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SECOND FRONT
A dreary forecast turned out 
to be a false alarm, and Sat-
urday’s edition of the Smith-
fi eld Farmers Market went off 
without a hitch. See Stephen’s 
Faleski’s photo essay.

— See page 7

QUOTE OF THE WEEK

“Our scores exceed the state average, which is 
something we should all be proud of.”
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— Isle of Wight County Schools acting Superintendent 
Dr. Christopher Coleman

Reacting to newly released Standards of Learning test scores
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INSIDE THIS WEEK SMALL SCREEN
Smithfield High School launch-
es its first eSports team, to 
compete state-wide

— See page 9

QUOTE OF THE WEEK

“ ”
We would really like to catch up 
with the 21st century.

The Packers varsity 
boys basketball team 
wins the first round of 
playoffs.

— See page 11
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— Carrollton resident Judy Morin
about the lack of high speed internet

See story page 1

• See WIRED, p. 5

206 B Gumwood Drive, Smithfield • maicoaudio.com • 757-365-9933
Your Hometown Hearing Center

Don’t Let Hearing Loss Break Your Heart

most health plans

Caring for your hearing- It’s what we love!

Dr. Mavis W. Garrett, 
Owner

 Dr. Krystin Farrell

By Frederic Lee
Staff  writer

Some Isle of  Wight 
County farmers are feel-
ing the pinch as the trade 
war with China wages 
on, putting the value of  
soybeans in its cross-
hairs. 

That being said, Isle 
of  Wight County Virginia 
Cooperative Extension 

Surry getting wired
Dominion to join Prince George in rural broadband effort

Parts of IW still lack access
By Frederic Lee
Staff  writer

With grant money flow-
ing toward Surry County 
for the implementation of  
high-speed fiber internet, 
some Isle of  Wight residents 
are feeling left out. 

Left without reliable in-
ternet, that is. 

Surry County was award-
ed a $2.2 million grant from 
the Virginia Telecommuni-

Winter comes with its own 
color  pa lette , captured 
beautifully by  Sam McAdoo in 
his photo of Woodland United 
Methodist Church in Windsor. 
Last week marked the first 
snowfall of the season during 
what has been a rather warm 
winter. 

cation Initiative, known as 
a VATI grant, a few weeks 
ago. After hearing about 
the development, Carroll-
ton resident Judy Morin 
and some of  her neighbors 
on Waterfront and Dog-
gett lanes still lack a fiber 
broadband connection to 
their home. 

Like others in the area 
without access to high-
speed internet distributed 

through fiber optic cable — 
the definition of  broadband 
—  Morin said that she’s left 
to rely on spotty, wireless in-
ternet provided through her 
cellular company, Verizon. 
Verizon provides internet 
through a device called a 
“MiFi,” a router that acts as 
a mobile, wireless hotspot. 

“We cannot use Netflix, 
stream movies, or have an 
Alexa, Google Home, etc.,” 

Morin said in an email, 
adding, “We would really 
like to catch up with the 
21st century.” Since Carroll-
ton is an area of  economic 
development, broadband 
access shouldn’t be an issue, 
she said.

Doggett Lane resident 
Jim Henderson, who in-
stalled a satellite through 
Exede Viasat internet said 

Agent Livvy Preisser 
hasn’t seen a decline in 
planting that particular 
crop — a top commodity 
in Isle of  Wight — by 
local farmers. Among 
farmers that grow edible 
soybeans, Preisser said 
that production is prob-
ably unaffected, and may 
have possibly increased 
a little. 

China eased up on 
some soybean tariffs with-

Farmers feeling 
effects of tariffs

Soybeans are one of Isle of Wight County’s 
main cash crops.

Windsor High to start preschool
By Frederic Lee
Staff  writer

Officials with Isle of  
Wight County Schools 
are taking steps to create 
a paid preschool at Wind-
sor Elementary School at 
the onset of  the 2020-2021 
school year, to serve the 
needs of  that area of  the 
county due to the closure 
of  a private preschool.

