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Bluefield State University unveils strategic
plan as enrollment growth continues

By CHARLES OWENS
BLUEFIELD DAILY TELEGRAPH

BLUEFIELD —
Building on one of the
strongest enrollment
growth rates among
West Virginia’s public
four-year institutions,
Bluefield State Univer-
sity has unveiled its new
strategic plan, “Build-
ing the Future Togeth-
er,” a roadmap that will
guide the university’s
continued growth and
expansion of opportu-
nity for students across
southern West Virginia
and the broader region
through 2030.

Bluefield State re-
cently recorded 7.8 per-
cent overall enrollment
growth, continuing a
strong upward trend
for the university. The
institution also led all
public four-year insti-
tutions in West Virgin-
ia in full-time equiva-

lent enrollment growth
at 9.5 percent, while
first-time freshman en-
rollment increased by
37 percent, reflecting
growing interest among
new students.

Bluefield State Uni-
versity President Dr.
Darrin Martin said the
strategic plan will help
the university build
on that progress while
strengthening its long-
term mission.

“Bluefield State is ex-
periencing a period of
renewed growth and op-
timism,” Martin said.
“This strategic plan
provides a clear direc-
tion for where we are
headed and how we will
continue expanding op-
portunity for students
while serving the work-
force and communities
of our region.”

The strategic plan out-
lines several priorities
that will guide the uni-

versity through 2030,
including growing en-
rollment, strengthen-
ing student retention
and success, enhancing
the student experience,
ensuring financial sus-
tainability, advancing
academic excellence,
and investing in faculty
and staff development.

University leaders say
the plan will also focus
on expanding career
pathways, strengthen-
ing partnerships with
employers and commu-
nity organizations, and
aligning academic pro-
grams with workforce
needs in high-demand
fields.

“Our responsibility is
not only to educate stu-
dents, but to prepare
them for meaningful
careers and leadership
in their communities,”
Martin said. “This plan
ensures that Bluefield
State continues to grow

File photo by Tara Wyatt
Bluefield State University has been named a Fulbright Historically Black College and
University (HBCU) Institutional Leader for 2025, marking the fifth time the university has
received the recognition from the U.S. Department of State.

while staying true to
our mission of access,
excellence, and student
success.”

The plan was devel-
oped through a collab-
orative process involv-
ing a diverse commit-

tee of faculty, staff,
and university leaders
who worked together
to identify priorities
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New housmg projects underway across Mercer

By CHARLES OWENS
BLUEFIELD DAILY TELEGRAPH

BLUEFIELD — Ef-
forts to develop new
and affordable housing
across the region are
continuing.

Five projects are cur-
rently planned across
Mercer County to ad-
dress the region’s hous-
ing needs. The Bluefield
Arts and Revitalization
Corporation is serving
as a co-developer on
all five of the projects,
which includes the on-
going efforts to convert
the historic Hotel Thel-
ma in Bluefield into a
new 10-unit apartment
complex for senior cit-
izens in the city’s East
End, as well as the cre-
ation of space for a new
restaurant.

Work on the Hotel
Thelma project got un-
derway in January, and
a formal groundbreak-
ing ceremony was held
last month.

Brian Tracey, who
serves as director of re-
al-estate development
for the Bluefield Arts
and Revitalization Com-
mission, said U.S. Sena-
tor Shelley Moore Capi-
to, R-W.Va., was able to
tour the Hotel Thelma
construction project in
February.

“She asked a lot of
insightful questions,”
Tracey said of Capito.

Contributed photograph

Ground was broken Feb. 26 on the Hotel Thelma project in Bluefield. Brian Tracey, who serves as director of real-estate development for the Bluefield
Arts and Revitalization Commission, said U.S. Senator Shelley Moore Capito, R-W.Va., also toured the Hotel Thelma construction project in February.

“Clearly she understood
what we are doing at
the property. We also
had the opportunity to
tell her what this proj-
ect will bring to the
community. Affordable
housing for seniors,
specifically designed
for that age group. We

walked her through
all of those design fea-
tures. She was very im-
pressed with the design
that we’ve developed,
and also spent some
time in what used to be
Thelma’s Cafe.”

The old Hotel Thelma
is a historic landmark

in the city that served
Black travelers during
the days of segregation.

In all, 24 different
funding sources are
helping to transform
the historic landmark
into the new senior
apartments, Tracey
said. That’s up from

the original 19 funding
sources when the proj-
ect began in January.
In addition to Hotel
Thelma, two other hous-
ing projects are planned
in Bluefield, along with
a fourth in Princeton
and a fifth in Bramwell.
Each project was

awarded a $1.5 million
grant from the Feder-
al Home Loan Bank of
Pittsburg’s Affordable

Housing Program.
Tracey said if all goes
as planned, BARC and
its co-developers are
hoping to begin work
on the remaining four
HOUSING, E-2
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that will guide Bluefield
State’s next phase of
growth.

