
’Tis the season
‘Christmas Spectacular’  
back at Riverside. � WEEKENDER

Takeaway service in D.C.
After a slow start to the season, the Commanders’ defense 
has been producing turnovers in droves. � SPORTS, PAGE B1
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ST. PETERSBURG, Fla.—Hur-
ricane Ian, one of the most
powerful storms ever re-
corded in the U.S., swamped
southwestern Florida on
Wednesday, flooding streets
and buildings, knocking out
power toover 1millionpeople

and threatening catastrophic
damage further inland.
A coastal sheriff’s office

reported that it was get-
ting many calls from people
trapped in homes. The hur-

ricane’s center struck near
Cayo Costa, a protected bar-
rier island justwest of heavily
populatedFortMyers.
Mark Pritchett stepped

outside his home in Venice
aroundthe timethehurricane
churned ashore from the Gulf
of Mexico, about 35 miles to
the south. He called it “ter-

rifying.”
“I literally couldn’t stand

against the wind,” Pritchett
wrote ina textmessage. “Rain
shooting like needles. My
street is a river. Limbs and
trees down. And the worst is
yet to come.”
The Category 4 storm

BYADELEUPHAUS–CONNER
THEFREE LANCE–STAR

Sta f ford County Publ ic
Schools this week took steps to
strengthen its partnership with
local elected officials by holding
its first legislative summit.

The School Board and Su-
perintendent Thomas Taylor
hosted delegates Tara Durant
and Phillip Scott—who repre-
sent the 28th and 88th districts,
respectively—at Mountain
View High School on Tuesday
evening formusic performed by
MountainView’sstringquartet,
canapés made by culinary arts
students and a discussion of
the school division’s legislative
priorities.
The School Board approves

a list of legislative priorities
every year, and Taylor told the
delegates he hopes to see these
prioritiesgain tractionthisyear.

BYCATHYDYSON
THEFREE LANCE–STAR

As monkeypox cases fall
across the state and nation,
Fredericksburg-area residents
continue to call local health
departments for information
about testing andvaccines.
“If you are concerned that

you may have monkeypox, we
encourage you to give us a call
(and) we will walk through a
series of screening questions
over the phone,” said Allison
Balmes–John, public informa-

tion officer for the Rappahan-
nock Area Health District. “If it
is determined that you should
be tested,wecangetyou inquite
quickly,within 24–48hours.”
Anyone with questions can

call the local health district at
540/899-4797orcheckthestate
website at vdh.virginia.gov/
monkeypox.
This week, the Virginia De-

partment of Health announced
expansion of vaccination eligi-
bility to include people of any
gender or sexual orientation liv-

ing with HIV/AIDS or who have
been diagnosed with a sexu-
ally transmitted infection in the
past three months, according to
anews release.
Virginia has had 478 cases

and 21 hospitalizations associ-
ated with monkeypox, a viral
disease that’s part of the same
family as smallpox. While
monkeypox is rare and usually
resolves without treatment, it’s
also contagious. State health
officials say it’s spread by close
contactwith an infected person,

including touching skin lesions,
bodily fluids, clothing or linens
that have been in contact with
an infected person or during
prolonged, face-to-face contact.
Five people in the Rappah-

annock Area Health District,
which includes Fredericksburg
and the counties of Caroline,
King George, Spotsylvania and
Stafford, have been infected
with monkeypox, according to
state data. The health district
has administered 44 vaccines,
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WEATHER >>Global warming
increases storm severity. A10

SCHOOLS >> Poll: Most in Va.
approve of their local systems. A2

BYSCOTTSHENK
THEFREE LANCE–STAR

AWisconsin-based wa-
ter park company cleared
another hurdle Tuesday
when the Spotsylvania
Board of Supervisors ap-
proved an agreement on a
“gap” loan for a new park
in theThornburg area.
Supervisors approved

the loan agreement with a

5–2vote followingapublic
hearing, which included a
presentation on the state
programused for the loan.
Four people spoke dur-

ing the public hearing,
with one asking questions
about revenue and tax
figures, another support-
ing the project and two
speakers critical of the tax
incentives for Kalahari
Resorts&Conventions.
Plans for the resort call

for more than 1.38 mil-
lion square feet of com-
mercial space, a 267,429

square-foot indoor water
park, a 10-acre outdoor
water park, a 900-room
hotelanda156,278square-
foot convention center in
Thornburg, between In-
terstate95 andU.S. 1.
Supervisors approved

rezoning for the water
park in July in an agree-
ment that includes big tax
incentives for Kalahari,
whichowns four resorts in
other states.
The total estimated

value of those incentives

BYKEITHEPPS
THEFREE LANCE–STAR

A first-degree murder charge
against a Fredericksburg man
will likelybe resolvedThursday.
Jacquin Norman Davis, 45,

is charged with first-degree
murder and a firearms offense
in connection with the June
26, 2021, slaying of Chinonso
Ibe. The 39-year-old was shot
once in the chest during a dis-
pute outside Davis’
home in the 100
block of Welling-
tonLakesDrive.
Davis’ two-day

jury trial in Fred-
ericksburg Cir-
cuit Court started
Wednesday. De-
fense attorney Eu-
gene Frost is not disputing that
Davis shot Ibe, but insists he
acted in self-defense.
In her opening argument,

Commonwealth’s Attorney
Elizabeth Humphries said Ibe
was at his Spotsylvania home
that daywhenhegot a FaceTime
call from Davis. His girlfriend,
Leisha Garnett, told police that
she heard Davis tell Ibe to never
call his phone again.
Ibe, who had been drink-

ing and had what a doctor de-
scribed as a significant amount
of cocaine in his system, got
his then-pregnant girlfriend to
drive him to Fredericksburg. He

STATE PROGRAMWILL
NEED TOCONFIRM
DEAL FORWATER PARK

LAWYER SAYSMANACTED
IN SELF-DEFENSEWHENHE
SHOT, KILLED 39-YEAR-OLD

Stafford school
officials hold
summit with
state delegates

SEE SUMMIT, A14

Spotsy supervisors approve ‘gap’ loan for Kalahari

KALAHARI RESPORTS ANDCONVENTION

Kalahari has proposed a new water park resort
for the Thornburg area of Spotsylvania.

Locals raise monkeypox questions as infections fall across state

SEE KALAHARI, A6

SEEMONKEYPOX, A14

HURRICANE IANSWAMPS
FLORIDA, CHURNSNORTH

JOE BURBANK / ASSOCIATED PRESS

People in rain gear walk downOrlando’s International Drive as the effects of Hurricane Ian are first felt in central Florida.

SEE STORM, A6

Murder
trial is
underway
in city

Davis

SEE TRIAL, A14
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CATHY DYSON
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James Hall retired earlier this year 
and bought a waterfront mobile home 
in Colonial Beach where he savors life 
on Monroe Creek.

“I am surrounded by gorgeous views,” 
he said, looking out from the sliding glass 
doors in his bedroom. 

From his vantage point, he sees bald 
eagles fly over regularly. In fact, one took 
to the air as soon as a Free Lance–Star 
reporter and photographer arrived at his 
Westmoreland County home.

A clutch of swans hatched from a 
nearby nest this spring and Hall jokes 

CATHY DYSON
The Free Lance–Star‌

Predictions about this flu season being 
worse than recent years are coming true in 
the Fredericksburg area. 

