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Correction
The 116 figure Isle of Wight County Schools Superin-

tendent Dr. Jim Thornton cited at an April 28 Board of 
Supervisors budget work session is the number of IWCS 
secondary school teaching positions funded with state 
money, not the total number of state-funded teaching 
positions. IWCS has a total of 736 employees, 522 of whom 
are state-funded.

I’ve got an important obituary to write 
— on deadline, of course — but first, some 
quick reflections on the Rev. Ed Stewart, 
preacher, veteran, counselor, author and 
my dad, who left us Sun-
day at age 88. 

An early mentor in 
column writing gave me 
sound advice to write 
rarely about yourself and 
your family, deferring to 
topics people care about. 
It’s served me well. In-
dulge me this week for one 
of those rare occasions. 

Of life, Dad always said 
he’d “live to be 100 or die 
in the attempt.” And what a grand attempt 
it was, with few opportunities missed along 
the way. 

When we lose our parents, we tend to 
focus on the ways we were like them. That’s 
a long list for Dad and me, but I’m struck 
in recent days’ reflections by the ways we 
were different. 

Dad was, in a word, uninhibited. He’d 
tell a corny joke to a total stranger, hug 
(harmlessly, in his uniquely gentle way) a 

cute waitress he’d just met, share his Chris-
tian faith in the grocery store aisle, or don a 
Santa Claus suit and greet children outside 
Walmart — not because he was asked or 

paid to do it but because it 
was the second Saturday 
of December, Santa was 
nowhere to be found, and, 
well, every kid deserves 
a wave from Santa. As a 
kid, I’d regularly be em-
barrassed by his public 
displays of joy. Today, 
I’m thinking life would be 
more fun if I were a little 
less inhibited. 

Dad was also firm in 
his convictions, whether about his faith, 
politics or who should start at quarterback 
for his favorite football team. Some say that 
doggedness, on both sides, is the problem in 
modern politics. I’m sure I’ve written the 
same in this newspaper. But as one who 
struggles with the shades of gray in life, I 
sometimes envied Dad for sleeping soundly 
at night, never losing a wink over the pos-
sibility that the other side just might have 
a valid point or two.

Though we were more different than 
alike, Dad instilled in me important life 
lessons that stuck early and will carry me 
to my finish line. 

If there’s an alternative to hard work, 
I never knew it. One spring Saturday 
morning in the ’70s, Dad said to get in the 
car, “we’re going to TG&Y,” one of several 
department stores in my hometown of 
McComb, Mississippi. TG&Y sold toys and 
bicycles, among other fun stuff, so such a 
trip was exciting for a 12-year-old. 

Instead, we left the store that day with a 
push mower and a “bargain”: Dad fronted 
the money for the mower and I would pay 
him back in installments over the course of 
the summer from the money I would earn 
mowing yards. I can’t recall if he charged 
me interest. 

On the way home from the store, Dad 
stopped the car in front of every house 
with tall grass so I could knock on the door 
and ask if the owner wanted the yard cut. I 
quickly booked enough regular customers 
to cover the monthly payment to Dad and 
have some spending money left over. 

Dad, like me, was a fierce competitor. 
Other dads and sons hunted and fished, 

but we played ball. Did we ever play some 
ball — baseball, football, tennis, basketball. 
Had soccer been a thing in the South in the 
70s, we’d have played that too. 

Our one-on-one driveway hoops games 
were epic. Most dads let their sons win at 
least occasionally. Not mine. My record in 
the “rivalry” was probably zero wins and 
200 losses before I beat him for the first time 
around age 15 and thought I was Larry Bird. 

Later in life, he was fierce over the 
Scrabble board, relishing wins over his 
wordsmith son. Long past 50, he won his 
church ping pong tournament with no age 
divisions. He beat the church’s teenagers in 
a jump rope contest.