Amanda R. Ma-
toushek, PhD, Dean
of the College of Arts,
Education, and Social
Sciences and Professor
of Psychology at Blue-
field State University,
served on the committee
and said the document
reflects the university’s
broader commitment to
developing well-round-
ed graduates while
strengthening the insti-
tution itself.

“This strategic plan
reflects the true nature

of Bluefield State, sup-
porting development of
our students academi-
cally, civically, and ethi-
cally, preparing them to
make impactful change
locally and globally,”
Matoushek said. “All of
the strategic priorities
are interconnected, pro-
viding not only improved
student outcomes, but
a sustainable future for
BSU by investing in fac-
ulty and staff develop-
ment so we can continue
innovating our methods
to remain on the cutting
edge of academic excel-
lence.”

The strategic plan al-
so emphasizes collab-
oration across the uni-
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versity and engagement
with alumni, communi-
ty partners, and indus-
try leaders to support
long-term institutional
growth.

“Building the Future
Together reflects exact-
ly what this moment re-
quires,” Martin said. “It
is a shared vision that
calls on our entire cam-
pus community to work
together as we strength-
en Bluefield State Uni-
versity and help shape
the future of our re-
gion.”

University leaders
say the plan is also de-
signed to strengthen
Bluefield State’s role
as an economic and

workforce partner for
southern West Virgin-
ia and the surrounding
Appalachian region. By
aligning academic pro-
grams with emerging in-
dustries and expanding
pathways for traditional
and nontraditional stu-
dents, the university
aims to help meet work-
force demand while cre-
ating new opportunities
for students and fami-
lies across the region.

The strategic plan fo-
cuses on six key prior-
ities designed to guide
the university’s growth
and impact:

+ Grow Enrollment
through expanded re-
cruitment and new path-

ways for traditional and
nontraditional students

- Strengthen Student
Retention and Success
with improved advising,
first-year programs, and
support services

« Enhance the Student
Experience by increas-
ing engagement oppor-
tunities and strengthen-
ing career readiness

+ Ensure Financial
Sustainability through
diversified revenue, ex-
panded fundraising, and
responsible budgeting

« Advance Academic
Excellence by aligning
programs with work-
force needs and support-
ing faculty innovation

« Invest in Faculty
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and Staff Development
through training, men-
torship, and profession-
al growth opportunities

Bluefield State Uni-
versity, founded in 1895,
is dedicated to providing
affordable and accessi-
ble pathways to high-
er education through
certificate, associate,
bachelor’s, and master’s
degree programs while
preparing students for
meaningful careers and
lives of service.

The full “Building the
Future Together: Stra-
tegic Plan 2025-2030”
can be viewed on the
Bluefield State Univer-
sity website at www.
bluefieldstate.edu.
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projects soon.

“It’s possible that all four
could start construction this
year,” Tracey said.

The largest of the four de-
velopments is a housing
project planned on Duhring
Street in Bluefield, not far
from city hall, that calls for
the construction of 10 new
single-family homes. It is a
home ownership project with
the newly constructed hous-
es then being sold to income
qualified buyers. BARC is a
co-developer on that project
along with the Bluefield Land
Bank, according to Tracey.
BARC is still looking to raise
additional funding for the
project, but officials are hop-
ing to start construction on
the development this year.

Tracey said BARC and the
Bluefield Land Bank are cur-
rently working to document
all of the funding sourc-
es lined up for the Duhring
Street project, including the
Federal Home Loan Bank of
Pittsburg and the West Vir-
ginia Housing Development
Fund.

“So all of that is pre-work
before we really put the shovel
in the ground,” Tracey said.
“And of course hiring a civil
engineer to do soil tests. Ev-
erything preparing for the
starting structure.”

The second Bluefield project
calls for the transformation
of the former Traveler’s Hotel

in Bluefield into an 11 unit g

affordable apartment complex :

while also providing space for
retail and commercial devel-

opment on the first floor of

the structure. The old Trav-

elers Hotel on Raleigh Street |

is located adjacent to the Ra-

leigh Street Cinemas. The

hotel was originally a Green
Book property during the

1930s and 1940s. It was later E==

converted into an office build-
ing and offered some dining
in the 1980s. The structure is
currently vacant.

Once completed, it will ben-
efit people who work down-
town, including employees
of Alorica/Intuit, who may
be looking for a place to live
close to their job. Those liv-
ing in the apartment complex
also will be able to walk to the
Raleigh Street Cinemas, the
Granda Theater, the RailYard
restaurant and other down-
town attractions.