“We have already seen large flu outbreaks 
locally, which is unusual this early in Novem-
ber,” said Dr. Olugbenga Obasanjo, director 
of the Rappahannock Area Health District.

Flu-like illnesses are sending more people 
to emergency rooms and urgent care centers, 
according to a news release from the health 
district and Mary Washington Healthcare. 
About 50 of the 72 patients who’ve been 
seen daily at MWHC urgent cares for the 
last month have had respiratory problems, 
according to MWHC.

The health district, which includes Fred-
ericksburg and the counties of Caroline, 
King George, Spotsylvania and Stafford, 
“has seen multiple outbreaks of confirmed 
and suspected influenza in schools and other 
settings,” said Allison Balmes–John, spokes-
person for the RAHD.

The Virginia Department of Health reports 
activity on a statewide level, not for each 
health district. Its most recent flu surveil-
lance, for the week ending Nov. 5, showed 
“very high” activity throughout the state.

For the same week, the number of visits to 
medical providers for flu-like illnesses was 
about four times higher than for the same 
week for the past four years, according to 
VDH.

In addition, a map from the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention paints sec-
tions of the country in various shades based 
on flu-like activity. In dark blue, noting very 
high activity, is a block that extends from 
Virginia south to Georgia and west to Mis-
sissippi.

Local health officials urge residents to fol-
low precautions to slow the spread of flu and 

Predictions 
of difficult 
flu season 
coming true

TRISTAN LOREI PHOTOS, THE FREE LANCE–STAR‌

Colonial Beach resident James Hall kayaks down Monroe Creek toward an area of the shoreline that’s littered with landfill remnants. 
He has filed a formal complaint with Westmoreland County over the debris, and staff say a DEQ official plans to tour the property. 

Kayaker uncovers landfill 
remnants in Colonial Beach

ANDREW CAIN
Richmond Times–Dispatch‌

Former President Donald Trump’s an-
nouncement on Tuesday night that he 
will make a third presidential bid injects 
a complication for Virginia Republicans 
ahead of key races for the General As-
sembly, state political analysts said.

“This could turn out to be a real seri-
ous challenge for Republican candidates 
for a couple of reasons,” Bob Holsworth 

said Tuesday night at “After Virginia 
Votes,” an annual postmortem organized 
by the Virginia Public Access Project and 
hosted by George Mason University’s 
Schar School of Policy and Government.

“Donald Trump is likely to be out there 
front and center, himself,” Holsworth 
said, “if not dominating the political 
arena like he did before, certainly being 
very prominent.”

Holsworth noted that Virginia already 

has seen conservative Republicans such 
as Lt. Gov. Winsome Earle-Sears and 
Del. Tim Anderson, R-Virginia Beach, 
say it’s time for the party to move on from 
Trump, calling him a liability. That has 
prompted blowback from Sen. Amanda 
Chase, R-Chesterfield, and from conser-
vative radio host John Fredericks, who 
served as Trump’s Virginia campaign 

How Trump’s bid may shape state GOP

REBECCA BLACKWELL, ASSOCIATED PRESS‌

Former President Donald Trump announces a third 
run for president as he speaks at Mar-a-Lago in Palm 
Beach, Fla., on Tuesday.

JAMES SCOTT BARON
The Free Lance–Star‌

The site of a new retail and housing 
development along Garrisonville Road 
in North Stafford has remained idle for 
years, but developers and county officials 
now say they’re hopeful work will begin 
in the summer.

Plans still include a Regal Cinemas 
movie theater, which would be a wel-
come sight in an area that hasn’t had 
one since 2007, when the only theater in 
Stafford was razed, along with the rest of 

the Aquia Town Center.
“[Regal does] plan to come,” Deputy 

County Administrator Mike Morris told 
supervisors Tuesday.

Aquia Town Center was located at the 
entrance to the Aquia Harbour subdivi-
sion, and the site has remained mostly 
an empty lot ever since.

Not much has happened at The Gar-
rison site, either. The project was first 
presented to the county over a decade 
ago, and sat vacant until October 2021, 
when chrome-plated ceremonial shovels 

were used to break ground for the new 
mixed-use community. Even that cer-
emony came two years after the initial 
expected start date.

At that groundbreaking along the 400 
block of Garrisonville Road, county offi-
cials and representatives from the proj-
ect’s developer, Reston-based Pence 
Group, said The Garrison would include 
upscale shops, apartments and a movie 
theater.

Officials say theater still coming to N. Stafford
CHARLOTTE RENE WOODS
Richmond Times–Dispatch‌

CHARLOTTESVILLE — A witness told 
police that University of Virginia shooting 
suspect Christopher Darnell Jones Jr. tar-
geted specific victims when he opened fire 
on a charter bus returning from a field trip 
Sunday night, a prosecutor said in court 
Wednesday.

One of the three killed, Devin Chandler, 
was shot while he was sleeping, Albemarle 
County Commonwealth’s Attorney James 
Hingeley said during a hearing in Charlot-
tesville.

Also killed were Lavel Davis Jr. and D’Sean 
Perry. All three of the victims played for the 
university football team.

U.Va. shooting 
scene detailed 
by prosecutorGlass bottles are stuck in different layers of the bank of Monroe Creek. Farther 

downstream are heaps of rusting metal and other larger pieces of trash.

     WATCH: James Hall describes 
his reaction to finding about 
a mile of shoreline cluttered 
with trash during an outing on 

Monroe Creek. Point your smartphone 
camera at the QR code, then tap the 
link. ‌

Please see GARRISON, Page A6 Please see SHOOTING, Page A4

Please see CREEK, Page A6

Please see FLU, Page A4

Please see TRUMP, Page A4
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“This is a process. This isn’t 
going to have a movie theater, 
restaurants tomorrow,” former 
Garrisonville Supervisor Mark 
Dudenhefer said. “This is going 
to take a couple of years. Every-
body needs to stay patient in ev-
erything that we do here.”

Pence Group President Geoff 
Pence said his firm is now shoot-
ing for summer 2023 to finally 
break ground.

“This has taken a lot longer 
than we expected or thought or 
hoped, but we’re still commit-
ted to it and there’s going to be 
a great project here eventually,” 
Pence said.

The Pence Group’s previous 

projects in the county include 
the 2003 construction of Staf-
ford Marketplace off Garrison-
ville Road.

Morris told supervisors the 
project’s latest obstacle involved 
two streams located on the prop-
erty that had to be examined by 
the Virginia Department of En-
vironmental Quality and the U.S. 
Army Corps of Engineers.

“So (Pence) received just 
about six weeks ago approval 
from DEQ and they’re now 
awaiting final approval from 
the Corps of Engineers,” Morris 
said. “And based upon that, they 
plan to submit their plans back 
to us to start.”

Pence said he anticipates fi-
nal approval of the company’s 
stormwater plan, which involves 
the two creeks on the 57-acre 

parcel, will come soon.
“I’m hoping we’ll get our ap-

proval from the Army Corp (of 
Engineers) momentarily,” Pence 
said. “Once we get that, we’ll 
let our architects and engineers 
update the site plan and get that 
submitted to the county.”

The first phase of the proj-
ect will include three pad sites 
for future merchants to occupy, 
along with a 40,000-square-
foot multipurpose building that 
includes 136 apartment units. 

“And we asked about Regal 
Cinemas and we were told, ob-
viously, due to the pandemic, 
movie theaters, that industry 
has dropped significantly,” Mor-
ris said. “So, (Pence) had numer-
ous conversations with Regal. 
Regal has told them that they 
want to keep their lease agree-

ment in place. They do plan to 
come.”