Dad scored his ultimate victory Sunday 
over the pain and suffering that left him a 
shadow of his former self in recent weeks. 
Of all his firm convictions, none was more 
certain than the eternal life that awaits 
those who believe.

Steve Stewart is publisher of The Smith-
field Times. His email address is steve.
stewart@smithfieldtimes.com.

Reflections on a father’s enduring influences 

windows on the town’s 
past but were in danger 
of being lost. They bought 
these Grand Dames and 
began reversing their de-
cline, sometimes with very 
limited budgets and a lot of 
sweat equity.

Some years later, the 
Town Council slowly began 
to embrace Smithfield’s 
uniqueness and — reluc-
tantly, it must be said — 
adopted the town’s Historic 
District regulations to try 
and protect what was left.

While all this was go-
ing on, the town’s largest 
industry was undergoing 
major change as well. Un-
der the leadership of Joe 
Luter III, it was becoming, 
in the late 1970s and 1980s, 
a national meat processing 
giant. 

As the company began 
making significant profits, 
Joe Luter expressed the 
desire to do something for 
his hometown. 

At the time, Main Street 
was a sad example of a 

dying downtown, a scene 
that was duplicated in 
thousands of little towns 
across the land. Broken 
sidewalks, vacant stores 
and property owners re-
luctant to poor good money 
after bad.

Joe Luter had grown 
up walking that street, 
shopping in its stores and 
watching Saturday cowboy 
matinees in its movie the-
ater. He hated its demise 
as much as anyone alive 
at the time. I know his 
concern was real because 
we talked about it in his 
office the day he offered 
the first serious money he 
would contribute toward 
improving the town — a 
matching grant to beautify 
Main Street.

That project succeeded 
beyond the wildest dreams 
of anyone involved, and to-
day Main Street is viewed 
throughout Virginia and 
beyond as one of the na-
tion’s finest examples of 
small town renewal.

Joe Luter’s interest in 
the town continued, with 
the creation of Clontz Park, 
Windsor Castle Park, the 
YMCA and the ballfield 
complex on West Main 
Street, among his most 
visible contributions.

I’m not a developer and 
wouldn’t know where to 
begin calculating the prof-
itability of a project, but 
my guess is that the Luters 
don’t expect Pierceville to 
be a profitable venture. 
Having dealt directly and 
indirectly with Joe Luter 
for almost 50 years, I know 
he is sincere in wanting to 
redevelop the west end of 
Main Street to become an 
extension of the Histor-
ic District’s commercial 
presence and, therefore, an 
asset to the town.

None of which gives 
Joe Luter or his son the 
right to expect the town 
and its residents to accept 
whatever they may want to 
build. In fact, the Planning 
Commission’s hesitation 

in adopting the zoning 
changes necessary for the 
project has already shown 
that probably won’t be the 
case. But if anyone has 
ever earned a seat at the 
table as the town’s future 
is planned, it’s Joe Luter. 

Pierceville will be de-
veloped by someone, some-
time. Personally, I believe 
that development will be 
significantly better if the 
Luters are involved. 

The devil is always in 
the details, and vigorous 
public questioning is vital 
as a Pierceville project un-
folds. But questioning Joe 
Luter’s love for this town 
diminishes the attackers 
far more than him and 
delegitimizes otherwise 
constructive criticism.

John Edwards is pub-
lisher emeritus of  The 
Smithfield  Times.  His 
email address is j.branched-
wards@gmail.com.
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Virginians, but are we com-
fortable with 18-year-olds 
walking down Main Street 
with AR-15s nestled in their 
arms? No, we’re not, but 
that’s already allowed in 
Virginia and may well be 
newly minted law of the land 
based on the U.S. Supreme 
Court’s latest pontification 
on the matter. 

Americans, by over-
whelming margins, disagree 
with the six conservative 
block justices now in power. 
The public favors reasonable 
gun laws, including uni-
versal background checks, 
an age 21 limit on any gun 
purchase and other com-
mon-sense steps to reduce 
the carnage that our love 
of firearms currently facil-
itates. By a narrower but 
growing margin, a majority 
of Americans now feels as-
sault rifles should again be 
banned, as they were back 
when mass shootings were 
not so common.