Tracey said officials are
working to finalizing funding
sources before construction
begins on the Traveler’s Hotel
project.

The third project to receive
a $1.5 million Affordable
Housing Program grant is lo-
cated in Princeton and will be
called the Easley Clark Mc-
Connell Apartments. BARC
is partnering with Moun-
tain Acres Properties, Inc., a
church non-profit that comes
out of the United Holy Church
of America denomination on
the development. The goal is
to develop housing for senior

Contributed photograph

Ground was broken Feb. 26 on the Hotel Thelma project in Bluefield. Brian
Tracey, who serves as director of real-estate development for the Bluefield
Arts and Revitalization Commission, said U.S. Senator Shelley Moore Capito,
R-W.Va., also toured the Hotel Thelma construction project in February.

citizens in the area.

The fourth project seeks to
convert the former Pence Ho-
tel in Bramwell into 10 afford-
able apartments to serve both
senior citizens and those work-
ing in the ATV hospitality in-
dustry. BARC is partnering
with the Bramwell Foundation
on the Pence Hotel project.

“And of course BARC has
partners on all but one of the
projects,” Tracey said. “The
Traveler’s is BARCs alone.”

According to the individual
project summaries, the Travel-
ers Hotel Apartments project
will preserve and renovate an
historic Green Book hotel at
602 Raleigh Street in down-
town Bluefield, adjacent to the
recently reopened and restored
historic Granada Theater. The
project will create 11 afford-
able, healthy, and safe studio

Visit our Walk-In Clinic!
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and one-bedroom apartments
targeting individuals working
in downtown Bluefield and
one commercial/retail bay on
Raleigh Street. The project is
designed to benefit low- and
moderate-income residents of
Bluefield, particularly indi-
viduals who work in the city’s
downtown.

The Duhring Street Home-
ownership project will use va-
cant land owned by the city of
Bluefield’s Land Bank to build
10 new single-family homes
for sale to first-time home-
owners and other income-qual-
ified buyers. The homes will
be built on city-owned parcels
on Duhring Street and Mer-
cer Street. The sites were cho-
sen based on their proximi-
ty to services and amenities
(grocery stores, pharmacies,
health care, transportation,

A/

PANDORA

churches, schools and enter-
tainment); their suitability for
development (topography and
access to utilities); and readi-
ness to proceed. The project isa
short two-block walk from the
site of Bluefield’s largest em-
ployer, Alorica/Intuit, which
has 350 employees. Two types
of single-family homes will be
built: seven two bedroom, two
bathroom homes with 1,035
square feet of living space and
three bedroom two bathroom
homes with 1,435 square feet
of living space.

According to the Easley
Clark McConnell Apartments
project summary, it will create
10 affordable apartments for
seniors in Princeton. The proj-
ect will consist of newly con-
structed one-story apartments,
in multiple buildings, built on
vacant land, which was previ-
ously the site of the historic
Dunbar School. The project’s
location is nearby to grocery
stores, restaurants, health care
services, and opportunities for
recreation and entertainment.

The Pence Hotel project will
convert the historic Pence Ho-
tel on Main Street in Bramwell
to 10 affordable studio and
one-bedroom apartments. The
Pence building will also in-
clude a first floor retail/com-
mercial bay, with a medical
clinic identified as the desired
use for the space. The apart-
ments will target seniors as
well as workers in the ATV-re-
lated hospitality business.

Contact Charles Owens at
cowens@bdtonline.com
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BLUEFIELD — Tour-
ism continues to be a
major economic driv-
er in Mercer County,
generating more than
$219.56 million in vis-
itor spending and sup-
porting more than 1,656
jobs, according to data
recently released by the
Visit Mercer County
Convention and Visitors
Bureau.

The figures highlight
continued growth in the
county’s tourism sector
and ongoing marketing
efforts by the Visit Mer-
cer County Convention
and Visitors Bureau
to attract travelers to
southern West Virginia.

Visitor spending in
Mercer County has in-
creased by more than
50% since 2019. Of-
ficials say travelers
now bring more than
$600,000 into the local
economy each day. The
industry also generated
$20.19 million in com-

bined state and local tax
revenue, which officials
estimate saves local
households about $827
annually in taxes.

“Our mission is to cre-
ate economic growth by
promoting Mercer Coun-
ty as a destination,” said
Jamie Null, executive
director of Visit Mercer
County CVB. “Tourism
continues to strength-
en our communities,
support local business-
es, and highlight the
natural beauty and cul-
ture that make Mercer
County uniquely Appa-
lachian.”

Investments aimed at
improving visitor expe-
rience

The Visit Mercer
County CVB has also
continued investing in
projects aimed at im-
proving the visitor expe-
rience and strengthen-
ing local tourism assets.

