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INSIDE

Sports
Marion’s varsity girls
dealt a goose egg to
visiting Virginia High
earlier in the week.
Check out the action
in photos on page B1.

Viewpoints
Columnist Margaret
Linford reflects on
how one church’s
story begins with this
area’s early pioneer
settlers. Read more
on page A4.

Deaths
Cloia Etta Crawford Barker
George William Dutton
Carol Mae Johnson Guinther
Norma Marchant Hart
Bobby Allen McBride Sr.
Urshel “Ernie” Ernest Miller Jr.
Amanda Marie De La Rosa

Happy Easter from SCN&M staff!
Check out Easter reflections on B3.
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BY JASMINE DENT FRANKS
Staff

A new ministry in Smyth Coun-
ty is looking to help community
members reclaim control of their
lives.

Geared toward people who
are battling life controlling is-
sues like addiction, depression,
eating disorders and other self-
destructive behaviors, Abundant
Life Christian Center’s Freedom
Life Ministries program will
launch May 2.

“It’s really for anybody, as we
like to put it, with any kind of life-
controlling issue,” said Abun-
dant Life Pastor Josh Pickett.

Efforts to launch the program
began late last year when Pick-
ett and his congregation decided
they wanted to be actively in-
volved in addressing the addic-
tion crisis wreaking havoc on
their community.

“Coming out of 2018 into 2019,
I just began to spend a lot of time
in prayer for our community and
county,” Pickett said. “I felt like it
was time to do something as a lo-
cal church to meet the needs of
the community.”

A February call-to-action held
at Smyth County Community
Hospital only served to highlight
the severity of the need for faith-
based help, Pickett said.

“My heart just began to break,”
he said in early March. “When
you think of, not only those that
are addicted, but those who have
relationships with those who are
addicted—the husbands and
wives, mothers and fathers, sons
and daughters. This is more than
just somebody who’s addicted to
drugs; it’s affecting whole fami-
lies. We have a responsibility as a
church—not just Abundant Life,
but the whole church commu-
nity—we have a responsibility
to really tackle these problems
head-on. I believe that’s what Je-
sus would have done.”

Pickett believes local faith-
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Speyside Bourbon Cooperage
officials were feeling the love
Thursday morning.

At 11 a.m., officials from
Smyth and Washington coun-
ties gathered at Highlands Busi-
ness Park in Glade Spring to cel-
ebrate the ground breaking at
the site of the company’s future
stave mill. The $9 million mill
is slated to create 35 jobs with
production expected to begin
as soon as August.

At the same time, the gov-
ernor’s office announced that
the company would expand
its manufacturing operation in
Bath County, adding a second
shift, creating 45 new jobs and

investing another $114,000 in
that plant. Speyside has been
operating in Bath County for a
year.

Like the mill being construct-
ed in Glade Spring will do, the
Bath County site manufactur-
ers white oak staves (the narrow
wooden staves that make up the
sides of barrels) and headers for
bourbon barrels.

Initially, Jim McCoy, manag-
er of Speyside Bourbon Stave
Mill in Virginia, said the Glade
Spring plant will start with one
shift. However, he mentioned
that a second shift could be
possible in the future.

That shift, McCoy said, will
produce enough staves and
headers to produce 500 barrels
a day using about seven million

feet of white oak annually.
Those barrel components will

be shipped to Speyside’s coo-
perage, which is under devel-
opment in the former Merillat
plant in Atkins. There, workers
are expected to produce 100
bourbon barrels an hour.

Bourbon barrels must be new,
made of white oak, and then
charred on the inside. Speyside
has agreed that the stave mill
will procure approximately 80
percent of the white oak logs
used for stave production from
Virginia growers. That’s a $13
million commitment.

“Speyside has quickly become
one of our leading forest prod-
ucts industry partners in the
commonwealth,” said Secretary
of Agriculture and Forestry Bet-
tina Ring. “Their use of Virginia
white oak has created tremen-

dous opportunities for forest
landowners, and the fact that
they continue to expand their
operations here is a sign of their
success and commitment to
our forest products industry.”

McCoy noted Thursday that
the availability of timber was
a key factor in the company’s
decision to locate in South-
west Virginia. He also noted the
area’s proximity to Tennessee
and Kentucky, where most of
the company’s barrels are put
to use.

McCoy hopes the Glade Spring
mill will be fully staffed between
August and mid-September.