Even the very complex 
questions concerning im-

migration find politicians 
far more radical than the 
general public. Gallup polls 
have followed public atti-
tudes about immigration 
for more than half a century. 
During that time, politicians 
have become increasingly 
vocal in trying to push public 
sentiment in one direction or 
another, but the number of 
Americans who believe we 
allow about the right level 
of immigration has only 
dropped a few points since 
1967. That’s not a majority, 
mind you. There are signif-
icant percentages among us 
who favor either decreasing 
or increasing the number of 
immigrants, but we’ve re-
mained pretty consistent in 
our views, unlike those who 
would represent us. 

The point is that Ameri-
cans are, for the most part, 
pretty reasonable in their 
views of major public policy. 
In the long run, they can be 
trusted to make reasonable 
decisions at the polls. Cer-
tainly not every time, but 

on balance, they don’t get it 
wrong too often. 

Maybe that’s what is now 
frightening those who want 
to limit the vote to a more 
“select” electorate. If enough 
Americans who want to see 
reasonable gun safety laws 
have their way, eventually 
there will be such legisla-
tion. And if a significant ma-
jority of Americans favors a 
woman’s right to make de-
cisions concerning her own 
health, then eventually, the 
right to make those decisions 
will be protected. 

If, however, the electorate 
can once again be made more 
“elite,” as many believed 
it was before women and 
African Americans were 
given the right to vote, then 
the rational views of aver-
age Americans might not 
be allowed to interfere with 
those who would prevent 
popular — and reasonable 
— opinions from prevailing.

There’s a lot that’s wrong 
with our political system, 
particularly political party 

nominating processes that 
encourage the selection of 
extreme candidates over 
more moderate ones. But 
they are structural political 
problems, not voter prob-
lems. Reducing the num-
ber of people who can cast 
ballots each November, or 
trying to engineer the results 
after they do, won’t give us 
better government. It will, 
however, go a long way to-
ward destroying what we 
celebrate every July 4.  

John Edwards is publish-
er emeritus of The Smithfield 
Times. His email address is 
j.branchedwards@gmail.
com.
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until now. Why? Everyone 
knows the board worked 
for Thornton when he was 
superintendent. Seems now 
they are still working for 
him since he’s retired. 

I’ve read that a citizen’s 
filed another FOIA lawsuit 
against our School Board. 
This third lawsuit alleges 
multiple new violations, 
and a violation of two pre-
vious court consent orders 
requiring the board’s com-
pliance with FOIA law. A 
most serious allegation 

involves the mysterious se-
cret “Transition Appropri-
ations” our board gave to 
Thornton during its March 
10 meeting. It appears they 
paid him all of his accrued 
vacation, personal and sick 
leave at his full per diem 
rate. This, I think, is in 
violation of IWCS policy 
GCBD and GCBD-R. These 
policies stipulate retiring 
employees are maxed out 
at 30 days of annual leave 
and 250 days of sick leave 
at partial per diem rate of 

$30 per day.  
Thornton’s salary was 

increased to $186,501 on 
June 10, 2021, by a vote of 
4-0 (Alvin Wilson being ab-
sent). With administrators 
working 240 days, divide 
that into his salary to de-
termine his per diem (daily) 
rate, a whopping $777 per 
day. By policy he should 
get $30,800. But paying him 
his full per diem for ALL 
accrued leave, especially 
on sick leave of 250 days, his 
payout of taxpayer funds 

would be a real whopper, 
$217,500-plus.

I ask board members to 
table their decision on CTE 
building naming until after 
the FOIA suit court hearing 
on Aug. 16. Also, I ask this 
newspaper and citizens 
to contact School Board 
members and ask them to 
delay this action. What’s 
the hurry?

