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“All stories have a beginning, a middle and an 
ending, and if they’re any good, the ending is a 
beginning.”

— James Clavell
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Our Forum

Finally, perhaps, a breakthrough in town and county 
leadership’s mindset on residential growth, this commu-
nity’s most pressing opportunity and challenge. 

Jennifer Boykin, Isle of Wight County planning com-
missioner, said it well during a recent meeting where 
commissioners wisely tabled one in a long line of housing 
projects under construction or on the drawing board.

“I think we do our community a disservice when we 
look at each development application on its own and not 
all of the development applications that are out there or 
coming our way,” she told colleagues.

Amen.
Smithfield Planning Commissioner Thomas Pope has 

tried to say the same over the past couple of years, most 
recently regarding schools when the Grange at 10Main 
was being debated. He asked about the cumulative effect 
of residential growth approved and proposed on schools, 
when others were hyperfocused on the impact of the 
Grange alone. We’re not sure he ever got straight answers.

Anything less than complete support of every residen-
tial development proposed can get you ostracized by town 
leadership. As we learned during the Grange fiasco, if you 
express even one concern, Chairman Charles Bryan will 
tell the Town Council you’re “not bold enough,” and urge 
the council to ignore your recommendation.

Boykin, the county commissioner, is right. Appointed 
and elected leadership needs to hit the pause button on proj-
ect approvals and take a comprehensive look at residential 
growth and its cumulative effects on this community. With 
so much housing in the pipeline, no single project can be 
considered in a vacuum. 

Rather than approving random roundabouts to serve 
specific subdivisions, leadership must assess what road 
infrastructure improvements are needed to handle all of 
the coming growth. Then make a master roads plan. Same 
for schools, law enforcement and sewer. Heaven knows 
we have enough water, courtesy of the Norfolk Water 
Deal debacle. (Rest in peace, Al Casteen, the voice in the 
wilderness more than a decade ago when that ill-advised 
deal went down.)

County supervisors’ approach to managing the prolifer-
ation of solar farms might have merit in the way this com-
munity deals with housing. Set a reasonable short-term cap 
on new rooftops and appoint an independent commission 
to study residential growth and make recommendations.

Isle of Wight and Smithfield should grow, but not 
recklessly.

Big picture must
be considered on
housing growth

Mixing government and religion never ends well
Theocracy: a system of government in which priests rule 

in the name of God or a god.

Those who would toy with cre-
ating a theocracy in the United 
States — and they are frighteningly 
numerous — need only look to the 
disastrous result of religious conflict 
in other countries and other centu-
ries, as well as its too-often negative 
impact here, to see what a horrible 
idea it would be. And if they won’t 
look, the rest of us should.

Some of our country’s most 
conservative religious zealots are 
determined to declare the United 
States a Christian nation, which would be governed by 
Christian doctrine. They, of course, would be the “priests” 

who define that doctrine as it relates to society. We are not 
so far from that happening. In fact, we have taken major 
steps in that direction.

Eighteenth and 19th century racist 
Christians used the Bible to defend slav-
ery. Late 19th and 20th century racist 
Christians continued using it to defend 
segregation and the Jim Crow apartheid 
structure in the South and regrettably, part 
of the north, that has done so much to hold 
back African Americans trying to claim 
their share of what we are wont to call the 
American Dream.

More recently, anti-abortionists have 
picked up the mantle and have driven the 
country far to the right of much of the world 

in legislative restrictions that dictate the right of women 
to control their own bodies. Women are dying and girls 

barely into puberty are being forced to carry the children 
of depraved relatives who have raped them. 

We weren’t finished with that fight when LGBTQ 
ostracism was added to our growing list of culture wars, 
also known as things to hate. And we are now determined 
to give individuals the right to restrict what others are 
allowed to read.

The separation of church and state wasn’t an accident. 
It was a direct outgrowth of both the Protestant Refor-
mation and the Enlightenment. Seventeenth and 18th 
century philosophers, whose work we regularly praise 
as the foundation of our democracy, correctly saw that 
when civil power was given to religion, man’s progress 
was inevitably hindered. They didn’t have to look back too 
far to see clear examples of it in the Spanish Inquisition 
and the excesses of Papal Rome.