While officials only broke
ground ceremonially Thursday,
heavy equipment broke ground
for the mill last week. That was

BY STEPHANIE PORTER-NICHOLS
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Marion’s Ken Heath is no
longer seeking the Republican
nomination for Virginia’s 40th

District Senate seat. Citing frus-
trations with the mass nomina-
tion process, Heath has decided
to run as an independent.

“This is the only way voters
can have a choice,” said Heath.
“The district party structure for
the mass meeting wasn’t set up
for a challenger, basing rules
and procedures on past nomi-
nations that have never been

contested.”
Heath was particularly frus-

trated by the far Southwest Vir-
ginia location of the district’s
mass meeting, which would se-
lect the party’s candidate. The
meeting is set to take place in
Gate City in Scott County at 5:30
p.m. Thursday, April 25. Heath
appealed the location and time,
asking for a more central loca-
tion and perhaps a weekend
time. The idea of holding a pri-
mary was even thrown out “so
every vote would count.” “But,”
Heath said, “those appeals have
fallen on deaf ears.”

“On this particular Thursday
night, this gathering will not
only decide the Republican
nominee, but in the absence of
a challenger, your next senator,
unless the seat is challenged.
And, to me, that’s not the best
way to give every voter a choice,
an opportunity to have a voice,”
he continued.

Once the appeals were ex-
hausted, Heath, who serves as
the town of Marion’s director of
community and economic de-
velopment, said, “My choice was

Ministry
strives
to help
addicts

Heath explains switch to run as independent
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Ken HeathSee HEATH, Page A2

CONSTRUCTION CELEBRATION

STEPHANIE PORTER-NICHOLS/SMYTH COUNTY NEWS & MESSENGER

Officials from Smyth and Washington counties and Speyside Bourbon Cooperage Inc. broke ceremonial dirt Thursday morning at Highlands Business
Park in Glade Spring. Behind them heavy equipment was breaking dirt at the site of the future stave mill, which is a $9 million capital investment and is
expected to create 35 jobs.

Speysidemoves ahead with local plans
Ground is broken for Glade Spring stave mill

See ADDICTS, Page A5 See SPEYSIDE, Page A2
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Marion officials believe they
may have found the perfect
spot for a dog park.

The town recently acquired
the old quarry that lies next to
the developing neighborhood
near Emory & Henry College’s
School of Health Sciences.
While one of the quarry holes is
being used for disposal of brush
and leaves, the town hopes to
transform much of the land
into a multi-use recreation area.
Monday evening, Town Man-
ager Bill Rush told the Marion
Town Council that there’s a sec-

tion of land at the corner of Cal-
lahan Drive and Park Boulevard
that isn’t workable for anything
else, but would be perfect for a
dog park.

Officials have been looking
at options for such a park since
the summer of 2017 when Ken
Heath, Marion’s community
and economic development di-
rector, took on the project.

In early 2018, the town select-
ed an used portion of Riverbend
Park as the canine recreation
area’s future site, but some citi-
zens expressed concern about
the proximity of dogs to walkers
and children and objected to
barking and the look of neces-

sary fencing.
Still, Heath persevered, de-

scribing the dog park “as a pas-
sion project for me.”

He took on the project as a
private citizen and dog owner
and pledged to raise the money
needed for fencing, equipment
and other amenities needed
to transform a site into a dog
health and fun zone.

The idea of a dog park was
first introduced in late 2014,
but didn’t gain traction until
Heath took it on. He’d lost his
beloved yellow labs, Sophie and
Sadie, to chronic kidney dis-
ease and “vowed to do some-
thing to make sure their legacy

of love wouldn’t be forgotten
and soon learned there were
so many of you who, like us,
love their pups.” A few months
later, Heath and his wife got a
puppy. In a letter to the editor,
he wrote, “We quickly realized
what others had been saying --
a community park where dogs
can run, play and socialize is
sorely needed here. A place
where trainers can offer class-
es, groups can offer adoption
events. A place for our pups.”

He approached the town with
an idea. If the town would do-
nate land and provide main-
tenance for the dog park, he’d
raise the money to develop it.

Monday evening, Heath said
about $8,000 is in the bank.

Rush is working with Heath
to get bids on fencing. He told
the council he believes the town
may be able to build the park
within that budget. If that’s the
case, Rush said Wednesday, the
park could open sometime this
summer.

The park will feature two ar-
eas: one for larger dogs and a
separate space for small dogs.

In past discussions, elements
of the dog park have included
a water supply, shade, exercise
and training stations, and re-

New site could be home for Marion dog park

See DOG, Page A2