Herb De Groft
Smithfield

A delightful perfor-
mance by the Flatland 
Bluegrass Band at a recent 
i n s t a l l -
m e n t  o f 
the Down-
t o w n 
S m i t h -
field Sum-
mer Con-
c e r t  S e -
ries took 
me back 
t o  t h e 
c h u r c h 
revivals 
of my childhood as South-
ern gospel hymns like “Just 
Over in the Gloryland” and 
“When the Roll is Called Up 
Yonder” had hands clap-
ping and toes tapping.

I dearly miss the old clas-
sic hymns in this modern 
age of praise and worship, 
when “choruses” whose 
lyrics are displayed on big 
screens have pushed hym-
nals from the backs of pews, 
what few of them are left 
with padded chairs now 
the seat of choice in many 
churches.

This preacher’s kid un-
derstands fully the reason 
for the evolution of church 
music. The worship ex-
perience must stay fresh 
and current to attract new 
and younger congregants. 
Yet, as membership and 
attendance continue their 
steady decline, I wonder 
sometimes if churches have 
outsmarted themselves 
with their drums and sound 
machines and more “con-

temporary” services.
Just give me a piano, a 

songbook and a choir that 
can belt in 
f o u r - p a r t 
harmony.

•••
Speaking 

of music, the 
Elvis Pres-
ley biopic 
c u r r e n t l y 
playing in 
theaters has 
the memory 

bank, well, all shook up for 
those of us of a certain age. 
Times reader Tom Allen 
recalls the King’s handful 
of visits to the Peninsula, 
including a little-known, or 
perhaps simply forgotten, 
piece of spaceship (Hamp-
ton Coliseum) trivia.

Legend has it that Elvis 
believed the walk from his 
limo to his dressing room 
to be far too long, so in 
preparation for a return 
visit to Hampton, coliseum 
officials had a special door 
cut in the well fortified 
structure. Known affection-
ately going forward as the 
“Elvis Door,” it gave him 
quick access to his dressing 
room – and a quick getaway 
from crazed fans.

Andy Greenwell, who 
managed the facility for 
many years, told journal-
ists that the legend of the 
Elvis Door had nuggets 
of truth. Yes, Elvis was 
among the superstars who 
complained and would ben-

efit, but the door wasn’t 
installed at his command. 
Surely it would have been 
had the command been 
given.

•••
Elvis would be 87 this 

year and, like me, under-
whelmed by today’s church 
music. He counted as influ-
ential the Southern gospel 
sounds he heard as a kid 
attending the First Assem-
bly of God in East Tupelo, 
Mississippi. It was a life-
time love affair. Even after 
achieving stardom in rock 
‘n’ roll, he still preferred 
gospel quartets as his back-

up singers. 
Another Elvis tidbit that 

might surprise you: His 
only Grammy awards were 
for gospel songs. 

“We do two shows a 
night for five weeks,” he 
once told a reporter. “A 
lotta times we’ll go upstairs 
and sing until daylight - 
gospel songs. We grew up 
with it ... . It more or less 
puts your mind at ease. It 
does mine.”

Steve Stewart is publish-
er of The Smithfield Times. 
His email address is steve.
stewart@smithfieldtimes.
com.

Legend has it that this door at the Hampton Coliseum was made especially for Elvis. (Photo courtesy of Tom 
Allen)

Old hymns stir memories of revivals
past — and some Elvis trivia to boot

Catch The 
Smith�eld 

Times
on Facebook
https://www.facebook.com/smith�eldtimesva
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and look around you. The 
world is coming alive before 
your eyes.

Nature’s coverup
One of spring’s great ben-

efits is the camouflaging of 
man’s mismanagement of 
the world around us.

I had the occasion to ride, 
rather than drive, for a few 
days recently, and I’m al-
ways amazed at what you no-
tice when you don’t have to 
keep your eyes on the road.

