
By Robin Earl
Times sTaff WriTer

Mayor Carter Nevill has been spotted on several occa-
sions around town wearing a flowing purple cape. Warrenton 
police are allegedly concerned about activity in the vicinity 
of a tree that bears a resemblance to the “Whomping Wil-
low.” The front window of PrissyLily’s plant shop is display-
ing “birds” that look like flying keys.

They are all signs of behind-the scenes preparation for the 
town’s first-ever Warrenton Wizards Walk. The day of wiz-
arding games and events is set for July 17, from 10 a.m. to 10 
p.m., hosted by a couple dozen Old Town businesses.
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Pressured into sexual encounter at 16, 
woman sues Warrenton Volunteer Fire Company

By Coy Ferrell
Times sTaff WriTer

In 2018, an adult volunteer fire-
fighter at the Warrenton Volunteer 
Fire Company pressured a 16-year-
old girl – a child under statutory con-
sent statutes – into a sexual encoun-
ter while she was participating in the 
company’s “junior first responder 
program.” Now, the victim is suing 
the fire company and several of its 
members for their alleged failure 
to take steps to protect her and for 
facilitating a “culture of adult men 
pursuing minor female volunteers.” 

Now-former volunteer firefighter 
Erick Lemus, 22 years old at the time 
of the incident, eventually pleaded 
guilty to a misdemeanor charge of 
having sexual contact with a child 15 

years old or older. He was sentenced 
to three months in prison, but he was 
not ordered to pay restitution or to 
register as a sex offender, according 
to court records. 

Lemus was also sentenced to pro-
bation for two years, which ended ear-
lier this year. One of the conditions of 
his probation was that he “shall have 
no dating, romantic, sexual relation-
ships with children.” He is no longer 
a member of the Warrenton station.

The lawsuit alleges that Lemus’s 
actions were “foreseeable,” claiming 
those in authority did little or noth-
ing to protect the victim prior to the 
incident, despite indications Lemus 
was openly pursuing a sexual rela-
tionship with the girl. 

See LAWSUIT, page 8

“None of the defendants took any action to protect 
Plaintiff, despite their knowledge that adults 
had previously pursued sexual relationships with 
minors at the station, including specific references 
to unlawful sexual contact with Plaintiff.”

-- CIVIL COMPLAINT FILED LAST YEAR AGAINST WARRENTON 
VOLUNTEER FIRE COMPANY AND SEVERAL VOLUNTEER FIREFIGHTERS

There’s something magical 
going on in Warrenton

Local dog gets fourth Westminster title

By Betsy Burke Parker
special To The Times

It’s a big name for a small dog – GCHP 
Pleasant Hill Avram of Carters Creek CA 
FCAT, but the 50-pound, black and white 
pup they call “Avi” for short has a big her-
itage to uphold. One of just a couple thou-
sand purebred Canaan Dogs in the world, 
Avi captured his fourth straight Westmin-
ster Kennel Club Dog Show title last week 
in New York City, winning the breed class 
and representing Canaans in the herding 
group semi-finals.

Owners David Golden and Cynthia 
Dodson traveled from their home in Mar-
shall with professional handler Brittany Ci-
priotti of Bealeton to the historic Lyndhurt 
estate north of the city for the nation’s most 
prestigious dog show.  

The four straight victories are unprece-
dented, but the winning formula is in the 
bloodlines – Avi’s uncle, Magnum, was 

PHOTO BY DAVID GOLDEN
Bealeton-based professional handler Brittany 
Cipriotti celebrates the fourth Westminster win 
for Avi, a Canaan Dog that lives in Marshall with 
owners David Golden and Cynthia Dodson. The 
show was held at the historic Lyndhurst estate 
north of New York City.

‘Avi’ is a rare Canaan Dog; 
his owners call him ‘the perfect 
specimen’ (and the judges agree)

See AVI, page 4 See WIZARDS, page 13
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For instance, the civil complaint 
claims that, at one point, an uniden-
tified firefighter had remarked over 
an internal radio system channel that 
Lemus was “trying to get into [the vic-
tim’s] p----” and that Lemus had made 
clear to fellow firefighters his intention 
to pursue the underage girl sexually.  

The suit also alleges that “minor 
volunteers had been victim to statu-
tory sexual assault at the WVFC in 
the past” and, specifically, that the 
supervisor of the junior first respond-
er program, Lt. Chris Sager, “openly 
dated a junior first responder more 
than five years younger than him” 
and failed to take steps to protect the 
victim named in the lawsuit while she 
was in the program. No criminal sex-
ual-assault charges against Sager ap-
pear in Virginia adult court records. 

A court document filed on be-
half of the plaintiff June 21 claims 
that “the culture of sexual assault 
by adult males against minor female 
volunteers was so pervasive that at 
least two other junior first respond-
ers felt the need to issue warnings to 
others about the men at the WVFC.”  

Sager, listed in the “command 
staff” section on a website directory, 
is still the leader of the fire compa-
ny’s junior first responder program, 
responsible for overseeing children 
16 and 17 years old who volunteer 
with the company to gain firefight-
ing and EMS experience. 

He is named in the suit along 
with other current members of the 
company: Master Technician Jason 
Golden, who was fire chief at the 
time, and Lt. James Daugherty. Le-
mus, also named in the suit, is no 
longer a member of the fire compa-
ny; Brandon Rohwer is also named 
in the suit but not listed as a current 
member of the company.  

The suit alleges Rohwer and 
Daugherty were the highest-ranking 
volunteers physically present at the 
station, at the time of the incident, and 
therefore were responsible for the child 
volunteer’s safety. Sager and Golden 
are not alleged to have been physical-
ly present at the station but, the com-
plaint claims, were responsible at least 
in part for the child’s welfare because 
of their specific leadership positions.

The lawsuit, filed initially in Oc-
tober of last year, seeks $2 million in 
damages, plus court costs and attor-
neys’ fees. 

Sager, Golden, Daugherty and 
Rohwer did not respond to requests 
for comment from the Fauquier 
Times. Contact information for Le-
mus was not available. 

Last Thursday, fire company vice 
president Brandon Phelps confirmed 
receipt of a detailed list of questions 
sent to him and company president 
Jim Farkas but did not respond fur-
ther to the inquiry. The questions in-
cluded whether an adult having sex 
with a child is grounds for dismissal 
from the company; whether internal 
investigations were ever conducted 
into Sager’s and others’ alleged be-
havior and what – if anything – has 
been done since 2018 to prevent a 
similar incident at the station. 

On Friday, attorneys for the de-
fendants submitted a statement to the 
Fauquier Times claiming they dispute 
“many” of the allegations against their 
clients but declined to specify which 
allegations they contest. 

“The Warrenton Volunteer Fire 
Company has filed pleadings setting 
forth our position in this litigation,” 
the statement said. “The organization 
and its members named as parties to 
the lawsuit dispute many of the alle-
gations in the Complaint. There will 
be no further comment at this time.”
Victim alleges station leaders 
failed to protect her

“None of the defendants took any 
action to protect Plaintiff, despite their 
knowledge that adults had previously 
pursued sexual relationships with mi-
nors at the station, including specific 
references to unlawful sexual contact 
with Plaintiff,” the suit alleges. 

Golden had promised the victim’s 
mother, for instance, that there would 
be adult female volunteers at the sta-
tion when the victim spent the night 
while working a night shift, the suit 
alleges. Contrary to these promis-
es, the victim was not supervised at 
all the night the sexual battery took 
place, the document claims. 

“Among other things, [the vic-
tim’s] mother expressed to defendant 
Golden that she was worried that 
[the victim] would not have proper 
supervision, that younger male vol-
unteers might attempt to take advan-
tage of her and that she might be left 
alone without any adult women,” the 
complaint alleges. 

Lemus pressured the girl, who 
was alone in a separate bunkroom, 
repeatedly forcibly touching her and 
eventually having a sexual encoun-
ter with her in the early morning 
hours of July 8, 2018, according to 
the criminal complaint filed by a 
Warrenton police officer when Le-
mus was arrested. These events oc-
curred despite repeated verbal and 
physical protests from the victim, 
the complaint says. 

Lemus, originally represented 
by a public defender and then by 
Warrenton attorney Joseph Pricone, 
“contested and disputed the specif-

ic allegations contained within the 
criminal complaint,” Pricone said 
last week; he declined to comment 
further on a closed case. 