 The annual cost for a 
preschool teacher and an 
assistant comes to almost 
$92,000 for fiscal 2021, but, 

according to Isle of  Wight 
County Schools Superin-
tendent Jim Thornton, the 
preschool would be nearly 
cost neutral if  fees for each 
child are set at $4,000 each. 

Thornton said that he 
and his administrative 
team were still batting 
around exact numbers for 
the cost of  tuition, but if  
it’s set at $4,000 a year and 
18 students enter the pre-
school, the revenue would 
almost outweigh the costs. 

That fee is also the cur-

rent tuition cost for an out-
of-county student to attend 
Isle of  Wight County Public 
Schools, according to Isle 
of  Wight County Public 
Schools Spokesperson Lynn 
Briggs.  

The preschool would 
operate on the same days 
as Windsor Elementary 
School — summers off, that 
is — and open to four-year 
olds, according to Isle of  
Wight County spokesperson 
Lynn Briggs. 

Windsor Elementary 

School currently opens at 
8:35 a.m. with dismissal at 
3:50 p.m.   

Costs in Thornton’s 
budget proposal for the 
preschool  amount to 
$91,950 — $61,470 for a pre-
school teacher and $30,480 
for an instructional as-
sistant — and revenues 
based on a $4,000 annual 
tuition with 18 pupils 
equals $72,000. 

Windsor High School 
Principal Laura Sullivan 

• See TARIFFS, p. 7

• See ACCESS, p. 5

• See PRESCHOOL, p. 7

Winter for a day

Carrollton resident Judy Morin lives in a rapidly developing area of Isle of Wight County, but still 
lacks high-speed internet access. 

By Frederic Lee
Staff  writer

SURRY — Following two 
grant awards, every house-
hold in Surry County will 
be hooked up to rural broad-
band internet through an 
agreement between Prince 
George Electric Coopera-
tive and Dominion Energy, 
according to officials. 

The partnership marks 
the first time a utility has 
worked with a cooperative 
to expand broadband in-
ternet access in Virginia, 
according to a press release 
from Dominion Energy. 

Specifically, Dominion 
Energy has agreed to serve 
as the “middle mile” pro-
vider by leasing Prince 
George Electric Coopera-
tive some of  its broadband 
fiber, extending high-speed 
broadband internet to res-
idents and businesses in 
Surry County, according to 

the Dominion Energy press 
release. 

According to a 2018 esti-
mate from the U.S. Census 
Bureau, the population of  
Surry County is 6,474, with 
2,760 households. Surry res-
idents already receive elec-
tricity from either Prince 
George Electric Coopera-
tive or Dominion Energy, 
according to Interim Surry 
County Administrator Me-
lissa Rollins.

“Having worked with 
the stakeholders over the 
last few years to make this 
announcement a reality, I 
am incredibly excited for 
the positive impact this will 
have for the residents and 
business owners of  Surry 
County,” said Del. Emily 
Brewer, R-64, in a Feb. 20 
press release.

The cost of  the entire 
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By Stephen Faleski
Staff Writer

Isle of Wight County Schools 
saw improvement in its reading 
and math Standards of Learning 
test scores this past school year, but 
hasn’t yet returned to its pre-pan-
demic pass rates.

Virginia’s Department of Edu-
cation released the results of the 
2021-22 statewide standardized tests 
on Aug. 17.

Divisionwide in Isle of Wight 

By Stephen Faleski
Staff Writer

Dr. Theo Cramer, a 30-year ed-
ucator, assumed leadership of Isle 
of Wight County Schools as its new 
superintendent on Aug. 22.

The School Board announced 
Cramer’s hiring during a special 
Aug. 18 meeting following a rough-

ly half-hour closed session.
“We are excited to welcome Dr. 

Cramer to Isle of Wight County 
Schools,” said School Board Chair-
woman Denise Tynes, via a press 
release. “The board was impressed 
with the tremendous amount of ex-
perience Dr. Cramer brings to the 
Superintendent position. He will 
be able to provide the leadership 

we need to continue successfully 
serving the students, parents, and 
employees of Isle of Wight County 
Schools.”