By John Edwards
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This little farm outbuilding stood near Four Square Road and was photographed in the 1970s. 
It has long since finished sagging into history. It has absolutely no historic significance except, 
perhaps, to serve as a reminder of the rural landscape in Isle of Wight and Surry that has since 
largely disappeared. (Smithfield Times file photo)

Going, going ...

Surry lets down
Dendron seniors

Editor, The Smithfield 
Times:

When the Dendron Post 
Office closed, a group of 
Dendron residents and 
their supervisor lobbied 
the county to purchase the 
building. The town need-
ed a community place to 
gather.

These residents then 
volunteered their time and 
materials to help refurbish 
the space, build a kitchen 
and save the old post office. 
For a couple of years it was 
used for Trunk or Treat, 

weekly and monthly meet-
ings, Christmas gatherings, 
tree lightings, voting, fami-
ly reunions, etc. 

It all came to a screech-
ing halt a couple of years 
ago when county admin-
istration said the seniors 
could no longer meet at 
the Parks and Rec. Build-
ing. The seniors were told 
to meet in the open-air 
Farmers Market Pavillion 
with no restrooms. There 
were understandable com-
plaints. 

Our County Adminis-
trator then booted the town 
out of the Dendron Commu-
nity Center, without coun-
ty board or Town Coun-

cil approval, and moved 
the seniors into the small 
building, over the objec-
tions of the same seniors.

This year, the Town 
of Dendron needs a place 
to gather for the annual 
Christmas gathering, so 
I politely approached Ms. 
Melissa Rollins, county 
administrator, for permis-
sion. I was told unequiv-
ocally, and immediately, 
no. Citizens attempted to 
contact our supervisor, 
Brenton Byrd, and got no 
response. I asked Tim Cal-
houn, board member, to 
contact county administra-
tion and board members. 
He got no response from 

some and others told him 
no. 

This is just one example 
of the poor governance of 
the county under the pres-
ent board and senior staff. 
Should we have to beg for 
the use of our town build-
ing? Deliver our seniors to 
the spacious Parks and Rec 
building, which was origi-
nally financed and built by 
a grant for the seniors. Or 
better yet, create a space 
in one of the underutilized 
portions of our beautiful 
public schools for the se-
niors.

Surry County admin-

SmithfieldTimes.com reader poll

Results are as of 4:10 p.m. Oct. 30. This week’s poll question:
Should politicians’ failure to answer journalists’ questions and

participate in candidate forums be a factor in voters’ decisions?
Sound off at SmithfieldTimes.com. • See LETTERS, p. 3

• See ROWS, p. 6



FORUM
“Christmas is most truly Christmas when we 
celebrate it by giving the light of love to those 
who need it most.”

— Ruth Carter Stapleton
evangelist and sister of U.S. President Jimmy Carter Page 2 – The Smithfield Times – Wednesday, December 13, 2023
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Our Forum

A consultant’s projection of more than a thousand new 
students in Isle of Wight’s public schools in the years 
ahead, putting four school buildings over capacity, should 
be alarming news to anyone who cares about our commu-
nity’s well-being. 

Not so for Smithfield’s elected and appointed leaders, 
who keep approving huge housing developments and 
fawning over the developers peddling them. So much for 
managed growth.

Managed growth requires, well, a little management. 
In Smithfield, we don’t manage it. We just find ways to 
approve it.

The latest blow to our anti-suburban, small-town, 
rural way of life was dealt by just three members of a sev-
en-member Smithfield Town Council, a body beleaguered 
by scandal and internal strife. They saw an opening with 
the resignation of Councilman Wayne Hall, one of two sit-
ting council members charged with crimes, and jammed 
through the controversial Grange at 10Main mixed-use 
development on the edge of the historic district. 