“Reading the complaint in the light 
most favorable to Plaintiff, it should 
be inferred that defendants Rohwer, 
Daugherty and Sager all knew that 
Plaintiff faced a serious risk of sexual 
assault if left unsupervised and that 
their failure to use reasonable care 
in watching over the minor in their 
custody was a proximate cause of her 
sexual assault by defendant Lemus,” 
a pleading filed June 21 on behalf of 
the victim states. 
Defendants claim 
immunity from liability

Instead of disputing any specific 
allegations in court filings, the defen-
dants have argued they – and the fire 
company itself -- are immune from any 
legal liability regardless of the specific 
facts of the case. The victim’s attorneys 
have since disputed these arguments, 
and a judge is scheduled to rule July 19 
whether the case can proceed. 

Represented by Richmond at-
torneys David Corrigan and Melis-
sa York, the fire company and the 
firefighters named in the lawsuit 
claim both “charitable immunity” 
and “sovereign immunity” and have 
asked a judge to dismiss the suit on 
those grounds. 

Because the fire company is a 
non-profit organization, one defense 
pleading filed Jan. 21 argues, the 
organization itself and its members 
cannot be sued for “simple negli-
gence.” “At the time of the conduct 
sued upon, as a junior member of 
WVFC, Plaintiff was a beneficiary 
of WVFC’s charitable activities and 
purposes,” the motion claims. 

Despite being a private organiza-
tion, the Warrenton Volunteer Fire 
Company gets the vast majority of its 
funding from tax dollars; the town of 
Warrenton will contribute $231,000 
to the station in the upcoming fiscal 
year and Fauquier County will add 
$414,000. Because of this, and the fact 
volunteer fire companies serve a pub-
lic function under Virginia law, the de-
fendants have also claimed “sovereign 
immunity” from civil liability.

Arguing the fire company is le-
gally inseparable from the Fauquier 
County government, a separate de-
fense pleading filed Jan. 21 claims 
that “counties are not liable for in-
juries caused by negligence of their 
officers, servants and employees, 
even if the injuries result from gross 
negligence of the intentional acts of 
employees.” Volunteers at the fire 
company are immune from liability 
as well, the motion claims.  

On Monday, Fauquier County Fire 
Chief Darren Stevens said that the 
Fauquier County Department of Fire, 
Rescue and Emergency Management 
is functionally distinct from volunteer 
companies in the county. (See box.) 

“[T]he Warrenton Volunteer Fire 
Company is a legal organization sepa-
rate and distinct from the Department 
of Fire Rescue and Emergency Man-
agement (DFREM), a department of 
Fauquier County Government,” said 
Stevens, adding that “Fauquier Coun-
ty has no authority to investigate per-
sonnel or even criminal matters that 
occur on the property of an indepen-
dent volunteer company.”

Last month, the defense filed an-
other pleading claiming that, in ad-
dition to being immune from civil 
liability, “Golden, Sager, Rohwer and 
Daugherty are not liable for the crim-
inal or tortious acts of a third party.” 
Despite being a child, the victim was 
never legally in the custody of either 
the station as an entity or the station’s 
leaders, the document claims. 

Besides, the defense pleading ar-
gues, the defendants “could [not] have 
reasonably foreseen that they would 
be expected to take affirmative action 
to protect Plaintiff from the criminal 
acts of Lemus.” None of the four men 
“had a duty to protect or warn Plain-
tiff,” the document claims. 

The victim’s attorneys, Seth Car-
roll and Connor Bleakley of Rich-
mond-based Commonwealth Law 
Group, disputed the defendants’ claims 
of immunity in a June 21 court filing. 
While governments are immune from 
certain civil liability, the document ar-
gues, that legal shield doesn’t apply to 
volunteer fire companies. 

“Defendant’s argument is mis-
placed because Plaintiff did not sue 
Fauquier County,” the filing reads. 
“Plaintiff sued the Warrenton Volun-
teer Fire Company and its employees.” 
Volunteer fire companies are exempt 
from civil liability “for damages done 
incident to fighting fires,” the docu-
ment points out, quoting the Virginia 
state code. But, it continues, “there is 
no reasonable way to construe the ac-
tions and inactions of the defendants 
as ‘incident to fighting fires.’”

Another June 21 filing on behalf 
of the victim argues that, while the 
Warrenton station is a charitable or-
ganization, its mission is to provide 
fire and rescue services -- not to pro-
vide job training to volunteers. Be-
cause providing training is not a part 
of the organization’s mission, the 
victim could not have been a “ben-
eficiary” of the Warrenton station’s 
charitable services as the defense 
claims, the victim’s attorneys said.

Pressured into sexual encounter at 16, woman sues Warrenton Volunteer Fire Company
Statement from Chief Darren Stevens

In response to an inquiry from the Fauquier Times, Fauquier County Fire 
Chief Darren Stevens submitted the following statement Monday: 

“I am of course saddened to learn of this isolated incident, but I would like 
to stress that our fire and rescue system is filled with hundreds of responders 
-- career and volunteer alike -- that come to our stations each day with the 
intent of serving our community to the best of our ability. These actions are 
in no way condoned by the county and are not representative of the many 
women and men that support our fire and rescue system.

“… the Warrenton Volunteer Fire Company is a legal organization 
separate and distinct from the Department of Fire Rescue and Emergency 
Management (DFREM), a department of Fauquier County government. 
Fauquier County has no authority to investigate personnel or even criminal 
matters that occur on the property of an independent volunteer company. 
Criminal matters are investigated by appropriate law enforcement entities 
and personnel matters are investigated by the appropriate management 
employees of the company.

“As separate legal entities, Fauquier County does not have any mechanism 
to reprimand these independent companies, their employees or their 
volunteers. Fauquier County only has policy and procedural controls over 
financial matters and the operational readiness of the companies. How and 
if Fauquier County’s policies can be adopted by the volunteer companies is 
something that is being explored.”

LAWSUIT, from page 1

See LAWSUIT, page 9
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A motorcyclist was killed in a 
traffic crash Monday evening in 
Warrenton as he was being pursued 
by Fauquier County deputies and 
Virginia State Police. 

On Monday, June 28 at about 7:30 
p.m. a Fauquier County sheriff’s 
deputy observed a Suzuki GSXR 
motorcycle traveling northbound 
in the 10600 block of Marsh Road 
in Bealeton, according to a press 
release from the Fauquier County 
Sheriff’s Office. The motorcyclist 
was “driving in a reckless manner,” 
said Sgt. Steven Lewis of the FCSO.  

The motorcycle continued travel-
ing northbound onto U.S. 29 at “a 
high rate of speed,” when additional 
deputies and Virginia State Police 
were called to assist.  

Lewis said that as a result of the 
pursuit, the motorcyclist was in-
volved in a traffic crash in the 7600 
block of the Eastern Bypass.  

Virginia State Police spokeswom-
an Corinne Geller said that, while 
traveling north on U.S. 29, the mo-
torcyclist attempted to turn into a 
crossover near Comfort Inn Drive but 
was traveling too fast and lost con-

trol. “The motorcycle went through 
the median and into the southbound 
lanes of U.S. 29, where the motorcy-
cle struck two vehicles,” she said. 

The operator of the motorcycle 
was pronounced dead at the scene; 
he was wearing a helmet.  

The VSP has not released his name.  
The Virginia State Police is in-

vestigating the traffic crash at the 
request of the Fauquier County 
Sheriff’s Office, said Geller.  

Lewis said that the FCSO will be 
conducting an internal review of the 
incident.  

We’re made of much more than steel, brick and glass.
Introducing a new hospital designed for our community.

The new Warren Memorial Hospital. Built around you. 
To find a physician at the new Warren Memorial Hospital,  
visit valleyhealthlink.com or call 833-VHS-DOCS.

From early blueprints through the finishing touches, every detail of the new Warren Memorial Hospital has been considered with our 
patients in mind. With expert care in cardiovascular health, orthopedics, surgical services and medical imaging,  
every space is built for you. Nestled in the beautiful Shenandoah Valley, our new facility provides a serene experience inside and out to 
help you heal and be well. 

We set out to create a facility with the space and specialty care worthy of the people we serve. Now, we’re pleased to announce we’re 
opening our doors June 23, ready to provide a higher level of service and care to you. We think you’ll love it.

Staff Reports
A group of three men robbed another man at 

gunpoint on Wolfe Court in Bealeton Sunday, 
taking $1,500 in cash and a cell phone from the 
victim, according to a criminal complaint filed 
by a Fauquier County detective. The men also as-
saulted the victim, leaving him with several inju-
ries, including a chipped tooth, according to the 
complaint.

 The victim was “pistol whipped multiple times 
throughout the altercation,” according to the com-
plaint, and the victim was subsequently taken to 
Fauquier Hospital for treatment. 

