
From staff reports

Two Florida residents are fac-
ing charges, including driving
while intoxicated and animal
cruelty, after a trooper clocked
their vehicle as speeding on In-
terstate 77 on Sept. 20 and fol-
lowed it to an Exit 52 gas station.

In a criminal complaint, Vir-
ginia State Police Trooper D.
Collins said he was working ra-
dar on I-77 when he clocked a
southbound sports utility vehi-
cle going 94 miles per hour in a
70-mph zone.

He said he watched the vehicle
leave the interstate and turn into
the Circle K parking lot where the
driver – 32-year-old Thor Alexan-
der Dakota of West Palm Beach –
went inside the store.

“I watched the vehicle and con-
fronted the passenger (33-year-
old Elizabeth Lee Nathan of
Sarasota) until the driver exited
the store,” Collins wrote. “Upon
exiting the store I saw the driver
swaying while walking. Once I
made contact with him I detect-
ed the odor of alcoholic beverage
coming from his breath…”

After giving Dakota field so-
briety tests, Collins charged him
with driving while intoxicated.
The trooper said Dakota refused
to take a breath test at the scene
but took one at the Sheriff’s Of-
fice, which yielded a “deficient
sample” result three times.

Dakota was also charged with
speeding and animal cruelty
related to a cat in the backseat
“with a cabinet and household
items being placed on top of it in
a soft pet carrier and it obviously
looking to be in distress….”

Bland County Deputy E.V. Mil-
liner charged Nathan with public
intoxication, obstructing justice,
destruction of property and ani-
mal cruelty.

In his criminal complaint, Mil-
liner, who went to the Circle K
to help the trooper, said Nathan
smelled of alcohol and appeared
to be intoxicated.

After being warned to stay in
the vehicle, Nathan kept opening
the door and at one time yelled
“at the driver which interfered
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Bland County recently welcomed two
new deputies and a new animal control of-
ficer. Melissa Cohen, Alex Eaton and Chase
Dillow all joined the Sheriff’s Office for the
same reason: they enjoy helping people.

Anyone within earshot of a police scan-
ner is familiar with Melissa Cohen’s me-
lodic British voice. A native of Suffolk, Eng-
land, Cohen has lived in Bland County for
a little more than a year, but has already
made herself right at home.

Within seven weeks of her arrival, Cohen,
who worked as a police officer in England,
was hired as a dispatcher for the Sheriff’s
Office. Last week, she was sworn in as the
county’s first female patrol deputy.

Cohen and her family decided to move to
America two years ago when she, her hus-
band and two daughters visited Cohen’s
family in the Riner area of Virginia. Her fa-
ther is from Riner; her mother is British.

Cohen’s husband, Jerry, also served as
a police officer in England. His work con-
centrated on fatal accidents, the victims
and their families. Over time, he developed

post traumatic stress disorder. But when he
visited the Virginia mountains, “the black
cloud of depression lifted,” Cohen said.
“We realized we needed to do something
for him.”

So, they picked up and moved to Bland
County.

“I love it here, the mountains, the peo-
ple,” she said. “We’ve been made to feel so
incredibly welcome.”

In England, Cohen worked as a police of-
ficer for 11 years before leaving to become
a midwife after the birth of her second
daughter.

Cohen decided to apply to become a
deputy because she enjoys helping people
face-to-face - not only victims of crime but
others who need a helping hand. In Eng-
land, she was a community police officer
who helped people and areas of the com-
munity getting back on their feet.

“Some criminals needed a helping hand
to get back on the right road,” she said. “It’s
something I enjoyed and thrived in.”

Cohen said she looks forward to getting
back out into the community and helping
people.

I love dispatching, it’s been fantastic, but

it’ such a different world, dealing with peo-
ple over the radio,” she said. “I prefer face-
to-face.”

She said being the first female patrol dep-
uty in Bland County is an honor.

“I’m excited for the challenge and feel
very honored,” she said.

Cohen will stay on as a dispatcher until
January, when she will attend the police
academy. She also plans to ride along with
deputies until she attends the academy.

Joining Cohen on the force is Alex Eaton,
a veteran law enforcement officer with
eight years of experience under his police
belt. He comes to Bland County from Giles
County, where he served for more than two
years. He worked as a Chilhowie police of-
ficer for 5.5 years. He is also an Army vet-
eran.

Eaton, 34, moved to the Bland Sheriff’s
Office for the positive environment, he
said.

“Bland County is known for its family at-
mosphere,” the father of three said, adding
that in the Bland department, he’s “not just
a number; I’m a person. I love it; it’s a good
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Only one Bland County race
for the November General Elec-
tion is contested: the race for
the District 3 (Mechanicsburg)
seat on the Board of Supervi-
sors.

Thursday, the Bland Coun-
ty Democrats and the Bland
County Republican Commit-
tee are coming together to host
a candidates forum so that
the public can hear from each

candidate in the Mechanics-
burg race. All three candidates
are independents: incumbent
Randy L. Johnson, H.T. “Tom”
Blankenship and Orville Duane
DeHart.

The forum is 7 p.m. at the Me-
chanicsburg Community Cen-
ter, 457 Byrnes Chapel Road.

Democrat Larry Newberry
said his group thinks the fo-
rum is a good opportunity for
residents to hear directly from
the candidates. He said there
will be two rounds of questions

with time limits to help the
public decide who will be the
next supervisor from Mechan-
icsburg.

“All three candidates will be
there; we are very excited about
that,” he said.

Republican Supervisor Adam
Kidd said when the Democrats
suggested the forum, Republi-
cans agreed to help.

“It’s a way to show a little
bi-partisanship in this hyper-
partisan world we live in,” Kidd
said.

Democrats and Republicans
formed a committee to orga-
nize the forum. In addition
to Newberry and Kidd, mem-
bers are Elizabeth Umbarger,
and John and Bonnie Dodson.
Members of the Wythe-Bland
Young Professionals group,
which has organized similar
forums in Wythe County for
several years, will help host the
event.

The committee has been gath-
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Bland County’s newest deputies, from left, Melissa Cohen, Alex Eaton and Chase Dillow.