Cramer’s four-year contract 
specifies he is to receive an annual 
salary of $190,001 – roughly $4,000 
more than the $186,000 his prede-
cessor, Dr. Jim Thornton, earned 
at the time of his retirement at the 

end of June.
C r a m e r ’ s 

contract fur-
ther specifies 
that the School 
B o a r d  i s  t o 
“make a con-
tribution for 
the Superinten-
dent’s benefit to 

an annuity or deferred compensa-
tion plan” in the amount of $10,000 
per fiscal year. The board is also to 
provide him with a car, computer, 
iPad, cellphone service and pay 
“reasonable expenses” for his par-
ticipation in professional growth 
seminars.

By Stephen Faleski
Staff Writer

A housing development in the 
works since the 1980s is nearly 
ready to break ground on its final 
buildout.

Smithfield’s Planning Com-
mission on Aug. 9 unanimously 
approved a final plat application 
from Virginia Beach-based Robin-
son Development Group for Phase 
Six, section two, of the Cypress 
Creek golf community.

The development is located 
south of the Route 10 bypass. 
Smithfield previously approved 
a subdivision agreement and 

zoning permit for Phase Six in 
2020, a final plat for section one in 
January 2021, and a final plat for 
section three last October.

According to Tammie Clary, 
the town’s community devel-
opment and planning director, 
there are no additional sections 
of Phase Six awaiting plat approv-
al, nor any additional pending 
phases. The Planning Commis-
sion has sole responsibility for 
approving final plats, meaning no 
additional sign-off from the Town 
Council is needed.

Section one is to include 55 
single-family houses. Section two 
will include another 51 houses, 

and section three, another 46, for 
a total of 152 homes in Phase Six.

Plans for Cypress Creek began 
in 1986 when a group of devel-
opers proposed building a gated 
community of 400-plus luxury 
homes, complete with its own golf 
course, on 640 acres bordering the 
Route 10 bypass, according to The 
Smithfield Times archives. Just 
under 300 had been built as of 
October 2021. Phase Six will bring 
the total to more than 450.

The developer must still apply 
for a special use permit prior to 
breaking ground on a proposed 
gravel trailer and recreational 
vehicle parking lot.

Staff report

The Downtown Smithfield 
Summer Concert Series will 
have a dramatic flair this week.

The Smithfield Little The-
atre will perform a variety 
show, “Broadway on Main,” 
at 7 p.m. on the gazebo stage in 
front of The Smithfield Times 
building on Main Street.

With selections from SLT 
performances over the years, 
the cast will honor June West 
Hurst, the lone surviving mem-
ber of the original 1962 troupe 

By Stephen Faleski
Staff Writer

Surry County supervisors 
rejected a proposed 150-mega-
watt solar farm in Spring 
Grove on Aug. 4, putting an 
end to the project’s nearly 
three years on the drawing 
board.

Charlottesvi l le -based 
Hexagon Energy submitted 
plans to the county in 2020 

for the “Loblolly Solar” facil-
ity, as it was named, which 
would have been sited on 900 
acres of timberland at the 
intersections of Routes 10 and 
40. Oakland, California-based 
Primergy Solar took over as 
the project’s lead developer 
earlier this year.

The company had request-
ed an amendment to the coun-

Cramer named IW superintendent

TowneBank, Farmers Bank 
to merge in early 2023

By Stephen Faleski
Staff Writer

Suffolk-based TowneBank announced the sign-
ing of a merger agreement Thursday with Farmers 
Bankshares Inc., the Windsor-based holding compa-
ny of Farmers Bank.

According to a TowneBank press release, the 
merger was approved by both companies’ boards of 
directors. The merger is expected to close in the first 
quarter of 2023, subject to regulatory approval and 
the approval of Farmers’ shareholders.

The merger marks the end of an era for the last 
remaining Isle of Wight County-based bank, founded 
103 years ago in Windsor.