After Joe Luter IV withdrew his Grange application in 
the fall, town leaders had an opportunity to engage with 
citizens and the developer and build a viable plan that 
wouldn’t overwhelm residential streets with vehicular 
traffic and that would complement Smithfield’s thriving 
tourism industry and vibrant downtown retail economy. 
They refused to do so. By a 3-2 vote, the Town Council set in 
motion a near doubling of the historic district’s population 
with a single development.

And so the growth machine churns on, dirt now moving 
on the massive and largely despised Mallory Pointe devel-
opment in northern Smithfield, the Grange not far behind. 

We at least see some encouraging signs from the Isle of 
Wight County Planning Commission, which for the first 
time has considered the possibility that a big housing 
project might not be a good idea.   

The Planning Commission last month again tabled a 
vote on the proposed Sweetgrass subdivision off Benns 
Grant Boulevard, with several members, but not a major-
ity, expressing deep concerns about rapid growth with no 
master plan to cope with it. Smithfield Planning Commis-
sioner Thomas Pope earlier this year expressed concern 
that the town was not considering the cumulative impact 
of housing developments proposed and already approved. 
Regrettably, he failed to push the point.

Town and county leadership should immediately enact 
a moratorium on residential development until it under-
stands what its prior decisions, including the Grange, 
already have wrought.

School Board Vice Chairman Jason Maresh, at his 
board’s Nov. 8 meeting, called upon town and county offi-
cials to “start saying no” to developers “unless we know 
for a fact that we’re going to grow facilities.”

Amen.

Growth machine
keeps churning

50 years on, this and that about 1973 in Smithfield
Several months ago, a friend asked me to write some 

notes about Smithfield in 1973, material she could use 
during comments for a class re-
union.

That class became seniors in Sep-
tember 1972, a month after I returned 
to Smithfield and began working for 
the newspaper. Thus, a look back to 
that year refreshed my memory as 
well. Here are a few of the things I 
recalled or found in old newspapers.

Advertising in The Smithfield 
Times reveals a lot about life a 
half-century ago. For example, 
Gwaltney Motor Co. was advertising the new Ford com-
pact Pinto for $1,997.

Many people were still viewing television in black and 

white, and Gale Company would sell you a black and white 
Sylvania for $119.95. If you insisted on color, you could get 

a console color television for $499.95. (For 
the cost of four color televisions, you could 
have bought that Pinto.)

Remember when trash compactors were 
the latest rage? Jack Little’s Gas and Appli-
ance had them on sale for $199, the same 
price as a Whirlpool Easy Clean Range.

Rural eating habits were reflected in 
grocery store ads. You could buy pork liver 
for 53 cents a pound at West’s Supermarket, 
located at the east end of Cypress Creek 
Bridge. Little’s Supermarket, on the west 

end of town, was competing for the pork liver business, 
offering the delicacy for 39 cents a pound. Both stores of-
fered hog jowls. If jowls and livers weren’t to your liking, 

the town’s Colonial Store had sale prices of 4 cents for a 
pound of hotdogs and 9 cents for two cartons of eggs. 

Lest we get too nostalgic about the price of goods, 
though, it might help to recall that the national annual 
family income back then was about $10,000, and for many 
people in our community, a whole lot less.

Isle of Wight County — even most of Carrollton —was 
still rural at that time. The total population of the county 
was just over 18,000, less than half the 38,000 who live 
here today. 

Smithfield was much smaller as well. Only 2,700 peo-
ple called the town home, compared with the 8,500 who 
resided here during the 2020 census. To be fair, that was 
two annexations ago. The town has grown its population 
partially by scarfing up county land on its fringes.

By John Edwards
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NOTE: The Smithfield Times welcomes letters from 

our readers of up to 330 words. Letters should express 
opinions on current events rather than introduce 
previously unreported facts. If you state something 
as fact that has not previously been reported by the 
Times, please include the source of the information. 
Avoid personal attacks. Letters must be signed and an 
address and phone number included for verification of 
authorship. The Smithfield Times will edit letters as 
needed for length and clarity. We will publish no more 
than one letter per month per author. Mail letters to The 
Smithfield Times, P.O. Box 366, Smithfield, VA 23431, or 
email to editor@smithfieldtimes.com by noon Monday 
for consideration for the current week’s edition.