Recent projects in-
clude restoration of the

Almost Heaven Swing
at East River Mountain
Overlook, a popular sce-
nic attraction frequent-
ly photographed by vis-
itors, and development
of a new visitor center
intended to help trav-
elers plan trips and ex-
plore local attractions.

Officials say the im-
provements are intend-
ed to enhance access to
the county’s scenic over-
looks, outdoor recre-
ation opportunities and
small-town attractions.

Website redesign
boosts trip planning
tools

Tourism officials al-
so point to growth in
digital engagement fol-
lowing the redesign of
the Visit Mercer County
website, which focuses
on accessibility and trip
planning resources.

The site recorded
more than 317,000 ac-
tive users and more
than 360,000 sessions,

according to the CVB.
Improvements includ-
ed accessibility features
for users with assistive
technologies, along with
mobile performance up-
grades and improved
navigation.

Data from the bureau
shows the website gener-
ated 4,986 travel guide
requests, 633 newslet-
ter subscriptions and
43,932 referrals to local
tourism partners and
businesses.

Courtesy photo/Mercer County CVB
Top: Brush Creek Falls. Bottom: Tourism continues to be a major economic driver in Mercer County, generating more than $219.56 million in visitor spending and supporting more
than 1,656 jobs, according to data recently released by the Visit Mercer County Convention and Visitors Bureau.

Tourism growth
continues in Mercer
County with record
visitor spending

Courtesy photo/Mercer County CVB
Tourism continues to be a major economic driver in Mercer County, generating more
than $219.56 million in visitor spending and supporting more than 1,656 jobs, according
to data recently released by the Visit Mercer County Convention and Visitors Bureau.

National exposure in-
creases through media
and social platforms

Visit Mercer County’s
digital marketing and
social media campaigns
also expanded the coun-
ty’s national reach.
Tourism videos and so-
cial media posts high-
lighting outdoor recre-
ation, waterfalls and lo-
cal attractions generat-
ed more than 4.5 million
views across platforms.

Public relations ef-
forts resulted in 231

media placements across
more than 75 outlets,
generating an estimated
$331 million in editorial
value, according to the
CVB.

Mercer County tour-
ism was featured in
publications includ-
ing Southern Living,
Forbes, Blue Ridge Out-
doors, Matador Net-
work, WV Living and
Only In Your State,
along with other travel
and lifestyle publica-
tions.
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Work

By CHARLES OWENS
BLUEFIELD DAILY TELEGRAPH

PRINCETON —
Work is now well under-
way on a number of key
projects for the region,
including Princeton’s
new wave pool and Blue-
field’s transformative
Safe Streets for All
transportation project,
among various other re-
gional developments.

In Princeton, the bath
house and mechanical
room that will serve the
wave pool are now under
roof. Warm weather, in-
cluding several days of
70 degree readings ear-
lier this month, allowed
construction crews to
make significant prog-
ress on the project.

The wave pool and
aquatic facility project
are on schedule with
officials still eyeing
a grand opening date
to coincide with the
Fourth of July, Prince-
ton City Manager Mike
Webb said.

In the meantime,
work continues on the
bathhouse, concession
area and mechanical
room, all of which are
being handled by Swope
Construction Company
of Bluefield. A second
contract was awarded
for the actual wave pool,
which is being built by
Aquatic Builders Ltd of
New York.

”The main thing is
that again they’re on
schedule,” Webb said.
“It is going to be some-
thing that not only
Princeton can enjoy
but Mercer County, the
surrounding counties
and really the region.
Whether it’d be from
Blacksburg over or
Wytheville up you’ve
got a true regional tour-
ism draw type of prod-
uct that is coming to-
gether here, and that’s
why we want to make
sure that everybody
has a chance to enjoy
it. Families can come
in, you can have food
while you’re there. You
can get drinks while you
are there. You can enjoy
the sunshine as we build
out the dog park and the
walking trail and the
other amenities around
it. It really makes it a
full day of things you
can do in Princeton.”

The wave pool project
is being funded through
a $4 million bond issue,
which is being matched
with an additional
$475,000 in city funds.

Wave pools are swim-
ming pools which cre-
ate artificial waves. The
aquatic facility is being
constructed in the field
behind the Princeton
Towers, not far from
the existing city hall
complex off Bee Street.

Work got underway
on the new wave pool
and aquatic center last
fall, and the two con-
tracts on the project
called for a 160 day
construction schedule.
‘While the snow, ice and
cold temperatures in
January and February
did impact the ongoing
work, Webb said con-
struction crews were
able to make significant
progress once tempera-
tures warmed up.

The city is hoping to
have the wave pool open
in time for the Fourth
of July, which is always
a big day in Princeton
with a variety of musi-
cal shows and activities,
as well as fireworks.