The transaction, according to the press re-

Final phase of Cypress Creek 
development approved

Surry supervisors 
reject Spring Grove 

solar farm

SOL scores 
show IWCS 

improvement

• See CONCERT, p. 4

• See SOLAR, p. 4

• See BANKS, p. 6

• See SOL, p. 4

• See SUPERINTENDENT, p. 3

Little Theatre 
to entertain 

concert 
patrons

Cramer
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lease, will “solidify” Towne-
Bank’s No. 1 market share 
in the Virginia Beach-Nor-
folk-Newport News metro-
politan area, adding Isle of 
Wight and Southampton 
counties to the company’s 
service area while expand-
ing Towne Insurance rev-
enues.

“Our TowneBank family 
is humbled and excited to 
join hands with our long-
time friends at Farmers,” 
said G. Robert Aston Jr., ex-
ecutive chairman of Towne-
Bank, via the press release. 
“We believe our partnership 
can bring additional prod-
ucts and expanded services 
to the clients of Farmers 
Bank while helping our 
communities grow and 
prosper.”

According to Towne-
Bank’s press release, Farm-
ers Bank shareholders will 
receive 0.605 shares of 
TowneBank common stock 
for each share of Farmers 
owned, which “implies a 
deal value” of $17.82 per 
share, or approximately $56 
million.

“This is a stock-based 
deal rather than a cash-
based deal, meaning that 
TowneBank is offering up 
shares in itself in exchange 
for ownership over Farmers 
Bank,” explained Dr. Thom-
as Schneider, a finance pro-
fessor at Old Dominion Uni-
versity. “In an all-stock deal, 
no cash changes hands.”

“Instead, each share of 
FBVA will be exchanged for 
0.6050 shares of TOWN,” he 
added, using the two banks’ 
over-the-counter stock ab-
breviations. “According to 
their recent market values, 
it works out that Towne-
Bank is giving up about 
$56 million (in) stock to 
Farmers Bank’s current 
shareholders to purchase 
the bank.”

Aston told The Smith-
field Times on Aug. 19 that 
Farmers Bank offices in 
Virginia Beach, Chesapeake 
and the Harbourview area 
of Suffolk will close and 
consolidate with nearby 
TowneBank offices. The 
remaining Farmers offices, 
including in Smithfield and 
Windsor, will eventually be 
rebranded as TowneBank 
but remain open. Aston 
doesn’t anticipate any re-
duction in personnel.

TowneBank, which oper-
ates the fifth largest bank-
owned insurance agency 
in the nation according to 
Aston, will gain 72% own-
ership in Manry-Rawls, a 
Franklin-based insurance 
company, via the merger.

“That should take our 
insurance revenue up to 
somewhere in the neighbor-
hood of $85 to $86 million,” 
Aston said.

Based on financials re-
ported on June 30, the com-
bined companies would 
have total assets of $17.5 
billion, loans of $10.9 billion 
and deposits of $14.5 billion, 
the press release states. 
According to Farmers Bank-
shares’ annual report, as of 
Dec. 31, 2021 Farmers had 
$623 million in total assets, 
$255 million in total loans 
and $531 million in total 

deposits.
“We feel privileged to 

partner with our neighbors 
at TowneBank,” Vernon 
Towler, chief executive of-
ficer of Farmers, said in the 
press release announcing 
the sale. “They share with 
Farmers Bank a commit-
ment to philanthropy and 
community engagement. 
TowneBank is an incredibly 
strong organization.”

T h e  a n n o u n c e m e n t 
comes in the wake of a 
months-long power struggle 
between Farmers’ manage-
ment and the bank’s former 
board chairman, Richard 
“Dick” Holland Jr.

Holland, whose family 
founded Farmers, was oust-
ed as chairman of Farmers 
Bankshares’ board in Feb-
ruary over a disagreement 
as to how aggressively to 
pursue a sale or merger of 
the company.