A press release from the Sheriff’s Office said 
that detectives reviewed data from a license plate 
reader near the incident, which yielded a vehicle 
tag that was linked to one of the suspects in the in-
vestigation. Sheriff’s detectives, in collaboration 
with the Warrenton Police Department, were able 
to locate the vehicle in the Town of Warrenton. A 

search warrant was executed on that vehicle, and 
evidence was recovered inside that belonged to 
the robbery victim, according to the press release. 

At least one man, 27-year-old Jonathan Fields, 
was arrested in direct connection with the alleged 
robbery by Fauquier County Sheriff’s Office dep-
uties in the town of Warrenton; the arrest took 

place a few minutes before 11 p.m. Sunday on 
West Shirley Avenue near the intersection with 
Moffett Avenue, according to the sheriff’s office. 

Fields is charged with armed robbery, the use 
of a firearm in commission of a felony and mali-
cious wounding by a mob. He remained in custo-
dy with no bond as of Monday, according to court 
records. 

Another individual, Markelle Haymond, 19, 
was arrested and charged with possessing an 
item stolen from the victim but was not alleged 
to have participated in the robbery itself. She also 
remained in custody and is being held on a secure 
bond of $500.  

Neither Fields nor Haymond has a fixed ad-
dress, according to charging documents.

Sgt. Steve Lewis of the FCSO confirmed that 
the investigation is ongoing, but declined to com-
ment about any other suspects in the case at this 
time.

Sheriff’s Office: Man robbed and beaten at gunpoint Sunday in Bealeton

Jonathan Fields Markelle Haymond

Additionally, the victim’s attor-
neys argued the Warrenton station 
as an entity -- and the organization’s 
authorities in particular -- had a le-
gal responsibility to provide reason-
able care and protection to the vic-
tim. “Given WVFC invited minors 
to volunteer, it can be inferred that 
the WVFC agreed to care for those 
minors,” they argued.  

Reach Coy Ferrell at cferrell@
fauquier.com

Woman sues Warrenton 
Volunteer Fire Company
LAWSUIT, from page 8

Motorcyclist dies in crash during police pursuit 



By Robin Earl 
Times sTaff WriTer 

The Fauquier Fair came back with a bang 
in 2021. Members of the Fauquier County 
Fair Board of Directors reported that, in 
terms of attendance, 2021 was one of the 
very best years ever. Between 10,000 and 

12,000 visitors attended the four-day event, 
July 14 to 17.

More than 1,400 entries were submitted 
for judging – crafts, artwork and home-
grown produce. Thirty-nine entered pag-
eants – from babies to miss contests. 

By Christopher Connell
PiedmonT Journalism foundaTion

The misery of poor internet 
connections has vexed homeown-
ers, farmers and other businesses 
in large, rural swaths of Fauqui-
er for years. The pandemic only 
made the situation worse, as par-
ents working from home shared 
weak, slow signals with kids do-
ing schoolwork. The county has 
tried to fill the gaps, in part by 
subsidizing construction of tow-
ers to beam wireless internet into 
nearby neighborhoods.

But now prospects for uni-
versal broadband across the 
whole county are brighter than ever. There has been a 
gush of federal and state funds, and the board of super-
visors is pushing for a new public-private partnership 
that will use ubiquitous electric lines to deliver broad-
band over fiber – by far the fastest connection – to those 
who’ve been left out.

By Robin Earl 
Times sTaff WriTer 

“Harry Potter,” “Lord of the 
Rings,” “Narnia,” and “The Wizard 
of Oz” all were represented at Satur-
day’s Warrenton Wizard Walk in Old 
Town Warrenton. Children from Fau-
quier and further afield came dressed 
in robes and pointy hats and carrying 
wands for the all-day celebration of 
magical characters from favorite chil-
dren’s books. (There were more than 
a few grown-ups who dressed up too.) 
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Warrenton Wizard Walk draws 
hundreds of families to Old Town

TIMES STAFF PHOTO/COY FERRELL
Nikki Stamps, of Bird in the Hand 
Conservancy, gives a presentation 
about owls at Warrenton Presbyterian 
Church while holding a horned owl 
named Dr. Finnegan Whoo.

Gerhardt: Broadband 
for all within 3 years

Public-private partnerships and state/federal 
funding offer hope to those without internet service

Cedar Run Supervisor 
Rick Gerhardt

See BROADBAND, page 4

See WIZARD WALK, page 10

Judge rules lawsuit against Warrenton 
Volunteer Fire Company can proceed 

By Coy Ferrell 
Times sTaff WriTer 

A lawsuit seeking $2 million in 
damages from the Warrenton Vol-
unteer Fire Company and several 
of its members can proceed to trial, 
a judge ruled Monday. The lawsuit 
comes in the wake of a criminal 
sexual misconduct incident that 
took place three years ago. A date 
for a trial or the next pre-trial hear-
ing has not yet been set.   

The plaintiff, a then-16-year-old 
victim of a sexual offense while 
volunteering at the fire station in 
2018, has alleged that the organiza-

tion and its leaders did nothing to 
protect her despite clear warnings 
that she was in danger of being sex-
ually assaulted.  

In dozens of pages of written 
pleadings and during almost two 
hours of oral arguments Monday, 
attorneys representing the fire 
company and four of the five vol-
unteer firefighters named in the 
suit argued that the organization 
and its members could not be liable 
at all under the doctrines of “sov-
ereign immunity” and “charitable 
immunity.”  

See LAWSUIT, page 47

CONGRATS GRETCHEN AND 
KEEGAN: Liberty Athletes of Year 
named. SPORTS, PAGES 41-44

Fauquier welcomes back county fair

PHOTO BY CARSON MCRAE/MCRAE VISUAL MEDIA
Efran Flores took top honors in the open division of the Fauquier Fair’s rodeo Friday night. 
See story, page 41.

See FAIR, page 8

See Special 
Section inSide, 
Starting on 
page 17.



Fauquier Times | www.fauquier.com | July 21, 2021       47NEWS/REAL ESTATE

The attorneys, David Corrigan and Melissa 
York of Harman Claytor Corrigan & Wellman, 
argued that the fire company is legally insepa-
rable from the Fauquier County government and 
therefore could not be sued for negligence. De-
spite being a private nonprofit organization, the 
fire company gets the vast majority of its funding 
from tax dollars; the town of Warrenton contrib-
uted $231,000 this year to the station and Fauqui-
er County added $414,000.  

They also argued the victim was receiving 
“charitable services” in the form of job train-
ing at the time she was the victim of a sexual 
offense, therefore making her ineligible to sue 
the organization or its members. Even if the 
fire company and its members could be held 
liable in theory, they argued, the defendants in 
the lawsuit had no legal duty to supervise or 
protect the victim.  

While he did not rule on the merits of the fac-
tual allegations put forth by the victim’s attor-
neys, 20th Circuit Court Judge James Plowman 
disagreed with the defendants’ legal arguments 
in almost every instance and ruled that the basis 
of the lawsuit is legitimate.  

At one point, for instance, York argued that 
allowing the case to proceed “would greatly de-
ter employers hiring people under the age of 18.”  

Plowman responded: “Or encourage them to 
supervise them better,” one of several instances 
in which Plowman pressed the fire company’s at-
torneys to back up their arguments.   

The case stems from a sexual misconduct in-
cident that occurred in the early morning hours 
of July 8, 2018. A female volunteer – the plain-
tiff in the lawsuit -- then 16 years old, was a 

participant in the organization’s “junior first re-
sponder program” and stayed overnight at the 
station to gain experience running calls as an 
EMT, according to the initial civil complaint 
filed in October 2020.  

Her mother had been promised by then WVFC 
Fire Chief Jason Golden that she would be stay-
ing in sleeping quarters for females only and that 
there would be an adult woman member on duty 
to supervise her, the complaint alleges.  

Erick Lemus, a 22-year-old volunteer who was 
not on duty that night but who was staying at the 
station, eventually pressured the girl into a sex-
ual encounter despite her repeated protestations, 
according to Warrenton Police Department in-
vestigative records related to the incident.  

Charged by Warrenton police with one mis-
demeanor count of having sexual relations with 
a child, Lemus eventually pleaded guilty and 
was sentenced to three months in jail, though he 
claimed to Golden that the incident was “consen-
sual,” according to police records. Lemus was not 
required to register as a sex offender or pay resti-
tution to the victim.  

The 2020 lawsuit names Lemus and Gold-
en along with Jimmy Daugherty and Brandon 
Rohwer – the two highest-ranking members pres-
ent at the station during the incident – and Chris 
Sager, the head of the junior first responder pro-
gram at the time of the incident. (Corrigan and 
York represent all the defendants besides Lemus.)  

The one victory for the defense on Monday 
came when Plowman ruled that the plaintiff had 
not presented evidence that Sager was present at 
the station during Lemus’ offense – and therefore 
Sager could not be vicariously liable for failing to 
protect Lemus’ victim based on the allegations in 
the complaint.