This undated photograph of the store that stood at Blount’s Corner shows the building during the 
early years of the 20th century. Richard Henry Blount bought the store on Jan. 1, 1925, and two 
generations of Blounts operated it until it closed in 1968. Edward Blount recalls that “we grew 
up in the store.” The old Stage Road, later to become Highway 10, is in the foreground, but was 
still a dirt path at the time. The store served residents north of Smithfield, including the Morgart’s 
Beach area. (Photo from the IW Museum collection)

Blount’s Store

Big projects
taking a toll

Editor, The Smithfield 
Times:

As large-scale projects 
come to Surry and Isle of 
Wight, the focus centers on 
the projects’ end results. 
Community leaders, plan-
ners and citizens must also 
give equal attention to plans 
for project construction.

Road usage by large 
construction, delivery and 
workforce vehicles can add 
as much as 10 times or more 
to the normal daily traffic 
on local roads. Safety fac-
tors are a big concern with 
respect to road size, speed 
limits, turning radiuses, 
traffic volume, noise, dust, 
debris burns and stormwa-
ter runoff. These elements 
of large-scale construction 
can turn what was a quiet 
community into a torturous 
existence.

Addressing construction 
impacts as part of the proj-
ect approval process is es-
sential. Communities must 
push for adequate roads 
before construction begins. 
Otherwise, the public roads 
turn into construction site 
roads filled with dirt. Ade-
quate turning radiuses are 
needed to keep large vehicles 
out of the ditches. Debris 
removal must not include 
large burns that result in 
smoke-filled skies. 

Identification and en-
forcement of construction 
vehicle travel routes, place-
ment of construction en-

trances, speed limits of less 
than 45 mph, workforce 
parking, dust suppression 
techniques, stormwater 
catch systems, road clean-
ing, trash removal, work 
hours compatible with sur-
rounding neighborhoods 
and a 5-mile radius noise 
during construction analysis 
are all needed as part of the 
approval process.

You can see all of this 
and more by taking a ride to 
the corner of Beechland and 
Whitemarsh roads in Surry. 
The surrounding communi-
ty is in the midst of two years 
of construction.

Companies, community 
leaders, and citizens must 
work together in the project 
proposal stage to address all 
stakeholder concerns, which 
especially includes the peo-
ple taking on the greatest 
burden - the immediately 
surrounding neighbors of 
the project.

Dianne Cheek
Surry

Spread burden 
of new schools

Editor, The Smithfield 
Times:

Everyone who has ever 
heard me speak at the Isle of 
Wight Board of Supervisors 
and School Board meetings 
knows I am about as anti-tax 
increase a citizen as it gets. 
Many will find it strange 
that I personally support a 
1% sales tax that can only be 
used for school construction.

New schools must be built 
and one on the drawing board 
in our county so far has a 
price tag of $72 million. This 
is something that will happen 
and must be paid for. As it 
stands now, it will be paid 
for by an increase in real 
estate taxes, so only people 
who own a home, not all 
those who have children in 
school, must bear the cost. I 
do not think this is fair and 
there is a solution that will 
keep real estate taxes down 
and spread the cost of school 
construction to every citizen 

in the county and those from 
outside who utilize services 
here.

As of now there are eight 
counties that have the right 
to have a 1% sales tax to pay 
for their school construction. 
Only the Virginia legislature 
can allow additions to that 
list. This is not by directly 
passing a law saying a county 
has the power to enact the 
1% sales tax for school con-
struction; it is by allowing 
the county’s citizens to decide 
in a voter referendum if they 
want new schools to be paid 
for by an increase in the real 
estate taxes only homeown-
ers will pay, or by a 1% sales 
tax everyone will pay. 

The county and I person-
ally have supported a bill 
in several past legislative 
sessions that would allow 
the citizens who pay these 
taxes to decide, only to have 
the bills killed in committee. 
I say give us, the citizens of 
this county who pay the tax-
es, the right to decide how we 
pay for school construction. 