Farmers Bankshares’ 
board had elected William 
A. Gwaltney Jr. in Hol-
land’s place as chairman 
in February. Holland had 
contended in a March 8 let-
ter to shareholders that he’d 
“lost all confidence” in the 
current board and believed 
his investment as one of the 
bank’s largest shareholders 
“would be best protected 
by a sale or merger of the 
company.”

Towler’s Aug. 18 remarks 
on the TowneBank merger 
are a sharp departure from 
a Feb. 28 shareholders let-
ter he’d signed arguing in 
favor of the bank “staying 
independent.” Aston told 
the Times that the merger 
had come about at Farmers’ 
request, with negotiations 
beginning six to eight weeks 
ago.

“We were fortunate to 
be the one that they chose,” 
Aston said.

In the months preceding 
Farmers’ May 12 sharehold-
ers meeting, which saw 
roughly 60% voting share-
holders back Holland over 
the bank’s current manage-
ment, Holland and the bank 
had sent shareholders a 
series of dueling letters – the 
bank’s urging support for a 
slate of nine board members 
up for reelection and Hol-
land’s urging shareholders 
to “withhold” their votes.

According to a May 24 
Farmers Bankshares press 
release, all nine were re-
elected – albeit with just 
37%-40% of the vote. The 
remaining 59%-62% of votes 
“were withheld.” All in-per-
son and proxy card votes 
cast represented roughly 
76% of the company’s out-
standing shares.

In February, Farmers 
Bankshares reported record 
earnings of $8.5 million, 
or $2.72 per share, in 2021. 
Holland, however, contend-
ed in his letter that this 
was “significantly driv-
en” by Farmers’ purchase 
of a majority interest in 
the Franklin-based Manry 
Rawls insurance agency 
during his 1994-2019 tenure 
as the bank’s CEO, and by a 
$3.1 million one-time gain 
from the sale of bank-owned 
property he’d “shepherded 
to conclusion in 2021” as 

chairman, which would 
“not be repeated in the com-
ing years.” Excluding the 
Manry Rawls income and 
the one-time sale revenue, 
“the picture is bleak,” Hol-
land told shareholders.

In April, Gwaltney and 
Towler had sent another 
letter to shareholders con-
tending the bank’s 2021 
return on assets was 1.44%, 
not the 0.5% Holland had 
claimed. Holland’s num-
bers, they argued, “leave 
out important parts of our 
revenue mix, such as the 
Manry Rawls insurance 
business and the Tidewater 
Home Funding mortgage 
business,” and were “not 
calculated in accordance 
with generally accepted 
accounting principles.”

“Given the strong ‘with-
hold’ vote against manage-
ment at their shareholder 
meeting, it is not too sur-
prising that we are seeing 
an acquisition take place. 
It seems that Mr. Holland’s 
campaign to sell the bank 
has succeeded,” Schneider 
said.

Towler, asked about his 
apparent change of position 
on merging Farmers with a 
larger bank, told the Times 
by email on Aug. 21 that 
“after continuing to review 
all strategic options, and in 
consideration of the strong 
withhold vote by sharehold-
ers during our most recent 
annual meeting, the board 
determined that a sale of 
the bank was in the best 
interests of our bank and 
our shareholders.”

“TowneBank is a much 
larger bank headquartered 
in our community, and they 
have a wonderful reputa-
tion for customer service 
and community involve-
ment,” Towler said. “They 
are a very strong bank, and 
we are pleased to be joining 
with them.”

Farmers Bankshares’ 
stock price has fluctuated 
throughout the year from 
a low of $16.12 per share 
on Jan. 4 to a high of $22 
per share on April 4 and 
19, according to The Wall 
Street Journal. As of the 
May 12 shareholders meet-
ing, it was trading at $19.50 
per share. As of Aug. 18 
following the merger an-
nouncement, it was trading 
at $18.04. By Aug. 19, it had 

fallen to $17.72.
Holland declined to 

comment on the merger. 

Gwaltney hasn’t responded 
to The Smithfield Times’ 
phone or email requests for 

comments.

• Continued from p. 1

Banks
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