Sager, the lawsuit alleges, was in a sexual rela-
tionship with another child volunteer at the time 
of Lemus’ 2018 offense and had allegedly bought 
alcohol for underage volunteers at an event in 
the hours before the incident. The complaint did 
not allege specifically that he was present in the 
building during Lemus’ offense.  

The victim’s attorneys, Connor Bleakley and 
Seth Carroll of Commonwealth Law Group, have 
21 days to appeal the decision. In an email Mon-
day afternoon, Bleakley said he had not yet de-
cided whether to file an amended complaint that 
asserts more facts about Sager’s involvement in 
the 2018 incident.  

Bleakley argued on Monday that the victim 
was clearly in danger of being sexually assaulted 
while alone in a bunkroom at the station, despite 
Golden’s alleged assurances that strict policies 
were in place to protect child volunteers. “Any 
of the adult men working there that night would 
be able to go into her room, essentially … unop-
posed,” Bleakley argued.  

This danger should have been particularly evi-
dent to the fire company’s leaders because of Sager’s 
ongoing and open sexual relationship with a child 
volunteer, Bleakley alleged. “All of them knew that 
this place was unsafe for minors,” he said. “In fact, 
the head of [the junior first responder program] was 
in an open relationship with a minor.” 

Golden, he continued “made some pretty spe-
cific promises” to the victim’s mother before the 
mother would let her child stay at the station 
overnight – therefore making the organization 
and some of its authorities liable. “They had 
knowledge of the danger she was in and chose 
not to intervene,” Bleakley argued.  

The fire company’s attorneys did not respond 
to a request for comment.

Judge rules lawsuit against Warrenton Volunteer Fire Company can proceed 
LAWSUIT, from page 1
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Marina Marchesani
Associate BrokerROSS REAL ESTATE 31 Garrett Street • Warrenton, VA 20186

dreamDescribe your home to me and I will find it!

Cedar Run District
Stuart Allie Crane III to Stacy Lee Baker, 
9.9289 acres at 12261 Old Mill Road, 
Midland. $500,000
Mary R. Knupp to Matthew Dean Nissley, 
0.50 acre on Catlett Road, Calverton. $5,500
James L. Suter to Jaron Proehl, 1.5716 acres at 
6232 Ridge Lane, Warrenton. $427,500
Todd William West to Richard J. Cappo, 
4.4454 acres at 7676 Frytown Road, 
Warrenton. $1,400,900
Richard A. Cyninski to Mara V. Vaughn, 
5.1773 acres at 3241 Daffan Drive, Catlett. 
$675,000

Lee District
Michael Oakes to Ronald R. Rinchack, 25 
acres on Sumerduck Road about ¾ mile NE of 
Pineview. $150,000
Cesar A. Chavarria to Jaime Armando 
Terrazas, 10929 Bristol Place, Bealeton. 
$325,000
Jerald R. Naylor to Angela Dean Echols, 
1.04000 acres at 7839 Knights Court, 
Warrenton. $495,000
Joel Perez Cabrera to Toad Ventures LLC, 
Unit L, 11228 Torrie Way, Bealeton. $169,000
Michael J. Henderson to Chad James 
Patterson, 6530 Lafayette Avenue, Bealeton. 
$352,000

Brandy Y. Booker to Tito N. Turcios, 6139 
Winston Court, Bealeton. $320,000
Connie Virginia Butler to Samuel Michael 
Butler, 1/3 interest in 57.2949 acres at 10663 
Weaversville Road, Bealeton. $198,833
Milo G. Christensen to Eric M. Schlegel, 
3.9020 acres at 14661 Rogers Ford Road, 
Sumerduck. $390,000
William E. Reid to Nicholas A. Russell, 
2.3580 acres at 11580 Kings Hill Road, 
Bealeton. $341,000
Robert E. Faylor to Kyle M. Burkett, 192 
Wankoma Drive, Remington. $205,000
Brad L. Bagley to Erika Maria Reikendorf, 
11009 Blake Lane, Bealeton. $385,000
Charles T. Summers to Aran Capital Partners 
LLC, 5 acres at 13183 Silver Hill Road, 
Bealeton. $215,000

Center District
Cristin Walsh Myers to Jeannette Nicole 
Fuchs, Unit 122 at 631 Waterloo Road, 
Warrenton. $175,000
Kraig A. Kamp to Donald Robert Paige, 141 
Chasewood Lane, Warrenton. $615,000
Joshua K. Johnson to PG Main LLC, 
0.5869 acre at 187 Main Street, Warrenton. 
$1,100,000
Tyler Welch to Victoria Nalls, 111 Blue Ridge 
Street, Warrenton. $410,000

Omer Sheikh to David J. Niland, 220 West 
Ridge Court, Warrenton. $452,000
Edna D. Compton to Tera L. Basher, Unit 
47-B at 214-B Fernwood Place, Warrenton. 
$228,000
Derek S. Hardy Tr. to Matthew Evan 
Cohen, 0.4164 acre at 346 Singleton Circle, 
Warrenton. $525,000

Scott District
James Compton to Jonah Compton, 1 acre at 
4510 Hal’s Way nr. Catlett. $215,000
Barbara Ann Bohannan to Edgardo Richard 
Castro, 0.8777 acre at 7156 Cavalry Drive, 
Warrenton. $596,000
Billy M. Wine to Kimberley Mace, 0.8160 
acre at 5092 Broad Run Church Road, 
Warrenton/New Baltimore. $406,000 
Laura Stockwell to Kenny Shackleford, 
0.2393 acre at 4841 Point Road nr. Warrenton. 
$775,000
Bethany Andersen to Joseph Hillhouse, 
1.6535 acre at 6604 Gray’s Mill Road, New 
Baltimore/Warrenton. $629,000
Roger L. Goodspeed to Matthew James 
Starling, 6844 Chestnut Oak Lane nr. 
Warrenton. $491,000
Kevin M. Matzke to Lanny Ross Cornwell III, 
5065 Albrecht Lane nr. Warrenton. $360,000
ECH-Vint Hill Associates LLC to 4137 Weeks 

LLC, 12.2373 acres at 4137 Weeks Drive nr. 
Warrenton. $2,000,000
Andrew Stribling to Jesse P. Marano, 7263 
Auburn Mill road nr. Warrenton. $615,000
Brian Conrad Palmer Jr. to Michael J. Perry, 
13.0501 acres at 4519 Highpoint Lane nr. The 
Plains. $825,000
Brian C. Thomas to Linda R. Taylor Tr., 
13.3795 acres on Halfway Road nr. Turner 
Mountain Road, The Plains. $750,000
Marshall District
Leila Martha Boneta to Hansel Corrington, 
0.3300 acre at 625 Federal Street, Paris. 
$400,000
Terry H. Moffat to Thomas Brandon Vink, 
1.0996 acre at 6625 Wilson Road, Marshall. 
$490,000
Megan Elizabeth Tracy to Daniel L. 
Swanwick, 0.32 acre at 7399 Filly Lane, 
Warrenton. $385,000
Brittle Run LLC to Emily Rose Richonne 
Spraker, 29.5210 acres at 9498 Ada Road, 
Marshall. $900,000
Albert A. Newman to Lorraine Gustilo, 
0.4591 acre at 8630 Mountainview Avenue, 
Marshall. $595,000
Christian Kelly to Fox Call Holdings LLC, 
10.113705 acres at 7340 Fox Call Lane nr. 
Warrenton. $950,000 

These property transfers, filed July 8-14, 2021 were provided by Clerk of the Court of Fauquier County. 
(Please note that to conserve space, only the first person named as the grantor or grantee is listed. The kind of instrument is a deed unless stated otherwise.)

Top Dollar Deal: $2,000,000 in Scott District



By Randy Rieland
For Foothills Forum  

The call was about a man threatening suicide. In 
response, a Fauquier County sheriff’s deputy drove 
to the scene, hoping he could talk him out of it.

He never got the chance.
When the man spotted a police car pulling up, 

he rushed back inside his house. There, with little 
hesitation, he shot himself.

That death last summer stayed with Sheriff Bob 
Mosier. He wondered if things would have played 
out differently if someone other than a uniformed 
deputy had shown up. He knew that for some 
people struggling with mental health issues, just the 
presence of law enforcement officers can escalate 
matters. They fear they’ll be taken to an emergency 
room, or even worse, to jail.

By Liam Bowman
Piedmont Journalism Foundation

A landowner’s plan to build a 
brewery on his Watery Mountain 
property has faced opposition from 
neighbors over concerns that such a 
development would cause dangerous 
levels of traffic on a rural backroad 
and disturb the “peace and tranquil-
ity” of the area. The landowner says 
his “nanobrewery” would be com-
patible with the area’s character; 
he promises the business would be 
“small, private and intimate.” 

