just west of Danville, 
and according to Bridgeforth, was 
incorporated in Chatham.

The town, located off of what is 
now Industrial Drive, had its own 
post office and police department. 
Bridgeforth said it was one of the 
very few black towns in the country. 

“There were only about a handful 
of black incorporated towns in the 
United States, and Almagro was one 
of them,” Bridgeforth, Sr. said.

See ALMAGRO, page 5A

Trailer park murder  
still haunts county 
Sheri�  after 34 years

By ELIAS WEISS
Star-Tribune Digital Coordinator / Staff 

Writer

On today’s date precisely 34 
years ago, family, friends and 
law enforcement were search-
ing industriously for 23-year-
old Radford “Raye” Harris of 
Danville. It would be March 1, 
1987, when his body would be 
found in a trailer park in the 
Mt. Hill community of southeast 
Pittsylvania County. This case 

remains unsolved.
“His nickname was Raddy. 

Everyone that knew him 
called him Raddy Raye,” said 
Pittsylvania County Sheriff Mike 
Taylor, who has worked this case 
since day one. A photograph on 
Taylor’s desk serves as a constant 
reminder and motivator for him.

Harris lived with his mother on 
Third Avenue in north Danville. 
When he went to visit his father 
in Pittsylvania County early 
Valentine’s Day morning in 1987, 

Chilling phone call contained 
victim’s last known words

See COLD CASE, page 10A

Lanie Davis/Star-Tribune
Alyssa McNeil, Averett junior BSN student, admin-
isters a second dose of the COVID-19 vaccine to 
Doug Appleton, assistant IT director at Averett.

Second dose vaccine 
clinic held Saturday

Elias Weiss/Star-Tribune
Ronnie and Teresa 
Montgomery vol-
unteered there time 
Thursday night at 
the Mt. Hermon Fire 
& Rescue station on 
Route 41, offering 
food, warmth, electric-
ity and a hot shower to 
anyone who needed it.

Pittsylvania County couple volunteers time 
to help neighbors impacted by ice storm

By LANIE DAVIS
Star-Tribune Staff Writer

In their continued effort 
to offer COVID-19 vac-
cinations to the commu-
nity, the area’s first second 
dose clinic was held at 
Averett University’s North 
Campus on Saturday morn-
ing. Approximately 1,000 
community members who 
received their first vacci-
nation at the region’s first 
large-scale clinic on Jan. 
23 returned to receive their 
second doses.

Saturday’s clinic was 
a collaboration between 
the Virginia Department 
of Health Pittsylvania/

Danville Health District, 
Sovah Health, Averett 
University and DCC. 
More than 100 volunteers 
put in time from 8 a.m. 
to 5 p.m. on Saturday to 
vaccinate people, includ-
ing nursing students from 
Averett and DCC.

Edna Combs of Blairs, an 
employee of Pittsylvania 
County Schools, was “so 
excited” to get her second 
dose on Saturday.

“I feel so blessed,” she 
said. “I’m praying that 
someday soon we can get 
back to normal.”

Since Saturday’s event 
was only a second dose 
clinic, Sovah Health’s 
See CLINIC, page 2A

By ELIAS WEISS
Star-Tribune Digital

Coordinator / Staff Writer

As back-to-back 
ice storms riveted the 
Pittsylvania County com-

munity this week, an emer-
gency shelter program 
offered warmth, electricity, 
food, and most important-
ly—a friend.

“Sometimes you don’t 
realize what’s happen-
ing out there... how long 

other people are without,” 
Ronnie Montgomery, a 
volunteer stationed at the 
Mt. Hermon Fire & Rescue 
Station on Route 41, told 
the Star-Tribune last night.

Ronnie and his wife, 

Bill affecting local elections 
passes in General Assembly

By LANIE DAVIS
Star-Tribune Staff Writer

A bill that would shift 
local elections from May 
to November has passed 
in both the Virginia 
Senate and the House of 
Delegates.

SB 1157, as introduced 
by Lionell Spruill, Sr. 
would shift all municipal 
elections for city and town 

council and school board 
from May to November, 
beginning with elections 
held after Jan. 1, 2022. 