I suggest you contact Sen.-
elect Emily Brewer, Del. Otto 
Wachsman and Del.-elect Na-
darious Clark immediately 
and tell them if they want 
your support in the future 
to introduce and/or support 
bills in the upcoming General 
Assembly session that will 
give us that right. We pay 
the taxes, we are not stupid, 
and we should be allowed to 
decide for ourselves.

Volpe Boykin
Carrsville

SmithfieldTimes.com reader poll

Results are as of 4:05 p.m. Dec. 11. This week’s poll question: Do
you agree with Isle of Wight School Board Vice Chairman Jason
Maresh that Smithfield and Isle of Wight should stop approving

residential development until a plan for school construction
funding is in place? Sound off at SmithfieldTimes.com.

• See LETTERS, p. 3

• See ROWS, p. 3
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“For last year’s words belong to last year’s 
language and next year’s words await another 
voice. And to make an end is to make a begin-
ning.”

— T.S. Eliot
poet Page 2 – The Smithfield Times – Wednesday, December 27, 2023
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Our Forum

The Smithfield Planning Commission should take a cue 
from its companion body in Isle of Wight County and begin 
to take seriously the rapid growth that threatens to turn 
Smithfield and surrounding area into just another suburb 
instead of the quaint, historic, rural community we love.

The Isle of Wight Planning Commission is urging county 
supervisors to reject the 615-home Sweetgrass development 
proposed for the 250-acre Yeoman Farm by the Sherwin 
Williams store just outside the Smithfield town limits on 
Benns Church Boulevard.

As our Stephen Faleski reported in last week’s edition, 
the commissioners voted 6-2 on Dec. 12 to recommend 
that county supervisors deny Ryan Homes parent NVR’s 
rezoning application to construct homes and townhouses.

The vote followed a presentation by Isle of Wight 
County Schools spokeswoman Lynn Briggs, who warned 
that the influx of new students from Sweetgrass and other 
in-progress housing developments would strain existing 
capacity in public schools and put taxpayers on the hook 
for expensive construction.

The Smithfield Planning Commission, which has ap-
proved two ill-advised large housing developments in the 
past three years, appears to be on the verge of blessing 
at least two more, with none of the due diligence such as 
that being done by the Isle of Wight Planning Commission, 
which wisely invited Briggs to address the board before 
casting its vote on Sweetgrass.

We especially commend county Planning Commissioner 
Jennifer Boykin, who in October urged fellow commission-
ers to look at the collective impact of all housing develop-
ments rather than Sweetgrass alone. She made the motion 
to recommend denial of the Sweetgrass application. Kudos 
to Commissioners Cynthia Taylor, Bobby Bowser, Thomas 
Distefano, George Rawls and Rick Sienkiewicz for voting 
in favor of Boykin’s motion.

A study Ohio-based Cooperative Strategies completed 
for IWCS this spring projected more than 1,000 new stu-
dents would enter the school system upon the buildout of 
13 planned housing developments in the county’s northern 
end. On Dec. 5, the 267-home Grange at 10Main development 
slated for the western edge of Smithfield’s historic district 
became the 11th to receive rezoning approval. Five, in-
cluding a 240-unit apartment phase at the 776-home Benn’s 
Grant community 2 miles outside Smithfield’s town limits, 
are already under construction.

IWCS had just under 5,600 students enrolled as of Oct. 31, 
two-thirds of whom are concentrated in the northern end.

County supervisors should quickly ratify the Planning 
Commission’s recommendation. 

Virginia’s seventh fastest-growing county frankly 
doesn’t need to keep approving developers’ applications 
left and right. The notion that Smithfield and Isle of Wight 
will die if they don’t is absurd. It’s time to get highly selec-
tive about new housing and start practicing the “managed 
growth” that politicians talk about but never adopt the 
policies to achieve.

Tip of the hat 
to IW planners 

IW, Surry still remember reason for the season
Now that dumpsters are chock full of gift boxes, Sty-

rofoam packaging and other detritus of Christmas Day, 
we can move on, putting our most 
celebrated — and commercialized 
— holiday in the rearview mirror 
for another year. 