Our corner of the world 

is now bursting with life, 
for another spring has truly 
arrived, no matter how cold 
the recent days have been, 
and what I noticed riding 
along was the transforma-
tive effect spring has on the 
world. 

Our modern lifestyle. Our 
obsession with “stuff” has 
too often created some rath-
er trashy views along our ru-
ral roads. Old cars and other 
detritus are scattered about 
the countryside. The trash 
that is tossed into ditches 
is often blown into nearby 

woods, and when the leaves 
have fallen and the trees and 
honeysuckle are bare, there 
are some pretty ugly views 
along our highways and by-
ways. We are, quite frankly, 
poor stewards of that which 
we have inherited.

Spring doesn’t erase any 
of that, but it softens the 
effect. Wooded housing lots 
that, in winter, are poorly 
kept, suddenly are softened 
by the greens of spring and 
flowering foliage. It’s as 
though Mother Nature, em-
barrassed by what we’ve 

done to her, wants to mod-
estly cover herself. Each 
spring, despite our efforts 
to the contrary, she at least 
partially succeeds.

Sharing with the 
deer

One of the great joys of 
spring, for those of us who 
have some azalea plants, is 
to watch them in full bloom.

Most of ours are now 45 
years old, but they still do 
fairly well, and this year 

they were full of blossoms — 
but only from the waist up. 
Everything below about 40 
inches was bare. Those buds 
became fodder for the local 
deer herd during late winter.

I try to keep some liquid 
deer repellent — the stuff 
that smells like an open 
sewer for a few hours after 
application — on the plants 
during the azaleas’ budding 
period, and it works rea-
sonably well if I don’t forget 
to apply it every couple of 
weeks. I obviously missed 
an application or two after 

rains this year because when 
the azaleas bloomed, they 
looked like a little boy whose 
mama had placed a bowl 
over his head and cut all the 
hair below it.

Ah, well. There’s always 
next year.

John Edwards is publish-
er emeritus of The Smithfield 
Times. His email address is 
j.branchedwards@gmail.
com.

• Continued from p. 2

Rows

• Continued from p. 2

Letters
Down on Kaine

and Warner

Editor, The Smithfield 
Times:

To U.S. Sens. Mark War-
ner and Tim Kaine, we do 
not see you representing 
your constituency. If you 
do not begin doing so, your 
reelection will be less likely 
next time you run. 

We have often voiced 
displeasure with your mis-
handling of our Southern 
border. Other countries 
don’t allow what your ad-
ministration does at our 
border. A National Guard 
brother is dead because of 
your policies.

The drastic increase in 
smuggled Fentanyl is ru-
ining many communities 
because of your policies. 
Have you read the statistics 
in America?

Drug cartels and gangs 
of South America make 
millions of dollars, not only 
from drugs but from human 
trafficking, of all types, due 
to your policies.

Your policies regard-

ing energy dependence vs. 
independence from other 
countries are a failure. 
Fuel prices were drastical-
ly rising before the war in 
Ukraine. You made every 
attempt to blame “the Putin 
price rise.” This does not 
wash. We laugh when you 
say it. Had U.S.A. remained 
the energy producer we 
were before you changed it 
all for the worst, we would 
not be dependent on Putin, 
or any other country.

All this has been veri-
fied, documented and re-
ported, even by the news 
media.

I must stop. I get sadder, 
angrier and more disap-
pointed. Your administra-
tion and your representa-
tion cause grief. Talking 
about violence that goes 
unprosecuted in America 
will be too much for me.

Are you proud of your 
policies? We are disappoint-
ed, frightened by them.

R. Dorien de Lusignan
Suffolk

Spoiled by my three-
block pedestrian commute 
to the office, I depend on 
Better Half for local traffic 
reports.

She’d been telling me for 
months that her daily drive 
down Route 10 to Suffolk – 
once a reliable 30 minutes – 
now routinely takes 40. And 
it’s not the Suffolk end of 
the commute that’s gotten 
longer. It’s from Chucka-
tuck north to Wharf Hill, 
she insisted.

