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Graduation is a cause for celebration
for any student. Three Bland County High
School seniors will have double the rea-
son to celebrate on May 25 when they walk
across the BCHS graduation stage to collect
their high school diplomas two weeks after
they walked across the Wytheville Commu-
nity College graduation stage.

Hanna England, Ethan Cook and Sheri-
dan Mercer began taking dual enrollment
classes during their sophomore years at
BCHS. They later added regular college
classes to their course loads and even en-
rolled in summer college classes. Then on
May 11, they each received an associate de-
gree in general studies during commence-
ment ceremonies at WCC.

“It’s kind of sad, but exciting at the same
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A Christiansburg police officer who
grew up in Bland County is still bask-
ing in the glow of a shout-out from
Vice President Mike Pence during
Liberty University’s graduation cer-
emony May 11.

The graduation was not Patrol Of-
ficer James Belcher’s first encounter
with Pence. They met last year during
a Police Week ceremony at the Capi-
tol in Washington, D.C.

“He was making his way through
the Capitol to leave, then a couple of
Secret Service agents pointed us out,”
Belcher said. “He made a point to
speak with us. He was a genuine, all-

around nice guy. He was clearly inter-
ested in talking with us. It was not a
formality type of thing; it was what he
wanted to do.”

So, this spring, when Belcher
learned Pence was the keynote
speaker for his graduation from Lib-
erty with a degree in criminal justice,
Belcher decided to send Pence a note.

“I sent him a note to thank him for
taking the time to speak with us and
to tell him I was excited he was going
to speak at our graduation,” Belcher
said. In the note Belcher talked about
how his degree was the culmination
of his lifelong dream. It wasn’t easy
and took years of splitting his time
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Bastian Union Church is re-
placing its Fourth of July In God
We Trust Rally with The Freedom
Project. So, instead of fireworks
and singing on the holiday, there
will be free items for those in
need.

The church decided to start
The Freedom Project after the
success of The Love Project in
Bland last December.

“Over 11,000 people were
served through The Love Project;
it makes you aware that there
are a lot of people in need,” said
church secretary Nancy Lewis.
“It is still an outreach project.
But it’s a different type of out-
reach; we get to serve in a differ-
ent way.”

Church members are spread-
ing the word that there will not
be a flea market, hot dog din-
ner, guest speaker, special music
and fireworks. What there will
be is free food, clothing, books,
household items, furniture, baby
items and more.

Here is how it will work: Folks
must register at the church
and wait until it is their time to
“shop.” While waiting, they can
sit inside the church, eat a meal
and hear devotions. People will
then be called by groups (in the
order they registered) and taken
to the church park to shop. Food
boxes will also be distributed.

Those wishing to participate
must bring identification with a
valid address to receive items.

The event runs from 9 a.m. un-
til 2 p.m. on July 4. All families
that have registered by 2 p.m.
will be served.

If you have items you wish to
donate, call the church office at
276-688-4941 to arrange a time
to drop off items at the church,
29 Bears Trail, Bastian.

“We will take anything a per-
son can use, furniture, clothes,
toys, household items, books,”
Lewis said. “We will take dona-
tions until June 24. Anybody
who needs anything (on July 4),
just come on by; we have lots of
good stuff.”

To reach reporter Millie Rothrock, call
276-228-6611, ext. 35, or email mrothrock@

wythenews.com.
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Vice President Mike Pence stands in front of James
Belcher last year in Washington, D.C.See RESIDENT, Page A3
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It’s a little late in the season for shadow-gazing, but these young groundhogs seem intent on soaking up a little sun nonetheless. The mother recently
gave birth to quadruplets in her Rocky Gap hideaway.
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Three BCHS seniors will collect their high school diplomas this weekend two weeks after they took
home associate degrees from WCC. Pictured from left to right are Ethan Cook, Hanna England,
Sheridan Mercer and WCC dual enrollment coordinator Josh Floyd.