Jonathan Waldron owns 48 acres 
on Keith Road, about two miles 
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Proposed brewery faces resistance 
from neighboring landowners

Neighbors claim brewery 
activity would disrupt 
‘tranquility’ of area

BASE MAP: FAUQUIER COUNTY GIS
Waldron plans to put his brewery along Keith Road, which 
connects to U.S. 17 and would serve as the brewery’s primary 
access. Travis Taylor, who owns Harkaway Farm right across Keith 
Road, has been one of the brewery’s most outspoken opponents. See BREWERY, page 6

Embedded mental health clinicians help residents in crisis
Therapists respond to calls alongside police in Fauquier and Culpeper

TIMES STAFF PHOTO/COY FERRELL
Therapist Justine Burns rides along with Fauquier 
County Sheriff’s Deputy Alexyn Morgan. See THERAPISTS, page 4

Fire company president
convicted in 2020
of issuing threat

WVFC bylaws: Criminal record is 
disqualifying for membership 

By Coy Ferrell 
times staFF Writer 

According to the Warrenton Volunteer Fire 
Company bylaws, no one who has been found 
guilty of “any crime, offense or regulatory 
violation” may be a member of the company. 
Last year, the organization’s vice president, 
Brandon Phelps, was criminally convicted of 
threatening two other fire company volunteers. 
Phelps is now the organization’s president, ac-
cording to the company’s staff directory.  

Brandon Phelps at an 
awards ceremony in 
February of 2020 
TIMES STAFF PHOTO/
ROBIN EARL

See WVFC, page 12

“An officer can give someone 
a card with phone numbers 
on it. But the plan was to 
have someone who could 
follow up with these folks, 
who would dig down into a 
person’s history. Someone 
who could help them navigate 
the services and keep them 
from becoming a chronic 
burden on a community that 
has very few resources.”

CHIEF CHRIS JENKINS
Culpeper Police Department

Fauquier’s 
Virtual Academy 
is accepting 
applications. 
See page 2.

NIA ROGERS, JOEY SHULL NAMED 
KETTLE RUN ATHLETES OF YEAR, 

Pages 21, 24, 25
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He said in a court filing that he receives $20 to 
$50 per truckload from contractors who dump on 
his property, and he said in a deposition that he in-
tended to import a million cubic yards – roughly 
100,000 truckloads  –  just for the rear part of his 
property. (A later court filing, though, said that 
was just a “guesstimate.”)

“As of March 3, 2021, no less than 1,883 truck-
loads have been hauled to the property during 
2021,” the county stated in its motion for the pre-
liminary injunction, nearly “six times the amount 
of dirt that is allowed in a year.”

On September 13, 2018, the board of super-
visors adopted a zoning change that limited the 
amount of fill dirt farmers could take onto their 
land without a special permit. Hawkins was cited 
for exceeding the limit, but appealed. He even-

tually lost, but in an August 2019 case wherein 
Hawkins appealed a separate citation for erosion 
and sediment control violations, Circuit Court 
Chief Judge Douglas Fleming Jr. ruled that Haw-
kins was running an agricultural operation. Un-
der state law, agricultural operations are largely 
exempt from zoning regulations.

Hawkins has used that ruling to justify his 
continued operations. The county has appealed 
the ruling, and the matter now sits before the Su-
preme Court. If Hawkins prevails, it will only 
bolster his argument that he is running an agri-
cultural operation exempt from zoning rules. “I 
told them this from day one, I said win, lose or 
draw, I am prepared to fight this thing all the way 
to the Supreme Court,” Hawkins said. 

Meanwhile, the county has continued to cite 
Hawkins for exceeding limits that restrict how 

much fill dirt can be imported onto agricultural 
properties. The latest, on Jan. 25, claimed that 
Hawkins was far exceeding those limits. Hawkins 
appealed those citations to the Board of Zoning 
Appeals on April 1. He lost, and has since ap-
pealed that decision to Circuit Court. No hearing 
date has been set yet. 

As he fights his various cases, Hawkins contin-
ues to take in fill dirt. The county, fed up with this 
practice, filed a motion on March 5 for a tempo-
rary injunction to get him to stop while his cases 
are pending. But then, realizing that might only 
bring a temporary solution, the board decided 
to seek a permanent injunction. That injunction, 
filed June 17, seeks to stop him permanently from 
taking in excavation material unless he gets a spe-
cial exception from the board of supervisors; the 
injunction also demands that he remove all the fill 
that was brought onto his property so far. 

Responding in court papers, Hawkins denied 
that his activities on the farm have been unlaw-
ful and says he obtained “significant governmen-
tal approval” to take in the dirt well before the 
2018 zoning amendment was adopted. As anoth-
er defense, he said he is acting as manager of his 
limited liability company, and the county had no 
grounds to make him personally liable. The coun-
ty, for its part, argued that Hawkins’s LLC was a 
“sham entity.”  

Meanwhile, Hawkins pledged to fight on. “I 
hope I got enough money to see it through be-
cause I’m taking it all the way,” he said.

Phelps was also convicted of driving while in-
toxicated in 2015, when he was serving as the fire 
company’s vice president. The organization’s bylaws 
state that fire company members who are charged 
with felonies or class I or II misdemeanors should be 
placed on administrative leave while their charges are 
pending. Both of Phelps’ criminal convictions were 
on class I misdemeanor charges.  

The fire company’s directors have not ad-
dressed questions from the Fauquier Times ask-
ing whether Phelps was placed on administrative 
leave or if he was disciplined in any way follow-
ing his convictions.  

Phelps’ more recent conviction stemmed from 
an incident on March 8, 2020. Phelps sent a text 
message to two fellow fire company members, ac-
cording to Warrenton Police Department investi-
gative records obtained through a Freedom of In-
formation Act request. “Once these cops lave I’m 
going to kill you,” the message read, according to 
the report filed after his arrest; Phelps apparently 
misspelled the word “leave.”  

According to the police documents, Phelps in-
dicated to two company volunteers via text mes-
sage that police had been called to his residence. 
“Mr. Phelps … was accusing [the two volunteers] 
of calling the police again,” according to a police 
document, a claim that both volunteers denied. 
Phelps was also angry with one of the volunteers 
for allegedly having sex with one of his ex-girl-
friends, the report said. Police records do not 
indicate whether police officers had in fact been 
called to Phelps’ residence previously. 

When Phelps was arrested and questioned in 
the early morning hours of March 9, 2020, he al-
legedly denied sending any threatening messages. 
“[Phelps] again stated that he had no knowledge 
of what I was referring to,” said the arresting War-
renton police officer in their report.  

Police charged Phelps with two felony counts 
of threatening bodily harm, but he was eventually 
found guilty of a lesser charge: one class I misde-
meanor count of using threatening language using 
a phone. He was convicted on May 27, 2020 and 
sentenced to 60 days in prison – all suspended – 

and to 12 months of supervised probation, accord-
ing to public court records.  

Phelps did not respond to a request for com-
ment.  
A 2015 conviction 

In 2015, Phelps was found guilty of driving 
while intoxicated in Fauquier County, a class I 
misdemeanor, and sentenced to 90 days – all sus-
pended – along with 12 months of supervised pro-
bation and a $500 fine, according to public court 
records. His driver’s license was also restricted 
for a year. He was arrested on Dec. 26, 2014 and 
found guilty on March 9, 2015.  

The fire company’s bylaws state: “Any mem-
ber who is charged with a felony or class I or II 
misdemeanor while on or off duty will be placed 
on administrative leave pending resolution of the 
charges.”  

Another section of the bylaws, titled “Criminal 
Record,” reads: “The following items disqualify 
all applicants or members. You may not have been 
convicted of or found guilty of any crime, offense 
or regulatory violation, or participated in any other 
prohibited conduct identified in the Code of Vir-
ginia and state EMS regulations 12VAC5-31-910.” 

The bylaws were submitted by the fire compa-
ny’s attorneys this month as an exhibit to a court 
filing in an unrelated civil case. The document is 
dated May 14, 2018. 

In response to a list of questions from the Fau-
quier Times, the current WVFC board of direc-
tors issued a broad statement Monday that did not 
address whether the organization took any action 
when Phelps was arrested and convicted in 2015 
and 2020. Additionally, the statement did not ad-
dress whether Phelps was disciplined in any way 
or whether other fire company members have 
criminal records.  

“Personnel matters are handled swiftly within 
the organization and, when needed, deferred to 
local law enforcement,” the statement said in part.  