But this year’s Fourth
of July gathering will
be even bigger since it
coincides with the U.S.
Semiquincentennial
celebration observing
America’s 250th anni-
versary.

Already a number of
events are being planned
in the city to coincide
with the expanded pa-
triotic celebration this
year, including a per-
formance by “Slippery
When Wet — The Ulti-
mate Bon Jovi Tribute”
show that will perform
at 8 p.m. on the evening
of July 4th along with
three opening acts, the
city announced earlier

Bluefield Dailp Telearaph

underway on key
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The unseasonably warm weather the region experienced earlier this month has allowed construction crews to make significant progress on Princeton’s
new wave pool and bath house project with both the walls and roofing on the bath house now going iup.

this month.

The wave pool and
aquatic facility are be-
ing developed along a
11-acre tract of land
that was donated to
the city of Princeton by
the Preservati family.
In addition to the wave
pool and bath house,
several multi-purpose
fields also are being de-
veloped at the site along
with a new dog park.

The first multi pur-
pose field will be ready
for the public, and area
schools, to utilize later
this spring, according
to Webb.

Hydroseeding and
grading work was
completed last fall at
the site of that first
multi-purpose athletic
field, which Webb said
will be available for ar-
ea schools, communi-
ty groups, organized
leagues and the general
public to use.

Work on a second
multi-purpose athletic
field — at the same 11
acre site — is expected
to begin later this sum-
mer.

In the neighboring
city of Bluefield, de-
sign and engineering
work got underway in
early March on the $31
million Safe Streets for
All project, a federally
funded initiative that
has been more than two
years in the making.

City Manager Ce-
cil Marson announced
during the March 10
meeting of the Blue-
field Board of Directors
that engineers were now
on the ground in Blue-
field working on design
plans as well as right-
of-way assessments for
the Safe Streets for All
project.

The transportation
improvement plan for
the city is being funded
through $25 million in
federal dollars and $6
million in state funds.

“We’re just excited to
finally get it under way,
and I think it will be re-
ally great,” Marson told
the Daily Telegraph af-
ter the March 10 meet-
ing. “As we get through
the summer folks will
start seeing some ren-
derings, and some re-
al designs of what the
roads are going to look
like, and the sidewalks
and the streetscapes,
which I think everyone
will be really excited
about. It’s going to real-
ly change the way these
streets look, and the
way folks have access
in the bike lanes and
things like that. So I’'m
really, really excited to
get this thing rolling.”

The actual construc-
tion probably won’t
start until next spring,
according to Marson.

“You’re not going to
see shovels and grounds
being torn until spring

Staff pto y harles Owens
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The unseasonably warm weather the region experienced earlier this month has allowed construction crews to make sig-
nificant progress on Princeton’s new wave pool and bath house project with both the walls and roofing on the bath house

now going iup.

of next year,” Marson
said. “So right now, a
lot of the engineering
and work with utilities
with the environmen-
tal is underway as we
speak.”

Engineers with CTL
engineering and AE-
COM engineering are
working with the city on
the Safe Streets for All
project, which focuses
on College Avenue, Sta-
dium Drive and U.S.
Route 52.

The project will spe-
cifically convert four
of Bluefield’s key in-
tersections to round-
abouts, create pedes-
trian and bicycle ac-
commodations through
a strategic mountain
gap, and make safety
improvements that in-
clude implementing
traffic-calming strat-
egies and installing
sidewalks, crosswalks,
rectangular rapid-flash-
ing beacons, and street
lighting on selected
corridors, according to
the project’s descrip-
tion. Locations for Safe
Street projects range
from College Avenue,
Stadium Drive, Cum-
berland Road, Prince-
ton Avenue, U.S. Route
52 and other roads in
the city along with the
intersection connecting
Cherry Street, Mary-
land Avenue and Stadi-
um Drive.

As for the planned
roundabouts, two of
them will be on College
Avenue and one at U.S.
Route 52 near Hill Av-
enue and the entrance
to Bluefield State Uni-
versity.

The Safe Streets for
All project isn’t to be
confused with the $1.25
million federally-fund-
ed Reconnecting Com-
munities project, a

similar transportation
improvement initiative
that calls for an over-
haul of roads and side-
walks in the city’s East
End area.

The Reconnecting
Communities plan fo-
cuses on an area of the
city that begins near
the entrance of Blue-
field State University
and from there extends
through the northeast
end of Bluefield past
the Grant Street Bridge
and toward Hotel Thel-
ma, a local historic
landmark that is cur-
rently being converted
into apartments for se-
nior citizens with room
for a restaurant.