Roadway improvements in the 
vicinity of the new project are 
also expected, including widen-
ing portions of State Route 610 
to accommodate traffic near the 
development and a new traffic 
signal at Travis Lane. A connec-
tor at the rear of The Garrison to 
Highpointe Boulevard will also 
be added to allow motorists ac-
cess to Mine Road.

As for the former Aquia Town 
Center, county leaders said that 
project will also get a jumpstart 
soon.

Nearly three years ago, Staf-
ford supervisors voted unani-
mously to terminate the county’s 
memorandum of understand-
ing with the Maryland-based 
property owners of Aquia Town 

Center because of the company’s 
failure to install new sign pan-
els at the entrance of the former 
shopping center. The termina-
tion of the agreement meant 
the real estate developer would 
lose millions of dollars in incre-
mental tax incentives, but it also 
meant the center’s future would 
continue to remain a mystery.

On Wednesday, Aquia Super-
visor Monica Gary said the state 
of Aquia Town Center is “the 
entire county’s problem and 
the public is holding the county 
responsible for doing something 
about it.”

“I think we need to purchase 
it, build the fire station and re-
develop the rest,” Gary said.

Gary said she plans to soon 
hold a town hall meeting on the 
subject.

Garrison
From A1

they “need a runway like a 747” to 
take off. He marvels at the sound 
their wing tips make as they 
thump against the water, working 
up momentum to lift their 20- or 
30-pound bodies in the air.

But as Hall, 69, has followed 
the winding curves of Monroe 
Creek—which feeds into the big-
ger Monroe Bay and eventually the 
Potomac River and Chesapeake 
Bay—he’s come across an eyesore 
and potential health hazard.

In the more shallow parts of the 
creek, banks are embedded with 
glass bottles of various shapes and 
sizes. Some once held soda, pickles 
or liquid cleaners; they’re brown, 
blue and white with wide mouths, 
jug handles or jagged edges.

Farther downstream are heaps 
of rusting metal, carcasses of old 
appliances, cylinders that proba-
bly contained propane as well as 
paint cans tossed to the ground. 
There’s even a couple decrepit 
vehicles on the taller banks, their 
grills and frames poking through 
the underbrush.

From a kayak in the creek, it’s 
hard to see everything that lurks 
along the banks.

“It makes me sick to look at it,” 
Hall said as he pointed out the 
piles. “I couldn’t in good faith ig-
nore it because I got kids, grand-
kids, neighbors, everybody comes 
out here.”

Hall hasn’t kept quiet about his 
discovery. He’s asked questions of 
longtime residents, filed a formal 
complaint with Westmoreland 
County and talked with Robin 
Schick, mayor of Colonial Beach.

Here’s the situation: Back in the 
day, the town operated a landfill, 
not far from the creek and the site 
of James Monroe’s birthplace, said 
Norm Risavi, who’s been Westmo-
reland’s county administrator for 
30 years.

The makeshift dump hasn’t 
been used in his time, but before 
the days of strict environmental 
regulations and lined landfills, 
people drove out to a remote lo-
cation and threw out their trash. 
Hall believes they probably started 
at the edge of Monroe Creek and 
worked their way back. Old-tim-
ers have told him they remember 

visiting the landfill up to 70 years 
ago.

Over time, some of the waste 
settled into the ground. As the 
creekbanks eroded, the embedded 
bottles surfaced.

In mid-October, Hall shared 
his concerns about the trash and 
possible water contamination with 
Westmoreland’s land-use office. 
He spoke with three people in the 
next two weeks, then contacted 
the newspaper when he didn’t get 
a follow-up call.

Risavi checked with his staff 
after the newspaper reached out 
to him, and he contacted Hall. 
Hall invited him to take a ride in a 
kayak and see for himself—just as 
he showed newspaper staff—but 
Risavi is recovering from a knee 
injury and couldn’t risk a boat ride.

The two determined that the 
trash Hall has seen was part of the 
landfill and is on 27 acres owned by 
the Town of Colonial Beach.

A Westmoreland ordinance 
allows it to notify landowners 
who have piles of trash on their 
property. If they don’t comply 
and clean up the mess, the county 
will do so and add the cost to the 
person’s tax bill, Risavi said. But 
because the town is exempt from 
taxes, as are all local governments, 
the ordinance doesn’t apply in this 
case, he added.

The same day he met with Hall, 

Risavi reached out to the Virginia 
Department of Environmental 
Quality to see if there are grants 
that might help the town with the 
cleanup. A DEQ official is making 
arrangements to tour the property, 
Risavi said on Wednesday. 

“This is not something a few 
thousand dollars is gonna fix,” he 
said.

He also contacted an engi-
neering firm to take water sam-
ples of the area. Like Hall, he’s 
concerned about what could be 
there. Past samples in Monroe 
Bay showed polychlorinated bi-
phenyls, or PCBs, Risavi said. They 
are highly carcinogenic chemical 
compounds, formerly used in in-
dustrial and consumer products. 
Their production was banned in 
1979 by the Environmental Pro-
tection Agency.

“I think the important thing 
is to do some sampling and get a 
clear picture of what if any con-
taminants are there,” Risavi said. 
“I know in the past, we questioned 
whether or not some of that could 
be leaching from that old landfill. 
It’s hard to tell what was thrown 
in there.”

Schick, Colonial Beach’s mayor, 
said she’s familiar with some 
of the trash Hall has discovered 
but hasn’t been farther back into 
Monroe Creek where the bigger 
piles are. About a decade ago, she 

and Mitzi Saffos, owner of Colo-
nial Beach Brewing, started a local 
Save the Bay campaign in Colonial 
Beach because of their mutual 
concern about water quality.

The two arranged for Marine 
groups to come and attack some of 
the mess in Monroe Creek. They 
focused on the area across from 
the Monroe Bay Mobile Home 
Park where Hall lives. The Ma-
rines worked from their kayaks and 
tossed bottles and other trash they 
dislodged into a pontoon boat.

The day-long effort yielded a 
lot of junk and workers got muddy 
hands and boots, but barely made 
a dent.

“We felt a little bit defeated be-
cause there was still so much more 
to do,” Schick said.

In subsequent years, she said the 
Save the Bay campaign has focused 
on more accessible areas. 

Schick mentioned that there’s 
some question about property 
lines, old records and who owns 
what, but that it’s pointless to 
quibble about those details.

“We need to be doing everything 
we can do to protect our ecosystem 
here because we are vitally depen-
dent on it, our economy is depen-
dent on it, our food is dependent 
on it,” she said. “We want to have 
clean waterways and healthy fish-
eries.”

Westmoreland officials also 

contacted Schick after Hall and 
Risavi met. There’s talk of collab-
orating on another living shoreline 
project similar to what the county 
and town did on Robin Grove Lane, 
“another place that had dumping 
issues a long time ago,” Schick 
said.

The project included DEQ grants 
and engineering help from the Vir-
ginia Institute of Marine Science. 

While it’s not clear if a similar 
cleanup and oyster restoration 
project would work at Monroe 
Creek, one thing is obvious: Hall 
won’t let the piles of trash ruin the 
retirement home he’s come to love.

Like some of the bottles he’s 
discovered, Hall was broken 
when he moved to the water after 
divorce left him estranged from 
three of his seven children. As he 
got to know his older neighbors, he 
started “driving Miss Daisy,” tak-
ing four women and two men to 
medical appointments or grocery 
shopping.