Next up, waiting for the ball (or is 
it the penny?) to drop and thus begin 
another year.

Meanwhile, we’re in the midst of 
a week off from school, abbreviated 
days of work for some and a chance 
to possibly think more soberly about 
the credit card bill that will arrive 
shortly.

And what a relief, because it’s been a long holiday sea-
son. Christmas celebrations, i.e., the retail sales that now 

largely define what used to be a bit more religion-focused 
observance, now begin before Thanksgiving, and roar 

on to the final, frenzied days just before 
Christmas. That’s the only way of possibly 
beating last year’s sales numbers.

Before this gets too cynical, though, let 
me say that across the country and around 
the world, Christians continue to keep the 
faith with their Christmas observances. 

Here at home, churches in Isle of Wight 
and Surry have held traditional nativity 
plays, cantatas, candlelight services and 
other events focused on the season. Many of 
them have been listed in this newspaper’s 

Community Calendar in recent weeks. 
Food, clothing and toy drives for our less fortunate 

neighbors have helped tap the very real desire to help oth-

ers that the season engenders. All in all, the spirit of God’s 
ultimate gift of his son to mankind has managed to remain 
at the heart of the season for many in our community.

Still, there’s that recurring feeling that we’re caught 
up in the commercial drive that increasingly defines “the 
season.” 

While it’s important to evaluate our personal feelings 
about Christmas, we shouldn’t feel terribly guilty, because 
the commercialization of this religious observance didn’t 
happen on our watch. It began at least a century and a 
half ago as modern industry, freed from the necessity of 
churning out weapons of destruction during our nation’s 
tragic Civil War, began turning its attention to more 
pleasurable endeavors.

The assembly lines made possible by steam engines, 

By John Edwards
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These two undated photographs, shot during the early years of the 20th century, show a field of 
shocked peanuts awaiting the stationary picker that will harvest them. Below are stacks of peanut 
vines, which provided supplemental winter food for cows. Dust in the background indicates a 
peanut picket is in operation. (From the Minton family collection)

A shocking business

Any way you 
cut it, a sham

Editor, The Smithfield 
Times:

At the Dec. 19 Smithfield 
Town Council meeting, I 
stated that the process used 
to select the two members 
was not a sham but could be 
more transparent. Howev-
er, as the meeting proceed-
ed, I realized I was wrong; 
the process was a sham. 

Councilman Randy Pack 
told everyone it was a sham 
when he said: “Certainly 

we could have done this in 
open session; there is noth-
ing that would have pre-
cluded that. We do not feel it 
is fair to the interviewees to 
sit in front of a community 
to be interviewed. I didn’t 
feel we would get as honest 
an answer from that.” 

It was a sham when they 
selected the two candidates 
multiple people told me 
would be selected weeks 
ago. 

It was a sham when Pack 
talked about how hard the 
decision was between Jim 

Collins and Bill Harris but 
never said a word about 
why Raynard Gibbs was 
selected despite having 
one of the most uninspir-
ing applications submitted 
and stating he could only 
provide 2-4 hours per week 
to dedicate toward being on 
Town Council. 

It was a sham when Mr. 
Gibbs, obviously the first 
choice since he was not 
compared to Mr. Harris, 
was selected to replace Re-
nee Rountree instead of 
Wayne Hall, despite Mr. 

Hall’s former seat being the 
immediate vacancy; Val-
erie Butler did this because 
she doesn’t want to be on 
the same election cycle as 
Mr. Gibbs.  

It was a sham when Pack 
recommended Bill Harris 
for a Planning Commission 
vacancy, claiming it wasn’t 
a consolation prize when 
everyone in the room knew 
it was a fabricated partici-
pation trophy designed to 
undercut accusations of 
this being a sham from the 

• See LETTERS, p. 3

• See ROWS, p. 3

SmithfieldTimes.com reader poll

Results are as of 9:30 p.m. Dec. 25. Who’s your pick in Virginia’s
Republican presidential primary on March 5? Sound off at
SmithfieldTimes.com.
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