The bill was passed in 
the Senate on Jan. 21 with 
a vote of 19-19 and a tie-
breaker vote by Lt. Gov. 
Justin Fairfax and went 
on to pass in the House 
on Feb. 15 with a vote of 
50-44.

The bill states that cit-

ies and towns must hold 
elections for mayor, mem-
bers of a local governing 
body or members of an 
elected school board in the 
November general elec-
tions for terms to begin 
Jan. 1. 

If Gov. Ralph Northam 
signs the bill into law, cit-
ies and towns currently 
holding elections in May 

See SHELTER, page 10A

See BILL, page 2A

The Hurt-Motley 
Ruritan Club 
Stew
Brunswick Stew will 
be offered for sale 
by The Hurt-Motley 
Ruritan Club on Sat., 
Feb. 27 at the Hurt-
Motley Community 
Center. The stew will 
be ready by 9 a.m., 
$5.50 per quart, or 
call 434-426-9976 to 
pre-order.

Northern 
Pittsylvania 
County Food 
Center
The Northern 
Pittsylvania County 
Food Center 
(NPCFC) will dis-
tribute food at their 
Gretna, Virginia, 
warehouse on Friday, 
Feb. 26, beginning at 
9 a.m.  Clients are 
asked to remain in 
their vehicles until 
instrumented to enter 
the building.  New cli-
ents or clients who 
have not received 
food in recent 
months should arrive 
no later than 10:30 
a.m. to allow time to 
complete necessary 
paperwork before 
distribution ends at 
11 a.m.
This distribution 
process will follow 
established social 
distancing measures, 
and all clients must 
wear a facial cover-
ing in order to enter 
the building for food 
pick up.

Disabled 
American 
Veterans 
Chapter 19
Disabled American 
Veterans Chapter 
19 will hold its regu-
lar monthly meeting 
Mon., March 1 6:30 
p.m. at American 
Legion Post 325.

Gretna Fire 
& Rescue 
Spaghetti Dinner 
Fundraiser
Gretna Fire & Rescue 
will be having a 
Drive-Thru Spaghetti 
Dinner Fundraiser 
on Sat, March 13 at 
the Station. Starts at 
5 p.m. $10 a plate.  
Plates include spa-
ghetti, bread, salad, 
homemade dessert, 
and a drink. All dona-
tions are appreciated! 
Gretna Fire & Rescue 
is located at 122 East 
Gretna Road Gretna, 
VA 24557. Phone 
Number: (434)-656-
2621

Climax Volunteer 
Fire Fish Dinner 
Fundraiser
Climax Volunteer 
Fire Department 
will be hosting a 
Drive-Thru Fish 
Dinner Fundraiser 
on Saturday March 
20, 2021 at the Fire 
Station.
 Starts at 4:30 p.m. 
$9 Per Plate- plates 
include fish, hush 
puppies, corn on 
the cob, cole slaw, 
homemade dessert, 
and a drink. 
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The county claims they never 
intended to threaten property 
owners should they not allow 
inspectors inside, even though 
the letter states, “You can 
certainly refuse to allow access 
to the inside of your home... but 
at that point assumptions will be 
applied, which could affect your 
property’s valuation.”

“We apologize for the confusion 
caused by poor editing on our 
part,” said Nicholas Morris, 
Pittsylvania County assistant 
director of public works, in a 
statement. “You are welcome to 
invite the property assessor in to 
show features that you feel may 
signifi cantly change the value 
of your property. Brightminds’ 

assessors will not insist on 
entering your home. ” 

A social media survey found the 
majority of Pittsylvania County 
homeowners did not fi nd the 
original letter confusing. Rather, 
most found it threatening. The 
use of drones to gather photo and 
video of private residences has 
been exceptionally admonished 
by local residents.

“Someone pulling up to my 
property and launching a drone is 
a violation of my privacy,” Craine 
said.

Nearly all county homeowners 
agree, per the survey.

“They will not be coming into 
my home,” Chatham taxpayer 
Jacqueline Crawley-Moser said. 