“Like any organization, there will be times 
when we have internal issues arise that do not 
align with our mission statement, core values and 
possibly the general expectations of the public,” 

the statement said at another point. “We take this 
very seriously and work diligently to resolve the 
potential problems quickly so that the good work 
of the majority of the membership can continue.” 

Brett Hamby, a career firefighter in Prince 
William County who currently represents Ward 
3 on the Warrenton Town Council, was the fire 
company’s president from 2012 to 2015 – includ-
ing when Phelps was arrested and convicted for 
driving while intoxicated. Hamby did not respond 
to a request for comment.  

Jim Farkas, who succeeded Hamby as the or-
ganization’s president and held that position until 
at least last year, also did not respond to a request 
for comment.  

Annual reports from 2014 through 2020 list 
Phelps as the vice president, and the fire compa-
ny’s online staff directory listed him in that posi-
tion through at least June 9 of this year, accord-
ing to website archives compiled by the Fauquier 
Times.  

By June 30, however, the staff directory had 
been updated to list Phelps as the organization’s 
president – the website still listed Phelps as the 
president as of Tuesday morning. A 2021 annual 
report has not yet been filed with the state. 
Additional legal dispute involving WVFC  

The Warrenton volunteer company last year 
found itself embroiled in a legal battle over anoth-
er, now-former volunteer firefighter convicted of a 
criminal offense.  

In 2018, an adult volunteer – Erick Lemus, 
then 22 years old -- had a sexual encounter with a 
16-year-old girl enrolled in the organization’s “ju-
nior first responder program.”  

Last October, the victim sued the organization 
and several of its members for $2 million, alleg-
ing that the company’s leaders had not taken any 
steps to protect her and other underage volunteers 
and had instead encouraged a “culture of adult 
men pursuing minor female volunteers.” A date 
for the trial has not yet been set. 

Phelps is not named in the lawsuit. 
Reach Coy Ferrell at cferrell@fauquier.com

Warrenton Volunteer Fire Company president has 2 criminal convictions 

Court backlog delays county’s effort to stop fill dirt operation
FILL DIRT, from page 7

One person was found dead, one injured after 
a structure fire in the 7000 block of Catlett Road 
in Bealeton late Friday, July 23, according to 
Sgt. Steven Lewis of the Fauquier County Sher-
iff’s Office. 

The injured person was taken to Fauquier 
Hospital for medical treatment. No other infor-

mation about the victims has been released. 
After being shut down for several hours, Cat-

lett Road was reopened at about 1:30 a.m. Sat-
urday. 

The Fauquier County Sheriff’s Office is in-
vestigating, in collaboration with the Fauquier 
County Fire Marshall’s Office. 

2 people -- 1 deceased, 1 injured -- 
found in burned building July 23 
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By Coy Ferrell
Times sTaff WriTer

The Warrenton Volunteer Fire 
Company and several of its members 
and former members have agreed 
with the victim of a 2018 criminal 
sexual misconduct incident to be-
gin out-of-court negotiations in a $2 
million lawsuit she filed against the 
organization last year. 

The motion was filed Sept. 16, 
agreed on by both the plaintiff and the 
defendants. It asks the court to pause 
the legal case “for the purpose of pro-
viding the parties with time to conduct 
mediation.” Putting the court proceed-
ings on hold would mean the “chances 
of a successful mediation will be en-
hanced if the parties are able to avoid 
incurring significant litigation expens-
es in the interim,” the motion says. A 
judge must grant the motion before the 
litigation is paused formally. 

Neither the attorneys for the fire 
company nor the plaintiff responded 
to a request for comment from the 
Fauquier Times. 

The victim, who was 16 years 
old at the time of the criminal inci-
dent, was a fire company volunteer 
participating in the fire company’s 
“junior first responder program.” An 
adult firefighter later pleaded guilty 
to having illegal sexual contact with 
her at the fire station.

The victim subsequently sued the 
organization and several of its current 
and former members in October 2020 
for what she calls a “culture of adult 
men pursuing minor female volun-
teers” that she alleges was pervasive 
at the fire company. The lawsuit also 
alleges that the organization and its 
leaders did nothing to protect her de-
spite clear warnings that she was in 
danger of being sexually assaulted.

The Fauquier Times is choosing 
not to name the plaintiff in the suit 
at this time because of her age at the 
time of the incident.

The fire company has yet to deny 
any of the specific allegations in the 
suit. Instead, the organization’s attor-
neys tried to have the case dismissed 
entirely before any facts could be ad-
judicated. In dozens of pages of argu-
ments and in a July 19 court hearing, 
the fire company’s attorneys claimed 
the organization could not be sued be-
cause it was subject to “sovereign im-
munity” and “charitable immunity.” 
The fire company is a private nonprof-
it but receives most of its operating 
budget from public tax dollars. 

But a judge rejected their argu-
ments, clearing the way for the case 
to go to trial. During the July 19 
hearing, 20th Circuit Court Judge 
James Plowman disagreed with the 
defendants’ legal claims in almost 
every instance and ruled that the le-
gal basis of the lawsuit is legitimate. 
He did not rule on the merits of the 
facts presented by the plaintiff.

At one point, for instance, one of 
the fire company’s attorneys argued 
that allowing the case to proceed 
“would greatly deter employers hir-
ing people under the age of 18.” Plow-
man responded: “Or encourage them 

to supervise them better.” It was one 
of several instances in which Plow-
man pressed the fire company’s attor-
neys to back up their legal claims.

Erick Lemus, the now-former vol-
unteer firefighter who was convicted 
of criminal sexual misconduct with 
a child after the 2018 incident, filed 
a separate motion Sept. 10 claiming 
the contact with the underage girl was 
“consensual,” the same thing he told 
Warrenton Police Department detec-
tives during the criminal investiga-
tion, according to police records. Le-
mus was sentenced in February 2019 
to 3 months behind bars but was not 
required to register as a sex offender 
or pay any restitution. He was 22 years 
old at the time of the offense and is no 
longer a member of the fire company. 

Separate from the Sept. 16 joint 
motion, Lemus claimed in a Sept. 10 
court filing that the victim’s “conduct 
and statements before and after the 
encounter — to be presented at tri-
al — demonstrate plaintiff not only 
consented, she initiated contact.” 

Under Virginia law, children 15 
years old and older can “consent” 
to sexual contact. It is unlawful for 
adults to have sexual contact with 
children of any age, however, and 
Lemus was convicted criminally 
under a statute that covers an adult 
having “consensual” sexual contact 
with a child 15 years old or older. 

According to the criminal com-
plaint filed by a Warrenton police of-
ficer with his arrest, however, Lemus 
pressured the girl, who was alone in a 
separate bunkroom, repeatedly forci-
bly touching her and eventually hav-
ing a sexual encounter with her in the 
early morning hours of July 8, 2018. 
These events occurred despite repeat-
ed verbal and physical protests from 
the victim, the complaint says, mirror-
ing the allegations listed in the lawsuit. 

The civil case names Lemus, 
then-Fire Chief Jason Golden, Jim-
my Daugherty and Brandon Rohwer 
– the two highest-ranking members 
present at the station during the inci-
dent – and Chris Sager, the head of 
the junior first responder program at 
the time of the incident, who was not 
at the station that night.

“Reading the complaint in the light 
most favorable to plaintiff, it should 
be inferred that defendants Rohwer, 
Daugherty and Sager all knew that 
plaintiff faced a serious risk of sexual 
assault if left unsupervised and that 
their failure to use reasonable care 
in watching over the minor in their 
custody was a proximate cause of her 
sexual assault by defendant Lemus,” 
a pleading filed June 21 on behalf of 
the victim states.

The one victory for the defense at 
the July 19 hearing came when Plow-
man ruled that the plaintiff had not 
presented evidence that Sager was 
present at the station during Lemus’ 
offense – and therefore Sager could 
not be vicariously liable for failing 
to protect Lemus’ victim based on 
the allegations in the complaint. The 
victim’s attorneys did not appeal that 
decision.

Warrenton Volunteer Fire Company, 
sexual misconduct victim agree to 

start out-of-court negotiations

703-968-6500
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By Robin Earl and Liam 
Bowman

Times sTaff WriTers

Republican gubernatorial candi-
date Glenn Youngkin visited War-
renton Oct. 14 to hold a campaign 
rally at Eva Walker Memorial Park. 
With polls showing a narrow race, 
Youngkin has been touring the 
commonwealth to drum up support.

Taking the stage before a crowd 
of about 300 enthusiastic support-
ers, Youngkin stressed the dif-
ferences between himself and his 
opponent, former governor Terry 
McAuliffe, decrying the Democrat-
ic candidate’s plans for “big govern-
ment,” as well as the years of “liber-
al leadership” in Richmond.