To the east, loyal Times 
reader Tom Allen emails 
me every time he’s stuck in 
traffic on the James River 
Bridge. The emails have 
become more frequent. 
Much as I’d like to tell Tom 
I feel his pain, the reality 
is that I haven’t, avoiding 
routes in and out of Smith-
field during weekday morn-
ings and evening commute 
times at all cost.

Until Friday afternoon.
A medical appointment 

in North Suffolk gave us 
no choice but to tempt 
fate on Route 17. En route 
back home around 4:30, we 
turned on to Brewers Neck 
Boulevard and within a 
mile came to a complete 
stop, cars as far west as 
we could see. “Must be a 
wreck,” I told Better Half. 
Except it wasn’t. We crept 

for the next 10 minutes the 
2½ miles to Benns Church, 
never seeing a wreck or 
even roadwork to blame as 
we inched along.  

This appears to be the 
new normal for Isle of 
Wight, a 
p l a c e 
m a n y 
t r a n s -
p l a n t s 
chose to 
get away 
from traf-
fic, not sit 
in it. 

T h e 
problem 
w i l l  g e t 
worse. New homes will 
spring up on the old Mal-
lory and Scott farms in 
the years ahead – some 
800 when it’s all said and 
done. Joe Luter’s Grange 
at 10Main will add 250 more 
apartments and homes if it 
gains the Town Council’s 
blessing as expected. Con-
struction already is un-
derway on The Crossings, 
which will bring 200-plus 
condos to Carrollton Bou-
levard.

For the record, I’m not 
anti-growth. Communities 
that attempt to maintain 
the status quo are rarely 
successful. My experience 
in four decades of com-

munity journalism is that 
towns either go forward or 
backward. Isle of Wight is 
fortunate to be a communi-
ty on the move.

Successful communities 
are those that manage their 

g r o w t h , 
m o s t l y 
b e c a u s e 
c i t i z e n s 
d e m a n d 
it. Local-
ly, my ob-
servation 
i s  t h a t 
c i t i z e n s 
who are 
s i n c e r e -
l y  c o n -

cerned about too much 
growth, too quickly, de-
vote a disproportionate 
share of their energy to 
project-specific outrage. 
Mallory Scott opponents 
packed Smithfield Center 
for Planning Commission 
and Town Council meet-
ings, and Grange critics 
will likely to the same. 

More impactful would be 
heavy citizen involvement 
during occasional updates 
of town and county compre-
hensive plans. Smithfield 
is wrapping up such an 
update, and despite fairly 
aggressive efforts by the 
town to solicit citizen input, 
got relatively little. Parallel 

debate about a new mixed-
use zoning designation for 
large developments hasn’t 
drawn near the citizen in-
terest as, say, the Mallory 
Scott rezoning.

Having read the latest 
draft, I believe the town has 
done a good job on its com-
prehensive plan update. I’d 
like to see more discussion 
by city and county officials 
about road improvements 
sorely needed to handle up-
coming growth. Bicycle and 
pedestrian paths are fine, 
but unlike in urban areas, 
they do nothing to relieve 
congestion in rural areas, 
where cars are a necessity.

Western Tidewater must 
become more assertive in 
securing funds through 
the Hampton Roads Trans-
portation Accountability 
Commission, which mostly 
controls the purse strings 
for major road projects in 
the region. Rural commu-
nities are at a disadvantage 
in what is largely an urban, 
population-driven method 
of doling out funds.

Steve Stewart is publish-
er of The Smithfield Times. 
His email address is steve.
stewart@smithfieldtimes.
com.

Getting around is getting 
harder in Isle of Wight

Mail letters to The Smithfield Times, P.O. 
Box 366, Smithfield, VA 23431, or email 
to editor@smithfieldtimes.com
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