“It’s a violation of my family’s 
privacy. And if they try to come 
in, they better be ready to fend 
off my dog because he don’t play 
those games with strangers.”

For one property owner, this is 
just another iteration in what she 
says is a misleading and deceptive 
pattern in the county government.

“The county administrator 
[David Smitherman] said exactly 
what he meant,” Chatham resident 
Jordan Kee said. “This is how our 
illustrious county administrator 
runs the ship. Just failures in this 
county over and over.”

Ron Scearce, vice chairman of 
the Pittsylvania County Board 
of Supervisors, apologized, 
saying the board offered a “poor 

explanation” and encouraging 
county residents to help the 
assessors generate as accurate 
a report as possible when the 
time comes. Administrators 
maintained that property value 
would not automatically be 
lowered if the owner does not 
allow entry, but rather it stands 
the chance to be lowered because 
the report will be unthorough.

“We apologize for not 
understanding the potential 
misinterpretation of the 
reassessment letter and 
information request’s wording,” 
Smitherman said. “We are 
committed to communicating 
with better care, precision and 
frequency thought the 2022 

reassessment process.” 
By law, reassessment of 

properties is to be conducted in 
Pittsylvania County every four 
years. Updated property values 
will go into effect Jan. 1, 2022, 
but will not have an impact on the 
current property tax rate, which 
is 62 cents per $100 in assessed 
value, according to a county press 
statement.

“A mistake of this magnitude 
is almost unbelievable,” Cascade 
resident Rick Meeks said. “There 
must have been a real protest for 
[the county] to retract this. Well, 
you tried, and it didn’t work.”

“I tossed this assessment letter 
directly into the trash... waste of 
money,” Craine added.

Assessment
Continued from page 1A

shall provide for the transition of 
elections and terms of mayors, 
council members and school 
board members with terms set to 
expire on June 30 may continue 
in offi ce until their successors are 
elected and qualifi ed.

Danville currently has its 
city council and school board 
elections in May, as put forth in 
chapters two and six of the city’s 
current charter, adopted in 1982. 
Elections are to be held on the 
fi rst Tuesday in May.

During their Jan. 19 meeting, 
the council approved an added 

agenda item, a resolution saying 
they oppose the senate bill and 
asking the General Assembly to 
keep the elections in May.

“Many feel November elections 
wouldn’t allow constituents to 
focus much on local elections 
due to the national attention 
given during many November 
elections,” Danville Mayor 
Alonzo Jones said. 

Danville Voter Registrar Peggy 
Petty said that her offi ce has 
always been at the pleasure of 
the city council or the General 
Assembly as to the schedule of 

their elections. 
“Over the years, it’s always 

been a possibility for the local 
government to request that 
move,” Petty said. “...Throughout 
the years, city council and city 
managers have asked for input on 
how that would affect our offi ce.”

While there are pros and 
cons relating to when the local 
elections are held, Peggy said 
that having these elections in 
November ultimately provides 
fi nancial benefi ts, as the cost 
is absorbed into the November 
election, which is guaranteed to 

happen regardless.
“There is nothing special to 

do with moving the May to 
November,” Peggy said. “It 
doesn’t affect our offi ce at all...
There’s no extra costs, and it is 
a savings to the city in that they 
don’t have to have a special ballot 
printed for a May election.”

In addition, candidates would 
have more time to fi le and 
campaign with a November 
election, according to Petty. Since 
local candidates cannot petition 
before the fi rst of the year in an 
election year and must fi le by 

March, they have two months to 
campaign. If the election is held 
in November, candidates may 
begin the process after the fi rst of 
the year, with a fi ling deadline of 
around the third Tuesday in June, 
giving them several months to 
campaign.

If Northam ends up signing this 
bill into law, Petty said the offi ce 
will be ready to offer a November 
local election.

“You tell me when the election 
is going to be. That’s all I need to 
know, and we’ll go,” Petty said

Bill
Continued from page 1A

Chief Operating Offi cer John Kent said the work on fi rst 
doses needs to continue to avoid a one-month gap, but 
supplies did not allow them to do another mass vaccination 
event for fi rst doses.