The planned pedestri-
an sidewalks for Blue-
field State University
students traveling from
the former Bluefield
Regional Medical Cen-
ter site to the main uni-
versity campus is also a
part of the Reconnect-
ing Communities proj-
ect.

In addition to the
Safe Streets for All
and the Reconnecting
Communities projects
in Bluefield, planning
also is continuing for
a $13.4 million trans-
portation project in the
city that will allow for
the replacement of the
archaic Midway Tunnel
and the construction of
a new overpass bridge
and pedestrian and bi-
cycle walkway above the
flood-prone tunnel.

In 2023, U.S. Shel-
ley Moore Capito,
R-W.Va. announced a
$13,480,000 award for
the city of Bluefield
through the Rural Sur-
face Transportation
Grant Program, a com-
ponent of the federal
Infrastructure Invest-
ment and Jobs Act leg-

islation, which will al-
low for the replacement
of the Midway Tunnel
and the construction of
the new overpass bridge
and pedestrian and bi-
cycle walkway above the
tunnel.

Marson said planning
for the Midway Tunnel
project is continuing.

Another project en-
visioned by Bluefield
also is in the planning
stages, and will actually
be developed outside of
the city limits on land
owned by Bluefield near
Kee Dam and the King
Coal Highway construc-
tion site.

Marson also an-
nounced at the March
10 city board meeting
that a boundary survey
of the land owned by the
city near Kee Dam had
been completed.

The project planned
on that property is ex-
pected to be connect-
ed to the region’s ATV
tourism industry, and
may include a housing
component for ATV
tourists.

In the neighboring
town of Bluefield, Va.,
remediation work will
be getting underway
soon on two downtown
properties that are be-
ing renovated for new
business use.

The town sought bids
for remediation work
earlier this year on the
former Bank of Graham
building and the former
Graham Jewelry build-
ing.

Both structures are
currently owned by the
town, but the building
that once housed the
former Bank of Gra-
ham is being sold by the
town. It is located at the
corner of Virginia Ave-
nue and Spruce Street.
As its name implies, the

two-story structure was
once a bank, but it is
currently vacant.

The Bank of Graham
will be sold by the town
to a private entity once
the remediation and
renovation work on the
two-story structure is
completed, according
to Bluefield, Va. Town
Manager Andrew Han-
somn.

The former New Gra-
ham Jewelry building
also will undergo re-
mediation work and
then renovations with
help from a $245,000
Industrial Revitaliza-
tion Award from the
state and a $250,000
grant award from the
Virginia Tobacco Com-
mission. The Bluefield,
Va. Industrial Devel-
opment Authority is
working to restore
the 4,000-square-foot
building into a modern
commercial space capa-
ble of supporting two
new businesses. The
first floor of the build-
ing will be designed for
retail or dining use,
while the second floor
will be converted into a
communications lab.

Hanson said discus-
sions are continuing
with Bluefield Univer-
sity for the second floor
of the structure and the
search for a restaurant
for the first floor con-
tinues.

“On the Graham Jew-
elry building, we would
like to partner with
Bluefield University for
them to have space for
their students on the
second floor,” Hanson
said in an earlier inter-
view. “We are still hop-
ing for a restaurant (on
the first floor).”

Contact Charles Owens at
cowens@bdtonline.com
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Beaver, W.Va. teen wins state’s ﬁrst- ever “I Voted"’ Stlcker Contest
\ |

By Eric Cravey
BLUEFIELD DAILY TELEGRAPH

BECKLEY — It’s not often
that a middle schooler’s art-
work ends up on thousands
of pieces of clothing, but that
is the new reality for Reese
Childers, of Beaver.

The Shady Spring Middle
School eighth grader is the
winner of the West Virginia
Secretary of State’s first-ev-
er “I Voted!” Sticker Contest.
Reese’s work was selected
from art submitted by more
than 1,100 eighth grade stu-
dents from 42 West Virginia
counties. The 42 first-place
winners were separated into
four regional contests. On
Feb. 17, Secretary of State
Kris Warner named Childers
one of four Regional Winners
who would then also serve
as finalists for the statewide
award.

Reese learned about the
contest in her West Virginia
Studies class and, having been
an accomplished artist whose
award-winning work was dis-
played at Tamarack in 2025,
she knew immediately what
she wanted to draw for her
contest entry.

“Typically when I set my
mind to something, my brain
just rushes with, like images
or ideas of what I usually want
to do, and it’s hard for me to
change from that,” she said.
“So, I knew right there on the
spot what I was going to put
in the sticker drawing. And
I rushed home, and I start-
ed doodling and sketching it
out.”

Childers has been exposed to
art and creative pursuits since
she was born as her mother,
Crista Childers, teaches art
at Shady Spring Elementa-
ry. She was also Reese’s fifth
grade art teacher.