He thought that was God’s pur-
pose in moving him to Monroe 
Creek, but when he saw the piles 
of trash along the water, he picked 
up a secondary cause.

“This here is a like a mission 
now,” Hall said. “I can’t let this go 
until it’s cleaned up.”

Cathy Dyson: 540/374-5425 
cdyson@freelancestar.com

Creek
From A1

TRISTAN LOREI PHOTOS, THE FREE LANCE–STAR‌

James Hall uses his paddle to jab at discarded trash and appliances on the 
banks of Monroe Creek in Colonial Beach last week. ‘It makes me sick to 
look at it,’ Hall said as he pointed out the piles.

Old appliances are among the debris on the banks of Monroe Creek. The 
trash is likely part of an old landfill and is on 27 acres owned by the Town 
of Colonial Beach.

Come to Burke & Herbert Bank, and you’ll work with local commercial banking specialists who have years of experience
creating credit and treasury management solutions, especially for companies like yours. More than just bankers, they’ll
become trusted advisors and partners who can guide you to choices that make your company run better.

If you’re a service provider, manufacturer, nonprofit or professional practice, count on our experience, knowledge and
know-how to help your business grow and thrive.

“Trusted advisors,
trusted solutions.
Choose Burke & Herbert Bank.”

David Boyle, President & CEO

©2022 Burke & Herbert Bank

Call 703-684-1655 and ask for our Fredericksburg
Relationship Managers Jeff Rouse or Paul Covill.
Or visit burkeandherbertbank.com
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By CATHY DYSON
THE FREE LANCE–STAR

The air in the government 
boardroom was charged with 
hope, excitement and celeb-
rity buzz Tuesday night as 
King George County native 
Jermon Bushrod, part of the 
New Orleans Saints’ Super 
Bowl championship team, 
returned to his hometown to 
tackle an issue that’s loomed 
for decades.

He wants to offer the sup-
port of his foundation, Visu-
alize & Rize, as well as per-
sonal donations and whatever 
capital he can muster from his 

network of connections, to 
help restore the aging Ralph 
Bunche High School. It was 
built in 1949 to house the 
county’s Black students after 
King George parents sued 
for an equal facility for their 
children, but has been closed 
for decades and has started to 
deteriorate. There have been 
several attempts over the 
years to renovate the building 
but none have gotten off the 
ground.

Bushrod, whose father, 
Jerry, attended the school for 
a year, believes the mission 

Super Bowl champ will 
help tackle restoration

photos by PETER CIHELKA / THE FREE LANCE–STAR

King George County native and former NFL athlete Jermon Bushrod (right); Claudette Jordon, president of the Ralph 
Bunche High School Alumni Association; and Sheriff Chris Giles attend Tuesday night’s Board of Supervisors meeting.

Bushrod (center) jokes with Otis C. Penn after signing an 
autograph for Penn during a break at the county meeting.

BUSHROD THROWS SUPPORT BEHIND RALPH BUNCHE PROJECT

By SCOTT SHENK
THE FREE LANCE–STAR

A contractor has been se-
lected for a multi-million-
dollar rehabilitation of the 
Fredericksburg train station.

The Virginia Railway Ex-
press chose Maryland-based 
Clark Construction Group last 
month.

The rehab project has a total 
cost of approximately $11 mil-
lion, according to VRE. The 
agreement with Clark totals 
about $7.92 million (with a cap 
of $8.7 million), lower than two 
other prospects, according to 
VRE’s July Policy Committee 
meeting information.

The rehab of the 112-year-old 
station is part of VRE’s broader 
facilities asset management 
program, according to the 
commuter rail provider.

The work will address many 
problems at the Lafayette 
Boulevard station, from crum-
bling concrete and inadequate 
stairways to a communication 
system long derided by pas-
sengers.

The concrete on bridges over 
Caroline and Princess Anne 
streets was improved in 2011. 
The cracked and crumbling 
façades of the bridges spanning 
Charles and Sophia streets will 
get a similar makeover in the 
new project.

The project also includes 
repairs that will extend each 
of the 400-foot platforms by 
125 feet to include the origi-
nal platform. According to 
VRE, that additional section 
is “rarely used due to uneven 
surfaces, cracking, and de-
lamination.”

The extended platforms will 
require the addition of another 
stair tower, at the southeast 
corner of the station.

City train 
station 
to get 
upgrades

FILE / PETER CIHELKA / THE FREE LANCE–STAR

VRE officials plan to repair 
the platform and install new 
stairs at the city train station.

VRE SELECTS CONTRACTOR 
FOR CONCRETE WORK, 
PLATFORM EXTENSION

By MICHAEL MARTZ
Richmond Times–Dispatch

With unemployment 
down, the Virginia Em-
ployment Commission is 
catching up on backlogs 
of unpaid and disputed 
claims for jobless benefits, 
but the state agency also 
is pursuing recovery of an 
estimated $470.6 million 

in money lost to identity 
theft.

Virginia Employment 
Commissioner Carrie 
Roth told a General As-
sembly oversight com-
mission on Wednesday 
that the agency had found 
more than 83,000 claims 
that likely involved iden-
tity theft out of more than 

258,000 potentially fraud-
ulent claims identified in 
January, totaling almost 
$1.6 billion in federal and 
state benefits paid during 
the COVID-19 pandemic.

The agency had reduced 
the backlog of potentially 
fraudulent cases to less 
than 142,000 at the end of 
last month and recovered 

$291 million in improper 
payments, although not 
all were due to fraud, Roth 
said in an interview after 
the presentation to the 
Commission on Unem-
ployment Compensation.

“That didn’t happen 
pre-pandemic,” she said 
in the interview, noting 

VEC works through backlogs, identity theft losses

FILE / ALEXA WELCH EDLUND / RICHMOND TIMES–DISPATCH

People line up in Chesterfield County last year  
for a chance to talk to someone from the VEC.
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By JESS NOCERA
Richmond Times–Dispatch

For the second year 
in a row, Virginia public 
school students fared 
worse on the annual 
state accountability tests 
than in years before the 
coronavirus pandemic, 

according to statewide 
scores released Thursday.

Across all grade levels, 
66% of students overall 
passed the mathematics 
exam, compared with 
82% who passed in 2018-
19, the testing year prior 
to the pandemic.

T he  ove ra l l  re ad-
ing passing percentage 
slipped by 5 percent-
age points, from 78% to 
73%, according to scores 
released by the state De-
partment of Education.

C h i l d r e n  o f  c o l -
or and children from 

low-income households, 
who were more likely to 
suffer the impacts of CO-
VID-19 than their peers, 
saw the greatest losses in 
test scores for the second 
year in a row. The results 
follow a nationwide trend 
that exacerbates existing 

inequities.
Virginia elementary 

and middle school stu-
dents sit for the Stan-
dards of Learning exams 
each spring.

The Youngkin admin-
istration stressed the im-

Student SOL performance still lags from pandemic

SEE SOLs, A6
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to bring the facility back 
to its former glory, and to 
provide educational and 
athletic opportunities 
for young and old in King 
George and surrounding 
localities, meshes per-
fectly with his foundation.

“I enjoyed my NFL ca-
reer,” he said after pre-
senting a slide show to 
the Board of Supervisors. 
“I had highs, I had lows, a 
Super Bowl win, accolades 
and other awards. To be 
part of a journey of this 
magnitude with a team 
of motivated individuals, 
upon competition, would 
be the most impact and 
meaningful of my life.”