“The challenge right now is the fl ow of the fi rst doses of 
the vaccine has slowed down as the federal government 
and the state is sorting that out,” Kent said. “We’re doing 
as many fi rst doses as we can get, and we will continue to 
do our second doses as those [clinic] dates come up. As 
the volume of vaccine coming into our health district rises, 
we’ll try to double up...right now, we don’t have enough 
vaccine to double up.”

Each of the large-scale vaccination clinics that have 
taken place so far will also have a second dose clinic four 
weeks following.

Once the supply is there, Kent said it could be feasible, 
given the space and other logistical circumstances, to do a 
mass vaccination event where both fi rst and second doses 
are given.

Given that Saturday’s event was the successor to the 
region’s fi rst large-scale vaccination event, Kent was 
happy to see it come full circle.

“To know that we’re going to end the day with 1,300 
people who are fully vaccinated and somewhere around a 
week to 10 days from now, they’re going to be optimally 
protected from the virus is kind of a rewarding thing for us 
today,” Kent said. “We expect people to be very excited. 
We’re excited for them and a renewal period for people to 
have a little bit of hope.”

While the region’s winter weather did not put a stop 
on the last two large-scale clinics held, it did push back 
smaller clinics, as well as vaccine shipments from 
Richmond, according to Dr. Pittsylvania/Danville Health 
District Director Scott Spillmann.

“We couldn’t get it from Richmond, and they couldn’t 
get it from the feds,” Spillmann said. “So, all the way back 
up the supply chain to the place where it is distributed to 
the states. Everything got backed up a week.”

Even with delays causing some anxiety, Spillmann 
expects that vaccine supply is about to improve, bridging 
the vaccine “desert” the region currently has.

In federal partnerships with pharmacies, their vaccine 
supply has doubled, and 20 more types of pharmacies have 
now been added to that partnership. Spillmann also said 
that the vaccine could soon be distributed to other health 
care places, with Sovah, Centra, some pharmacies and 
PATHS among others all helping the cause locally.

“I am ecstatic that we’re going to get more people,” 
Spillmann said. “Having more vaccine will not only help 
us plan better on our end, but will also help us to be able 
to distribute to other healthcare clinics locally...What that 
says that if the vaccine fl ows more, it’s going to make it 
even easier for us to protect the citizens. The question is 
how do we make it happen so that it’s equitable, focusing 
on the higher risk people.”

In agreement with Kent, Spillmann would like to add 
fi rst doses to the second dose clinics, which are expected 
to happen over the next four weeks, but that capacity is not 
currently available. 

Despite this, the effort is being made to continue to 
move on, especially since case numbers are beginning to 
improve. According to Spillmann, CDC and VDH data 
shows cases up in January and down now, which is a good 
sign as we have made it past the holidays. He said this has 
a lot to do with increased vaccinations.

As of Feb. 19, nearly 8,700 vaccinations have been 
administered in Danville and nearly 7,000 in Pittsylvania 
County.

Even with cases going down and vaccinations ongoing, 
Spillmann reminds the public to continue to wear masks, 
social distance, wash their hands and avoid large gatherings. 

This week, the Virginia Department of Health launched 
a new consolidated website for pre-registration at www.
vaccinate.virginia.gov, as well as a COVID vaccine hotline 
at 1-877-VAX-IN-VA. Those who previously pre-
registered on another portal will automatically be merged 
into the new database, and there is no need to register 
again. Individuals can check and confi rm their status on 
the website. 

The area’s next second dose clinic will be held on Friday 
at the Danville Community Market.

Clinic
Continued from page 1A

Town of Hurt

533 Pocket Road • Hurt, Virginia
434.608.0554 • clerk@townofhurtva.gov • www.townofhurtva.gov

Welcome!

Small Town Big Ideas

AvAilAble

 for rentAl:

Gymnasium

Commercial Kitchen

Grand Hall

Gallery room 

Community Center

Perfect for any type of event including bridal or baby
showers, parties, receptions and sport practices.

PARKS AND RECREATION

For Information Or To Set Up A Rental Call 434-432-7736
or Visit www.pittsylvaniacountyva.gov/recreation