“She just has such a natu-
ral gift for it. She’s very tal-
ented, and it’s just something
she’s always doing,” Crista
Childers said. “And she’s al-
ways like, doodling on her
hand, doodling in her binder,
drawing in a sketchbook. You
know, just everything is just
like, she said, in pictures to
her.”

Contestants were limit-

W.Va. Secretary of State Office

From left, Raleigh County Clerk of Court Scott Van Meter, W.Va. Secretary of State Kris Warner and Reese Childers, winner of the first-ever “I
Voted!” Sticker Contest held by Warner’s office. Van Meter and Childers are holding rolls of “I Voted!” stickers made with her original artwork.

ed to using three colors, but
Reese chose to use black. The
sticker, which will be given to
voters statewide in the May
Primary, could be placed on
lapels all over West Virginia.
After all, she used some of the
Mountain State’s most pre-
cious icons to promote the civ-
ic duty of voting.

“Well, my sticker showcas-
es all of the state symbols for
West Virginia, like the black
bear, the monarch butterfly,
the state outline, New River
Gorge Bridge, the red Cardi-
nal, the Rhododendron and
the honey bee,” Reese said.
“So really, it’s just, it’s kind
of some of them have bright,
vibrant colors, but a lot of
them also have lots of black
in them.”

Even though Reese’s West
Virginia Studies class includ-
ed a lesson on civics and why it
is important to vote in a dem-
ocratic society, she has had

similar lessons in such duties
previously. Her grandfather
Sam Suttle, of Beckley, has
served for years as an election
poll worker. When he found
out she was a finalist for the
contest, he became her biggest
cheerleader.

“I put it on Facebook. I told
everyone I knew,” Suttle said.
“I worked in the public for
years, and I knew a lot of peo-
ple, so anyone I saw, I would
show the artwork and say,
‘She’s in this contest. And
these are ‘I Voted!” stickers.
So if you would look for I’d
appreciate it.””

From Feb. 17until4:30 p.m.
on Feb. 27, the general pub-
lic was allowed to vote online
for their favorite of the four
designs. Warner’s office said
15,947 votes came in during
the 10-day period.

As the winner of the con-
test, Reese took home a plaque
featuring her artwork, while

Raleigh County Clerk Scott
Van Meter took home 11,000
stickers featuring Reese’s de-
sign.

Warner presented Reese the
award on March 11 after his
office hosted a forum dubbed
“Civic Learning for a Stron-
ger West Virginia.” The fo-
rum and the press conference
were held in the Chambers of
the West Virginia Supreme
Court of Appeals at the State
Capitol.

During the ceremony, Re-
ese became the first person to
use one of the stickers she de-
signed as she placed it on her
grandfather’s lapel.

“Oh, that was a highlight
for me that day. I mean, to
think that I got the very first
sticker that was to go on peo-
ple’s lapels after they voted,
a symbol that, you know, say-
ing, ‘I voted in a West Virgin-
ia election,’” Suttle said. “I
mean, it was very flattering.”

Mobile has a certain magic that keeps you on your toes. Where a melting pot of people,
flavors, cultures and traditions become one voice to lead all of life’s celebrations. Join the
jubilee and welcome every day with an enduring passion and a little soulful hospitality,
because life is the ultimate gift. This is the spirit of living. This is what we're born to do.
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Suttle characterized Ra-
leigh County voters as com-
mitted and said the County
Clerk’s Voter Registration
staff takes a lot of pride in in-
creasing the number of voters
each year.

“I mean, they’re very, very
excited about the fact that
the winner of this contest is
from Raleigh County,” Suttle
said. “And I think the people
that vote in Raleigh County
will be excited to know that
they’re wearing a sticker that
was created by someone from
this area.”

And while art and civic duty
are not often paired together,
Reese hopes her sticker design
will make people think differ-
ently.

“And, judging by my stick-
er, it may change people’s
minds, to maybe get out more
and do more hikes and see the
natural beauties we have out
here,” she said.

WWW.RTJGOLF.COM/

MAGNOLIAGROVE

BLOG.MOBILEBAY.ORG
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A NEWW WAY TO [DIEALY™

Since 1955 Ramey has been doing  all before you ever walk in our door.
whatever it takes to “DO THE DEAL.” Work it all out and we'll even deliver

\WWell times have changed and nhow the car and paperwork to you!
we want you to ‘DO YOUR DEAL,
YOUR WAY." Still like to kick the tires and take
test drives? \We can do it that way,
From start to finish, the team at too! \Xhatever works to make the

Ramey makes buying a car all about deal work for you! Come visit one
you and your heeds. .Start your deal of our five locations today, or check

on line from the comfort of your out all locations at once on line at
home. Pick from over 1.000 new and Rameycars.com and
used vehicles, value your trade, get DO YOUR DEAL, YOUR WAY!