Sup e r v i s ors  vote d 
unanimously to approve 
partnerships and to draw 
up the legal memoran-
dums between Bushrod’s 
foundation and the coun-
ty, which owns the build-
ing, and the Ralph Bunche 
Alumni Association. Su-
pervisor Annie Cupka 
was champing at the bit 
to make the motion after 
Bushrod’s presentation, 
and fellow board members 
Cathy Binder and Richard 
Granger immediately sec-
onded it.

Alumni members in the 
audience clapped after the 
motion was doubly sec-
onded and again after the 
vote. Bushrod proceeded 
to pose for pictures, give 
out hugs and handshakes 
and sign autographs for 
anyone who wanted one, 
including Supervisor T.C. 
Collins, who noted the 
special appearance earlier 
in the meeting.

“It’s not very often we 
get the presence of a Super 
Bowl NFL champion right 
here in front of us, King 
George’s own son, Mr. 
Bushrod, to give a presen-
tation and be a part of a 
forward-thinking organi-
zation,” Collins said. “You 
started out in King George 
playing football ... and you 
became famous, but you 
never left your home roots 
and you’ve always been 
humble and want to help 
the young people in your 
community.”

Bushrod, who turns 
38 on Friday, didn’t an-
nounce the amount of 
his donation. He told The 
Free Lance–Star before 
Tuesday’s meeting that 
he wanted to secure the 
support from the Board 
of Supervisors first, then 
go from there. A newly 
appointed Ralph Bunche 
Advisory Committee, 
composed of people in the 
community who are inter-
ested in the renovation, 
was reinstated in June to 
come up with a plan and 
seek out funding sources.

Bushrod say announce-
ments will be made in 
coming weeks about the 
financial aspects of the 
partnership.  But one 
change he did announce 
is the name of the facility.

“The Ralph Bunche Vi-

sualize and Rize Center 
really has a nice ring to it,” 
he said.

At Tuesday’s meeting, 
the former offensive line-
man sat in the front row of 
the audience next to Clau-
dette Jordon, president of 
the school’s alumni as-
sociation. She introduced 
him “as the most impor-
tant guy in the house to-
night. We’re happy to have 
him.”

Bushrod raised the mi-
crophone as high as it 
would go, but still spent 
most of the presentation 
leaning his 6-foot 5-inch 
frame over the podium. 

When Chairman Jeff 
Stonehill noted that he’d 
been sitting near a New 
York Giants fan—Sheriff 
Chris Giles—Bushrod 
joked that he and the sher-
iff would have to talk later.

The first slide in his 
presentation showed him 
in a New Orleans uniform, 
carrying the King George 
County flag around the 
stadium after the team’s 
Super Bowl win in 2010. 
He started his foundation 
that same year and since 
then has raised more than 
$1.1 million. Student–ath-
letes in 13 communities 
in four states—Virginia 
and the places he played 
professional football for 12 
years—have received 300 
scholarships. Two-thirds 
of the recipients were from 
King George and sur-
rounding areas, Bushrod 
said Tuesday.

He said his foundation 
focuses on educational 
and athletic opportuni-
ties, to provide students 
the tools to reach their full 
potential. Bushrod also 
has supported athletic 
programs at King George 
High School, held annual 
football camps there, led 
toy drives and provided 
holiday meals.

He and his family also 
have raised money for the 
Liv4thecure Foundation, 
which researches chromo-
somal disorders. He and 
his wife, Jessica, lost their 
third child, Jordyn Lynn, 

to such a syndrome in 
October 2018. The couple 
has four living children, 
ages 10 months to 10 years, 
and Bushrod keeps busy 
at their Florida home with 
coaching their teams and 
doing a preseason an-
nouncer “gig” with the 
Saints on Fox Sports.

Bushrod told the news-
paper he’ll continue with 
the scholarships and an-
nual football camp and 
celebrity golf tourna-
ment, but that he sees 
the work on the Ralph 
Bunche school as one with 
a “long-lasting and tan-
gible impact.” He’s wanted 
his foundation to have a 
space where students, as 
well as people of varying 
ages, could be involved 
with athletics or tutoring 
programs, take classes on 
nutrition or new technol-
ogy or have a place to work 
out.

On his regular visits to 
King George, Bushrod said 
he often drove by the va-
cant Ralph Bunche build-
ing and wondered why 
“there’s never any action 
there.” When he heard 
about the new focus to 
restore the facility, he con-
tacted Jordon, who gladly 
put him in touch with 
people who could show 
him around the school.

“As I’ve gotten the op-
portunity to learn more 
and more about the his-
tory from the Alumni 
Association, the history is 
so rich and the message is 
so rich and why it was put 
there as a whole, is monu-
mental,” he said. “They 
were in a place to help a 
certain demographic that 
needed people and re-
sources to help them.”

He believes the current 
mission is similar, but the 
“revamp” will be different. 
Instead of building a new 
school, the restoration will 
focus on providing plac-
es in the restored space 
where people can learn 
about the history through 
an interactive museum, as 
well as improve their own 
well-being.

He’s looking to set up a 
training center in the large 
auxiliary building, which 
he said already has the 
look of such a facility.

Bushrod also spoke at 
length, during the board 
meeting and with The Free 
Lance–Star, about “the 
power in collaboration” 
and said the more moti-
vated minds that come 
together to help with the 
restoration, the better. At 
Tuesday’s meeting, people 
in the audience nodded in 
agreement as he spoke.

“It will be a big moun-
tain to climb, but I think 
together we can go far-
ther,” he said.

King George recent-
ly paid an architectural 
firm to update the cost 
of restoring the building, 
which has a leaky roof, as-
bestos and mold problems 
and isn’t compliant with 
the American Disabilities 
Act. The estimate is about 
$7.5 million.

However, the school has 
“good bones, no arthritis 
at all,” Jordon said during a 
tour last month.

The county received a 
$500,000 grant from the 
National Park Service to 
replace the roof and that 
work is expected to start 
next month. King George 
also applied for a second 
grant for the same amount 
from the NPS to deal with 
mold issues.

On Tuesday, the Board 
of Supervisors moved 
forward with applying for 
another grant, worth $1 
million, from the Indus-
trial Revitalization Fund 
for other preservation ef-
forts at the school.
Cathy Dyson: 540/374-5425
cdyson@freelancestar.com

BUSHROD
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PETER CIHELKA / THE FREE LANCE–STAR

Jermon Bushrod presents his vision for the former Ralph Bunche High School, 
which was built in 1948 to house Black students in King George County.

It will be a big mountain 
to climb, but I think 
together we can go 
farther.

—Jermon Bushrod, 
Visualize & Rize  

foundation  
PRESIDENT

the fraud concerns facing 
employment commis-
sions across the country. 
“It’s really changed the 
landscape for us.”

The finding caught the 
eye of Sen. Adam Ebbin, 
D–Alexandria, who was 
elected chair of the legisla-
tive commission, recon-
stituted this year to over-
see progress at the VEC in 
carrying out reforms that 
the Joint Legislative Audit 
and Review Commission 
recommended last fall.

Ebbin acknowledged 
“significant progress” at 
VEC in reducing backlogs 
of disputed claims. “But 
identity theft seems to 
be a significant issue,” he 
said in an interview on 
Wednesday. “The identify 
theft is concerning and 
alarming, that that much 
money could be taken 
through the system.”