Youngkin 
visits 

Warrenton

TIMES STAFF PHOTO/ROBIN EARL
The Oct. 14 rally to boost 
Republican gubernatorial candidate 
Glenn Youngkin was billed as a 
“parents matter” event.

See YOUNGKIN, page 12

Inmate at Fauquier jail suffers brain injury during fight
By Robin Earl

Times sTaff WriTer

An inmate at the Fau-
quier County Adult De-
tention Center suffered 
a brain injury after be-
ing beaten repeatedly in 
the head by another in-
mate Oct. 14, according 
to a criminal complaint 
filed by a Fauquier de-
tective. The inmate who 
allegedly assaulted the victim has 
been charged with felony malicious 
wounding. 

The victim, a 36-year-old man, was 
struck in the head several times by 
25-year-old Michael Lewis, of Norfolk, 

according to the criminal 
complaint. “I watched a vid-
eo of the incident, and it ap-
pears that [the victim] was 
unconscious while [Lew-
is] was striking him in the 
head,” the complaint said.

The alleged incident 
stemmed from a “ver-
bal altercation that be-
came physical inside their 
cell block,” according to 
the criminal complaint. 

“During the altercation, [the victim] 
advised that he was done and [Lew-
is] had won the fight. [Lewis] advised 
him that he was not done and con-
tinued to strike [the victim] with a 
closed fist in the head several times.”

Sgt. Steven Lewis (no relation to 
the accused) of the Fauquier County 
Sheriff’s Office said that according to 
the video record, the altercation began 
at 11:47 a.m. and ended at 11:53 a.m. 
“At 12:05 p.m. [the victim] walked 
out of his cell and talked to a deputy 
in the cell block. The deputy noticed 
signs of physical injury,” Lewis said. 
He added that the victim was treated 
onsite before paramedics arrived and 
transported him to Fauquier Hospital.

The criminal complaint said that 
the victim was later transferred to a 
Fairfax hospital and sedated because 
of a brain injury; he was released two 
days later, according to the sheriff’s 

See INMATE, page 15
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Citing fallout from criminal conduct, 
Warrenton Volunteer Fire Company 
requests full-time career staffing

By Coy Ferrell
Times sTaff WriTer

Officials at Warrenton Volunteer Fire Company maintain 
that negative publicity stemming from revelations about a 
sexual misconduct incident and another criminal incident 
there has made it impossible to keep enough volunteers to 
adequately staff the station. Now, the organization is asking 
for the county to fill the gap — at a yearly cost of more than a 
million taxpayer dollars.

It was first publicly reported this summer that a 16-year-old 
girl had been the victim of a criminal sexual incident at the 
station in 2018 and that she sued the organization last year, 
alleging that there was systemic indifference to sexual mis-
conduct involving juveniles at the station.

Hiring 12 new career firefighters to staff the Warrenton sta-
tion 24 hours a day, seven days per week would cost the county 
$1.1 million per year, according to a budget office estimate. 

Supervisors expressed openness to the idea at an Oct. 
14 work session, but nothing was decided. One supervisor 
suggested that structural changes to the county’s fire and 
rescue accountability structures might be necessary before 

More news from county supervisors
• Taxable real estate values have risen by almost 

26% in four years, according to recently 
released reassessment data.

• Supervisors passed a 40-cent-per-pack tax on 
cigarettes.

• An asphalt production plant was approved for 
industrial-zoned property in Midland.  

• Supervisors allocated federal stimulus funds 
to establish a crisis-intervention center in 
Warrenton to monitor people experiencing 
mental health crises. 

• A vote on a zoning amendment meant to bring 
the application process for large religious 
venues in line with that for non-religious 
facilities was again delayed. 

• Several people addressed supervisors about a 
recent traffic crash at U.S. 17 and Old Tavern 
Road and especially the intersection’s frequent 
use by young drivers. 

See full coverage of the board’s Oct. 14 
meeting beginning on page 2.See WVFC, page 6
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supervisors would agree to fund the request 
from the Warrenton volunteer station. Volunteer 
companies in the county, which are private 
nonprofits despite receiving much of their 
operating budgets from public tax dollars, 
currently have broad administrative autonomy.
‘Low morale and angst’

A July 31 “emergency staffing request” from 
Sam Myers, then the volunteer fire company’s 
acting fire chief, to Fauquier County Department 
of Fire, Rescue and Emergency Management offi-
cials said that the negative publicity surrounding 
the criminal incidents had caused volunteers to 
leave the organization. 

“The recent media coverage of the WVFC by 
the subpar newspaper known as the Fauquier 
Times has caused staffing shortages within our or-
ganization,” said the document’s opening sentence.

“Members are concerned and worried about slan-
der and what potential off-base ‘news’ story may be 
run next,” Myers said at another point in the doc-
ument. “This has caused low morale and angst as 
those here now have done nothing wrong and only 
want to serve their community in time of need.” 

The July 31 staffing request document was ob-
tained last week by the Fauquier Times. It does 
not mention the criminal sexual misconduct or 
the allegations contained in the lawsuit as a rea-
son for the loss of volunteers and did not dispute 
any specific allegation made by the victim of the 
2018 offense.  
Details about the request

The Warrenton station is the busiest of all 10 
fire and rescue stations in the county. It has nev-
er been staffed with firefighters employed by the 
county since its incorporation in 1924, although 
the town of Warrenton has funded two full-time 
firefighters to staff the station for about five de-
cades; those two paid staffers report to the sta-
tion’s volunteer fire chief, who is elected by the 
company’s volunteer members.

A fully professional medic station, while tech-
nically part of the same company, is located down 
the road from the Warrenton fire station and op-
erates under the county’s professional chain of 
command. 

In the July 31 request, Myers asked for two ad-
ditional firefighters to be assigned to the station 
for 30 days, and for a professional medic unit to 
be moved from the professional station to the vol-
unteer station as well. 

“This one-month timeframe will be used to 
evaluate the staffing model and allow time for our 
membership to feel confident again in helping the 
organization and community without fear from 
the outlandish tabloid called Fauquier Times,” 
said Myers. 

That 30-day trial period was extended, and the 
county has been providing professional staffers to 
the volunteer company on an overtime basis since 
the beginning of August, Fauquier County Fire 
Chief Darren Stevens explained to county super-
visors at an Oct. 14 work session. 

A Sept. 20 letter from the Warrenton volunteer 
station asked the county to make the arrangement 
permanent and provide round-the-clock profes-
sional staffing. This letter, signed by current War-
renton Volunteer Fire Chief Kevin Swain, only 
alluded to the publicity of the criminal and civil 
cases, referencing a “bad spot in our history” and 
“the current situation” when discussing the caus-
es of the volunteer shortage. 

“It is a critical need that we continue to support 
them,” Stevens told supervisors, especially be-
cause Warrenton has specialized equipment that 
is not available at other stations in the county. 

Tom Marble, president of the county’s volun-

teer fire association, said that keeping stations 
staffed with volunteers during the day had been 
a “struggle” even before this year. “So, it’s been 
an inevitable thing … that we need to at least talk 
about staffing … and then we took a harder hit a 
couple of months ago,” he said. 

“We’re attempting a recruitment drive, and, of 
course, it takes several months for the training as-
pect,” Swain told supervisors. He said that it takes a 
year and a half to get new volunteers fully trained. 

Marble and Stevens expressed optimism about 
recruiting new volunteers for stations around the 
county, explaining that the number of new recruits 
receiving training is up from five years ago. But, they 
said, the gap in volunteer staffing now — especially 
in Warrenton — requires help from the county. 
Recruiting in public schools

Volunteer stations are also actively recruiting 
within the school system, said Stevens and Mar-
ble, with 11 students currently in the recruiting 
“pipeline.” Marble said that interest among high 
schoolers has gone “way up” during the pandem-
ic. “These kids – it’s one of the things they can do 
to get out,” he speculated. 

The Fauquier County School Division offers a 
“fire science” course, according to Tara Helkow-
ski, the division’s spokesperson. “Typically, most 
of the students who register for the course are al-
ready volunteer members of a fire department or 
rescue squad,” she said.  

“For those students who are not, we work with 
our liaison to determine where may be the best 
placement for a student to be assigned, which typ-
ically is the facility that is closest to their residence 
or school. Fire science instruction is provided by 
paid members of emergency services, and we 
meet with staff annually to review the guidelines 
and expectations of the program. Background 
checks are required for all paid employees and 
non-paid volunteers who come into our schools to 
work with and/or recruit students directly.”

On behalf of volunteer fire companies in the 
county, Bobby Tarr of the Orlean Volunteer Fire 

Department “is active in working with staff … to 
identify students who may be interested in volun-
teering with emergency services,” she said. 