The rise in identity theft 
ref lects the amount of 
money paid out in unem-
ployment benefits during 
the ongoing pandemic: 
more than $14.6 billion 
in Virginia, which was 
f looded with almost 2 
million jobless claims in 
2020 and 2021, compared 
with 135,000 the year be-
fore the emergency began.

“It makes it much more 
attractive to bad actors,” 
said Roth, who told the 
commission that  the 
agency is working with 
Attorney General Jason 
Miyares and the federal 
government “to pursue 
every case of confirmed 
fraud.”

The danger was clear 
in November, as the VEC 
was making the long-
delayed transition to a 
new information technol-
ogy system to make it 
easier for people to file and 
track their unemployment 
claims online. The system 
came under an immediate 
cyberattack and “we had 
to shut it down,” she said.

The legislative com-
mission is likely to play 
a bigger role in oversee-
ing progress at the VEC, 
which came under heavy 
public and political criti-
cism after being over-
whelmed by the deluge of 
claims for unemployment 
benefits during the pan-
demic.

The assembly adopted 
legislation this year to 
carry out recommenda-
tions that JLARC made 
in a scathing critique of 
the agency. They included 
creation of a special sub-
committee of the com-
mission on unemploy-
ment compensation to 
oversee VEC’s progress 
in eliminating backlogs, 
recovering improper pay-
ments and modernizing 
its information technol-
ogy system.

The commission autho-
rized Ebbin and Vice Chair 
Del. Kathy Byron, R–Bed-
ford, one of the sponsors 
of the legislative reforms, 

to make appointments to 
the special subcommittee 
and a new public advisory 
committee under the new 
law.

Del. Lee Ware, R–Pow-
hatan, a longtime member 
who initially appeared to 
have been replaced on the 
panel, said he hopes the 
commission will meet 
more often than it has pre-
viously during the pan-
demic. Its last meeting, 
before Wednesday, was 14 
months ago.

“I certainly would have 
liked to have seen us meet 
more frequently to do 
what we could to nudge 
them along for many of 
our constituents who 
suffered through the pan-
demic months,” Ware said 
in an interview.

Roth, appointed by Gov. 
Glenn Youngkin in Janu-
ary, outlined progress the 
VEC has made in reducing 
a backlog in reports that 
employers submit to con-
firm an employee’s sepa-
ration from a job, which 
she said contributed to 
other backlogs, including 
adjudication of disputes 
over eligibility for bene-
fits, appeals and discovery 
of potential fraud, includ-
ing identity theft.

Similarly, she said back-
logs have affected the 
agency’s ability to quickly 
identify potential over-
payments, resulting in 
long delays for customers 
who are then told to repay 
excess benefits, leading 
to appeals and potential 
waivers of overpayments 
received through no fault 
of the customer.

“The overpayment is-
sue has been a challenge 
for the agency,” said Roth, 
who previously estimated 
more than $880 million in 
overpayments not related 
to potential fraud.

The VEC has approved 
almost 45,000 requests 
to waive overpayments, 
totaling $156.7 million 
in excess benefits, in-
cluding $47 million from 
the state unemployment 
trust fund. The agency 
has reduced a backlog of 
disputed claims awaiting 
adjudication from 109,362 
in January to 18,564 this 
month. The backlog of 
pending eligibility appeals 
remains high, at more 
than 85,000, because ap-
peals increase as the agen-
cy adjudicates disputed 
claims.

The VEC has hired a 
“chief customer advocate” 
to act as an ombudsman 
for consumers, as required 
by the legislation adopted 
this year, and plans to 
add 14 staff at workforce 
centers across Virginia to 
investigate complaints.

Legislators greeted the 
signs of progress enthusi-
astically. “What an awe-
some job!” said Byron, 
a close political ally of 
Youngkin.

Ebbin, a Democrat who 
has clashed with the gov-
ernor, also credited Roth 
for her performance in “a 
tough job.”

VEC
► FROM A1

The rehab work also will 
include upgraded lighting 
and improvements to al-
low better access to eleva-
tors. Signs indicating the 
bridge heights also will be 
added in an effort to cur-
tail trucks from ramming 
into the bridges.

Work on the drain-

age issues that have long 
plagued the station will 
have to wait, at least until 
a third track is added as 
part of the state’s plan 
to expand rail service in 
Virginia. No schedule has 
been established for that 
work.

Construction crews are 
expected to start setting 
up at the downtown sta-
tion in the fall.

There is a potential 

glitch in the project. The 
$11 budget now exceeds 
the current fund balance 
from federal and state gov-
ernment sources.

VRE is working with the 
Federal Transit Admin-
istration and the Depart-
ment of Rail and Public 
Transportation to find 
additional state funding.

Scott Shenk: 540/374-5436
sshenk@freelancestar.com
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portance of why in-person 
instruction matters in a 
news release.

“The bottom line is that 
in-person instruction 
matters,” Superintendent 
of Public Instruction Jil-
lian Balow said in a state-
ment.

“W hen we compare 
the 2021–2022 data with 
achievement in 2020–

2021—when the majority 
of our students were learn-
ing remotely or on hybrid 
schedules—we can see the 
difference our teachers 
made once they were re-
united with their students 
in their classrooms.”

Secretary of Education 
Aimee Guidera said in her 
remarks that “the pro-
longed closure of schools 
exacerbated downward 
trends in achievement 
that began several years 
before COVID-19 and our 

efforts to address learning 
loss must go beyond mak-
ing up for lost seat time.”

A report on Virginia’s 
public K-12 performance 
that the Youngkin admin-
istration released in May 
found that Virginia’s pub-
lic school closures during 
COVID-19 exacerbated 
existing declines in stu-
dent achievement, with the 
most “devastating” learn-
ing loss affecting Black 
and Hispanic students and 
students living in poverty.

SOLs

► FROM A1
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PLANTING THE SEEDS OF a neighborhood identity

By ADELE UPHAUS–CONNER
THE FREE LANCE–STAR

Fall is fast approaching, but 
in the Lopez family’s plot at 
the new community garden in 
Bragg Hill, baby spring onions 
are growing.

“We planted them as dry 
bulbs and didn’t think they 
were going to make it,” said 
Melissa Lopez.

Lopez inherited the plot late 
in the season when the previ-
ous gardener moved away, 
and she and her family have 
been reaping the harvest of 
late-season tomatoes and cu-
cumbers and dreaming about 
the fresh Mexican herbs they 

will be able to grow for them-
selves next year.

“It’s something me and my 
family have wanted to do for 

a while, because a lot of plants 
we use for cooking—herbs 
that the Hispanic culture re-
ally adores—are not available 
in stores,” said Lopez, 20, a 
Germanna graduate and stu-
dent at the University of Mary 
Washington.

Next spring, she’s excited 
about growing chiltepins—
small, very spicy peppers that 
are native to Mexico and that 
her mother will use to make 
“a spicy sauce that you can 
literally eat with anything,” 
Lopez said.

Like many in Fredericks-
burg, the Lopez family lives 
in an apartment complex and 

therefore lacks a backyard and 
the space to plant a garden. 
The new community garden, 
which took root in June, aims 
to make gardening possible 
for residents of the Bragg Hill 
neighborhood and surround-
ing apartments.

The project is a joint effort 
of UMW, Fredericksburg City 
Parks and Recreation and 
Kingdom Family Worship 
Center and is made possible in 
part by a grant from the Com-
munity Foundation of the 
Rappahannock Region.

“[UMW sociology profes-
sor Eric Bonds] approached us 

Growing a   
community  
from soil in 
Bragg Hill

Photos by PETER CIHELKA / THE FREE LANCE–STAR

Melissa Lopez waters a fellow gardener’s plot at the Bragg Hill Community Garden in Fredericksburg on Monday.  
The garden is a collaboration between the UMW, city Parks and Recreation, and the Kingdom Family Worship Center. 

UMW professor Eric Bonds 
speaks with a gardener at 
the community garden.

A cosmos blooms at the Bragg Hill Community Garden.

By CHRISTOPHER RUGABER
AP Economics Writer

WASHINGTON—Intensifying 
its fight against high inflation, 
the Federal Reserve raised its 
key interest rate Wednesday by 
a substantial three-quarters of 
a point for a third straight time 
and signaled more large rate 

hikes to come—an aggressive 
pace that will heighten the risk 
of an eventual recession.

The Fed’s move boosted its 
benchmark short-term rate, 
which affects many consumer 
and business loans, to a range of 
3% to 3.25%, the highest level 
since early 2008.

The officials also forecast 
that they will further raise their 
benchmark rate to roughly 4.4% 
by year’s end, a full percent-
age point higher than they had 

forecast as recently as June. And 
they expect to raise the rate fur-
ther next year, to about 4.6%. 
That would be the highest level 
since 2007.

On Wall Street, stock prices 
fell and bond yields rose in re-
sponse to the Fed’s projection of 
further steep rate hikes ahead.

The central bank’s action 
Wednesday followed a gov-
ernment report last week that 
showed high costs spreading 

Fed hikes interest rate yet again
TRYING TO SLOW INFLATION, 
FEDERAL Reserve HINTS AT 
more INCREASES TO come

Jacquelyn Martin / Associated Press

Jerome Powell says the Federal 
Reserve is intensifying its  
fight against high inflation.
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By ADELE UPHAUS–CONNER
THE FREE LANCE–STAR

For Fredericksburg City Pub-
lic Schools, a silver lining of the 
COVID-19 pandemic has been 
an upwelling of interest from 
the community in connecting 
with the schools, superinten-
dent Marci Catlett said.

“If COVID hadn’t happened, 
we would have been beating the 
drums on how to get parent en-
gagement,” Catlett said.

To build on this momentum, 
the division held two round-
table meetings with community 
businesses and nonprofits this 
spring and summer, and a third 
is scheduled for the fall. FCPS 
last week launched a mobile 
outreach vehicle—the SuperCat 
bus—and is now débuting a se-
ries of Family Academies.

“The idea is to provide op-
portunities for families and the 
community to come together 
throughout the division and 
provide not only academic and 
learning experiences, but just 
community and family experi-
ences,” said Sandy Gillenwater, 
supervisor of communication 
and community outreach.

The division will host the 
first free family event—a Safety 
Forum featuring representatives 
from Fredericksburg Police, the 
Sheriff’s Office, Fire and Rescue 
and the schools at 9 a.m. and a 
Family Academy featuring re-
nowned educational consultant, 
author and speaker Marcia Tate 
at 10:15 a.m.—on Saturday.

City schools 
try to build 
engagement 
with public 

By CATHY DYSON
THE FREE LANCE–STAR

Elected officials often face 
difficult choices, but King 
George County Supervisor T.C. 
Collins presented a dilemma not 
usually heard in government 
discussions.

“I don’t think it’s fair to make 
me have to choose between Jesus 

and this board,” he 
said during Tues-
day’s board meet-
ing.

A former State 
Police officer who 
joined the board 
in January, Col-
lins has mentioned 

that he attends Bible study on 
Wednesday nights. He asked the 
board last month to avoid mid-
week meetings because, earlier 
this year, he missed many Bible 
lessons because budget work 
sessions seemed to fall on every 
Wednesday.

When county officials this 
week discussed a time they might 
gather to go over possible changes 
to tax ordinances, the majority 

K.G. supervisor 
says he won’t 
‘give up Jesus’ 
for a meeting

Collins
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about partnering to address food in-
security and looking at trying to get 
underprivileged communities and 
mixed communities to understand 
the value of gardening and fresh 
vegetables,” said Joseph Henderson, 
reverend at the Family Worship 
Center.

Bonds said the idea for the garden 
and some of the funding were in 
place before the pandemic, but plans 
stalled.

Bonds and Sarah Dewees, direc-
tor of UMW’s Center for Com-
munity Engagement, with help 
from Henderson and the Parks and 
Recreation department, wrote and 
obtained a grant for $7,000 from the 
Community Foundation—but post-
pandemic inflation drove costs up.

City Manager Tim Baroody 
helped find a private donor this 
spring to give an additional $6,300 
to make the garden possible, Bonds 
said.

The land at Cowan Boulevard and 
Wicklow Drive where the garden 
is located belongs to the city and is 
maintained by the parks and recre-
ation department.

Mike Ward, assistant director of 
parks and recreation, said he picked 
the location as the site of a com-
munity garden some 10 years ago, 
around the time the city established 
another community garden near 
Cossey Park.

“That’s been a big success down 
there and at the time, we were asked 
to try and find community garden 
locations all over the city,” Ward 
said. “This was a location I picked 
out at that time for this district.”

Grant funds were used to pur-
chase fencing material to surround 
the garden, but the city paid for 
someone to install the fence and to 
run water into the garden.

“That’s the key for all of this,” 
Bonds said.

Bonds and his father built all the 
garden plots, and Bonds has been in 
charge of assigning plots to neigh-
bors who express interest.

He also installed three plots out-
side the garden fence. The plan is to 
grow fresh produce there for anyone 
who wants it and doesn’t have the 
time to regularly tend a plot.

“There’s a need here,” Bonds said. 

“People are looking for this.”
Henderson said the vision for the 

garden is “still evolving.”
“This year it was trial and error 

just to get it off the ground as a pi-
lot,” he said. “So people can know 
that in this section of the city, there 
is a community garden and a plan 
for sustainability.”

Warren Johnson and his wife are 
the proud cultivators of two garden 
plots, which they tended on a recent 
Monday evening.

“The tomatoes and peppers have 
been off the chain,” Johnson said. 
“We grow herbs so we can just pull 
them right off and put them straight 
in the pot. I get my salads fresher 
than normal.”

Johnson and his wife, who moved 
to the area a few years ago, have a 
small balcony off their apartment, 
but “you can only do a couple of 
things in a pot,” he said.

Recent health issues have made 
the couple want to start eating more 
healthily and more sustainably, so 
when they learned about the com-
munity garden, they considered it a 
blessing.

“This is how I find peace,” John-
son said. “Putting my hands in the 
ground—I haven’t done that in such 
a long time and it feels really good to 
be able to do that.”

The garden has also helped the 
couple meet their neighbors.

“The community thing is really 
nice,” Johnson said. “I didn’t know 
anybody here, but now I’ve gotten to 
know the other gardeners. They give 
you gardening tips. They give you 
all the extra food they’ve harvested. 
And I’ve been learning about new 
plants—tomatillos and things other 
people are growing.”

Nearby, Ahmad Omarzai is grow-
ing coriander and five different 
types of mint, which he said his 
family will use to make Afghani 
sauces and chutneys.