Helkowski said that the school division “vets all 
agencies in the spring and summer before the start 
of each year.” No changes to policies regarding 
interactions between students and volunteer fire 
companies were made since details about the 2018 
criminal incident became public, she said. The state 
education department requires school divisions 
“annually to review its safety guidelines which en-
compasses volunteer guidelines,” she added.
Supervisor alludes to possible changes to 
accountability structure

Supervisors were generally open to the idea of 
providing professional staffing to the Warrenton 
station, although they came to no concrete conclu-
sion. “Even adding the staff to overcome the chal-
lenges they are having now, long term, it’s going 
to benefit, be a county-wide resource,” said Board 
Chairman Chris Granger (Center District).

But Granger, a professional firefighter in Prince 
William County, cautioned that if the county does 
provide permanent professional staffers at the 
Warrenton station, the accountability structure 
in the county may change. “At some point, an 
open dialogue is going to have to start about the 
structure of the fire and rescue system in Fauquier 
County,” he said. “There’s a lot of models to look 
at out there. I think that’s probably a conversa-
tion that has to start. … There’s a lot of mistakes 
around us on how it’s been done.”

In response to an inquiry from the Fauquier 
Times this summer, Stevens said: “As separate 
legal entities, Fauquier County does not have any 
mechanism to reprimand these independent com-
panies, their employees or their volunteers. Fauqui-
er County only has policy and procedural controls 
over financial matters and the operational readiness 
of the companies. How and if Fauquier County’s 
policies can be adopted by the volunteer companies 
is something that is being explored.”

Citing revelations of criminal conduct, 
Warrenton Volunteer Fire Company requests full-time career staffing

County supervisors have again put off voting 
on a proposed amendment to the county’s zoning 
ordinance that is intended to bring the approval 
process for large religious facilities in line with the 
process for non-religious buildings of the same scale.

Supervisors agreed at their Oct. 14 meeting 
to amend the proposed language to clarify the 
county’s preference that large facilities of any 
type be built within service districts. Initially, the 
proposed amendment included a provision that 
religious buildings exceeding 10,000 square feet 
should be built on at least 10 acres. 

Currently, “places of worship” – regardless of 
scale — constructed in the county must obtain a 
special zoning permit, which is reviewed and either 
approved or denied by a vote of the Fauquier 
County Board of Zoning Appeals. Members of 
that board are appointed by a circuit court judge 
and are not accountable to any elected officials. 
The zoning board has little latitude to impose 
conditions on an application beyond what is 
specifically laid out in the county’s existing zoning 
laws or its comprehensive plan.

The proposed zoning amendment would keep 
that approval process the same for “places of 
worship” applications of a smaller scale. But 
for religious venues exceeding 10,000 square 
feet or 300 seats, the amendment would 
require applicants to obtain a special exception 

permit, which must undergo a review and vote 
by the Fauquier County Planning Commission 
(whose members are appointed by the board of 
supervisors) and county supervisors themselves.

Although the minimum acreage requirement 
was “clearly waivable,” as one supervisor put it, 
during the special exception process, the updated 
proposed language eliminates the minimum 
acreage requirement entirely for religious facilities 
proposed in service districts. 

“If a group just sits down and reads and sees 
that 10 acres … they might immediately start 
looking for property in a rural area even if they 
might only need an acre in a service district,” 
said Board Chairman Chris Granger (Center 
District) last week. Rural areas would require a 
larger plot of land because there is no established 
infrastructure present – public water or parking, 
for instance -- outside of service districts.

The minimum acreage requirement “certainly 
makes sense to me outside of service districts,” 
said Supervisor Holder Trumbo (Scott District), 
“but it doesn’t make sense to me in growth areas.”

Because the language of the proposed 
ordinance has been changed, the county is legally 
required to conduct another public hearing on 
the matter; a hearing will be held Nov. 11 at the 
supervisors’ next meeting.

— COY FERRELL

Supervisors again delay vote 
on religious venue zoning amendment

WVFC, from page 1

See WVFC, page 7
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Separately, the Warrenton Town 
Council held a closed session about 
the Warrenton station on Oct. 12, ac-
cording to a letter sent the next day 
to the county government on behalf 
of the council. The letter indicated 
that the council had agreed in prin-
ciple to stop paying for the two pro-
fessional firefighters at the station, 
currently employed by the town. 

“While there was no formal ac-
tion, they did express a unanimous 
desire to begin the process of trans-
ferring the two career staff members 
to the Fauquier County DFREM,” 
the letter read.
Background

A month before the July 31 emer-
gency staffing request, the Fauquier 
Times first published information 
about a $2 million lawsuit filed in 
October 2020 against the fire com-
pany. The civil complaint describes 
a “culture of adult men pursuing 
minor female volunteers” that was 
allegedly pervasive at the fire com-
pany. 

The plaintiff in the lawsuit is a 
woman who, when she was 16 years 
old, was the victim of a criminal 
misconduct incident perpetrated by 
an adult volunteer Warrenton fire-
fighter in 2018; the incident occurred 
at the station. That man eventually 
pleaded guilty to a misdemeanor 
sexual misconduct charge and was 
sentenced to 3 months in prison. The 
lawsuit alleges that the organization 
and its leaders did nothing to protect 
the victim, despite clear warnings 
that she was in danger of being sex-
ually assaulted.

Neither the criminal incident nor 
the lawsuit had been publicly report-
ed before the first article was pub-
lished June 30. The Fauquier Times’ 

reporting has relied on publicly 
available documents, and the fire 
company has not disputed the accu-
racy of the Times’ reporting in any 
detail and has repeatedly refused to 
comment about what, if anything, 
has been done since to prevent simi-
lar incidents in the future.

Speaking to allegations that sys-
temic sexual abuse of minors took 
place at the station, the lawsuit al-
leges that WVFC Lt. Chris Sager 
was in a sexual relationship with a 
second child volunteer at the time 
of the 2018 criminal offense. Sager 
was also the head of the “junior first 
responder program,” responsible for 
overseeing children volunteering at 
the station. Sager has not returned 
requests from the Fauquier Times to 
confirm or deny this allegation.

The fire company argued in court 
that it couldn’t be sued because it op-
erates as a charity and that the juve-
nile victim was receiving “charitable 
services” in the form of job training 
at the time of the sexual offense. Fire 
company attorneys also tried to have 
the lawsuit dismissed based on the 
legal doctrine of “sovereign immu-
nity.” 

Those and other arguments failed 
after a judge rejected each of the fire 
company’s arguments and ruled July 
21 that the lawsuit had an adequate 
legal basis to proceed to decide 
whether the allegations are true. The 
organization and the victim agreed 
last month to begin negotiations for 
an out-of-court settlement. 

The Fauquier Times also pub-
lished a story July 28 with informa-
tion about the organization’s current 
president, Brandon Phelps, and his 
criminal conviction last year for 
threatening to kill two fellow volun-
teer firefighters. The fire company 
did not dispute any of the informa-
tion contained in police and court 
documents either before or after 
the story was published; the reports 
published in the Times relied entirely 
on police and court documents ob-
tained under public records laws. 

When asked for comment by the 
Fauquier Times on Friday, Swain 
said that he had forwarded the ques-
tions to one of the fire company’s 
attorneys. The attorney said Mon-
day that he had no comment on the 
questions.

Fire company representatives 
have previously cited the ongoing 
litigation when refusing to comment 
in detail about allegations or efforts 
to prevent future sexual assaults at 
the station.

Reach Coy Ferrell at cferrell@
fauquier.com

Supervisors unanimously 
approved a tax of 40 cents per pack 
of cigarettes on Oct. 14. The tax 
will take effect Jan. 1 throughout 
the county and in the towns of 
Remington and The Plains but not 
in Warrenton, which already has a 
20-cent tax on packs of cigarettes. 
For packs of less than 20, the tax 
will be 2 cents per cigarette. 

Although a public hearing was 
held before the vote, no member of 
the public chose to speak and the 
tax passed with a unanimous vote. 
The tax will not apply to cigars, pipe 
tobacco or to e-cigarette products. 

Earlier this year, County 
Administrator Paul McCulla 
recommended using revenue from 
the tax for “one-time needs or pay-
as-you-go capital costs.” Tentative 
projections from the county budget 
office estimate that imposing the 
tax will create about $450,000 in 
net yearly tax revenue. 

— COY FERRELL

Supervisors 
pass local tax 
on cigarettes 

WVFC, from page 6
“At some point, an 
open dialogue is going 
to have to start about 
the structure of the 
fire and rescue system 
in Fauquier County.”

SUPERVISOR CHRIS GRANGER
Center District