He and his family emigrated from 
Afghanistan to Fredericksburg in 
2015. In his native village, there was 
a lot of land and space for farming.

“This is my first time having a 
place to grow things here,” Omarzai 
said.

Lopez said that on her first day in 
the garden, Omarzai helped show 
her the best way to plant her spring 
onion bulbs.

“Even though we’re complete 
strangers we instantly felt like he 
can help us and we appreciated 
that,” she said. “Gardeners treat 
each other as a family. Everybody 
takes care of everybody else’s plots 
as their own. It’s a nice thing to see. 
A community garden is just that: a 
community.”
Adele Uphaus–Conner:  
540/735-1973 
auphaus@freelancestar.com 
@flsadele

Come to Burke & Herbert Bank, and you’ll work with local commercial banking specialists who have years of experience
creating credit and treasury management solutions, especially for companies like yours. More than just bankers, they’ll
become trusted advisors and partners who can guide you to choices that make your company run better.

If you’re a service provider, manufacturer, nonprofit or professional practice, count on our experience, knowledge and
know-how to help your business grow and thrive.

“Trusted advisors,
trusted solutions.
Choose Burke & Herbert Bank.”

David Boyle, President & CEO

©2022 Burke & Herbert Bank

Call 703-684-1655 and ask for our Fredericksburg
Relationship Managers Jeff Rouse or Paul Covill.
Or visit burkeandherbertbank.com
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Ahmad Omarzai photographs his 1-year-old child, Benyamin.
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An insect explores a sunflower  
at the community garden. 

Catlett said she has 
dreamed about bringing 
Tate to speak to Freder-
icksburg families for years.

“She’s come here to 
work with teachers to im-
prove their engagement 
and understanding of how 
the brain works in terms 
of helping children learn,” 
Catlett said.

But Tate’s work doesn’t 
just apply to young children 
in a school setting. Her 
most recent book, “Prepar-
ing Children for Success 
in School and Life,” is ap-
plicable to those of any age.

“[Tate’s] statement is 
that with every educational 
experience, we build on our 
dendrites [nerve cells in the 
brain],” Gillenwater said. 
“Every time a child engages 
in a learning experience, 
they do this, and as adults 
we’re still building our 
dendrites every time we 
learn something new and 
different. This has been 
[Tate’s] platform in the 
sense of what to do to build 
a healthy mind and life.”

Catlett felt that families 
and the wider commu-
nity—which both play a 
role in helping students 
succeed—could benefit 
from Tate’s presentation.

Each school division 
family that attends the free 
presentation will receive a 
copy of Tate’s book, and the 
Fredericksburg branch of 
the NAACP has also con-
tributed $2,500 to give $20 
gift cards to each family.

The Safety Forum will 
precede Tate’s address.

“We need our families 
to feel like schools are 
safe,” Catlett said. “We 
want families to know that 
our law enforcement folks 
really help us, that we are 
true partners and that it’s 
a positive, progressive and 
proactive process that’s in 
place.”

The school division will 

provide transportation 
to the event for families 
that register. Continental 
breakfast will be served 
from 8 to 9 a.m. and child-
care for kids age 5 to 12 will 
be provided by members 
of the James Monroe Am-
bassadors and Key Club, 
organized by James Mon-
roe High School English 
teacher Mackenzie Hard.

FCPS has a large popu-
lation of students whose 
primary language is not 
English, and to accommo-
date these families, the di-
vision has partnered with 
a translation company to 
provide live translation 
of Saturday’s events into 
Spanish, Aari and Pashto.

Gillenwater said Sat-
urday’s event will be an-
other opportunity for the 
school division’s Family 
and Community Engage-
ment committee—which 
is made up of administra-
tors and teachers from 
each school—to talk with 
families about how the di-
vision can support them.

The committee has been 
around for five years but 
grew stronger during the 
pandemic, when Gillenwa-
ter said as many as 75 peo-
ple would attend its Zoom 
meetings to talk about 
how to support families 
when schools were closed.

“The pandemic was 
difficult for so many, but 
it was so hopeful in con-
necting our community 
and division,” Gillenwater 
said. “And now we want to 
strengthen what we offer 
our parents.”

FCPS will hold its sec-
ond family and commu-
nity engagement event—a 
multicultural fair—on 
Oct. 15 at James Monroe 
High School.

Find out more about 
Saturday’s event and other 
community engagement 
events at fxbgschools.us.
Adele Uphaus–Conner:  
540/735-1973 
auphaus@freelancestar.com 
@flsadele
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selected the best option as 
Wednesday, Oct. 4. Collins 
wouldn’t accept that there 
weren’t other days available 
and was told three times by 
Chairman Jeff Stonehill—
who apologized for the 
scheduling conflict—that 
Oct. 4 was the date most 
people preferred.

Collins called it iron-
ic, told fellow members 
“you’re basically exclud-
ing me from this work 
session” and wondered 
why anyone would even 
consider holding a meet-

ing on a Wednesday when 
he’s made it clear he’s not 
available.

“Can you give me a rea-
sonable explanation why 
you would have an event 
come up and schedule it 
for when someone has 
an engagement already?” 
Collins asked. “My event 
was scheduled before this 
event.”

Supervisor Cathy Bind-
er tried to smooth things 
over.

“I understand, but we 
all make sacrifices,” she 
said. “My daughter played 
a basketball game tonight 
and I’m here at this board 
meeting.”

Stonehi l l  told Col-
lins that “we try to work 
around your Wednes-
days,” but “those are just 
unfortunate circumstanc-
es that you have to give up 
things like the rest of us.”

“I’m not gonna give up 
Jesus,” Collins said.

All Stonehill could say 
at first was “OK,” then 
he added that the board 
would try to do better in 
the future.

“It’s not like you’re doing 
better in the future because 
it’s already occurred over 
and over again. And I’m 
done,” Collins said, turning 
off his microphone.

But he wasn’t. Moments 

later, he asked for a full 
transcription of the meet-
ing, not the usual minutes, 
although the minutes do 
provide a word-for-word 
breakdown of what’s said. 
Also, the meetings are 
videotaped and streamed 
live over the county’s 
YouTube channel, then 
available for viewing the 
following day.

Fellow members agreed 
to provide Collins a tran-
script but didn’t go along 
with his demand to pass 
a motion that no votes 
would be taken at the work 
session.

County Attorney Kelly 
Lackey said work ses-

sions are primarily for 
fact-finding, but Collins 
wanted the extra assur-
ance that nothing would 
be decided in his absence. 
No one seconded his mo-
tion and it died.

King George supervi-
sors requested a work ses-
sion with staff members 
from the county treasurer 
and commissioner of the 
revenue offices to talk 
about personal property 
taxes, particularly the fee 
for vehicles. Board mem-
bers heard a lot of com-
plaints from residents this 
year about skyrocketing 
bills and wanted to discuss 
an ordinance that allows 

them to refund part of the 
vehicle tax, on a prorated 
basis, if there’s a surplus 
after the fiscal-year audit.

Board members also 
plan to discuss how ve-
hicles are valued in terms 
of county taxes. The state 
allows localities to tax 
vehicles based on a high 
or medium value. King 
George uses the high mea-
surement and will discuss 
the impact of the medium 
assessment during the 
work session, planned 
at 6 p.m. Oct. 5 in the 
boardroom of the county 
administration building.
Cathy Dyson: 540/374-5425 
cdyson@freelancestar.com

COLLINS
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