pre-approved, even start hegotiations

@ rAM EIHT:J\I

Rte. 19 & 460 Rte. 19 & 460 Rte. 19 & 460
PRINCETON, WV PRINCETON, WV PRINCETON, WV
304-425-2134 304-487-2151 304-487-2279

== S =He GMEZ @suick

: Rte. 46
2850 Clinch Street e thz : ._Zne

RICHLANDS, VA TAZEWELL
276-964-2511 276-988-6526
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Folklore and

art unite In
Fayetteville

By Riley McCoy
CNHI WEsT VIRGINIA

FAYETTEVILLE
— Cryptid Weekend
shrouded the gorge in
mystery March 7-8 as
folklore, art and down-
town businesses united
around West Virginia’s
legendary creatures.

Cryptid Weekend, or-
ganized and operated
by the Visit Fayetteville
visitors center, served
as a community-wide
folklore event centered
in downtown Fayette-
ville. The festival used
familiar figures such as
Bigfoot and Mothman
as a cultural framework
to pay homage to the
history of hill-inspired
folklore.

Local shops, galleries
and restaurants partic-
ipated in a themed art
walk and festival crawl,
while additional pro-
grams included a cryp-
tid art exhibition, scav-
enger hunt, youth cryp-
tozoology activities and
guided tours connected
to local history.

Stories of that his-
tory, like those shared
over the weekend, have
long circulated across
Appalachian communi-
ties. Les O’Dell of Ap-
palachian Ghost Tours
recalled one such ac-

count connected to Big-
foot sightings in West
Virginia.

“One story from the
1970s involved a man
watching his nephew
cross the yard to a cel-
lar when an arm cov-
ered in red hair reached
around the house like it
was going to grab the
boy,” O’Dell said. “The
uncle ran outside with a
shotgun, but whatever
it was disappeared be-
fore he reached the cor-
ner.”

Regional paranormal
groups also participat-
ed in the event — in-
cluding Appalachian
Ghost Tours, which or-
ganizes paranormal and
storytelling experienc-
es throughout southern
West Virginia.

Founder Pamela Huff
said the organization
began as a way to pre-
serve local legends that
might otherwise fade
from memory.

“We started Appala-
chian Ghost Tours be-
cause there was so much
history here and so ma-
ny stories that people
didn’t know about,”
Huff said. “At first it
was just small walking
tours and storytelling.
Over time it grew as
more people became in-
terested in the paranor-

Riley McCoy/The Register-Herald

Madison Yancy, of Twisted Willow in Beckley, poses next
to Logan Broyals at Dr. Jekyll’s Institute of Monster Studies,

founded by Greg Popovich.

ville on Saturday at the Cryptid Weekend hosted by Visit

Fayetteville.

Riley McCoy/TIlie'Register—HeraId
Big Foot, or Sasquatch, rolled down main street in Fayette-

Riley McCoy/The Register-Herald

Mandy Petry and Trina French were two of the many cryptozoology enthusiasts who dressed up to pay tribute to the

region’s folklore and history.

mal and local legends.”

Visitors joined in the
folklore celebration
as well. Mandy Petry
of Cannelton arrived
dressed as another leg-
endary West Virginia
creature.

“I am dressed as the
Flatwoods Monster,
or the Braxton County
Monster, or as people
call it, Braxy,” Mandy
Petry said. “Around
about the ’60s in Brax-
ton County, some peo-
ple started seeing what
they thought was some
kind of being with a red

spade-shaped head and
a green kind of almost
dress-like metal.”

Petry added that
“they didn’t know if it
was aliens or if it was
military” and that the
Flatwoods Monster
“has become one of
West Virginia’s classic
cryptids.”

Karen Douglas, a vis-
itor center associate
with Visit Fayetteville,
said the event marked
the beginning of a new
local festival.

“This is our first

one,” Douglas said.
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Riley McCoy/The Register-Herald

Donner and Burson Seyffer of Conjure Dust Designs show
off their wares as one of the many vendor booths that lined

the sidewalk last weekend.

“Ye

Riley McCoy,/Th

The staff from Appalachian Ghost Tours, left to right:
Pamela Huff, Skyelin Walls, Les O’Dell, Morgan Lambert,
Theresa Racer and Eric Lambert.
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“We’re always looking
for good ideas for what
we call the offseason
when there aren’t as
many outdoor visitors.”

The original concept
focused on a single crea-
ture before expanding
into a broader folklore
theme.

“Someone suggested
doing a Bigfoot festi-
val, but we already have
one fairly close by, so we
decided to open it up to
all the cryptids,” Doug-
las said. “We thought it
was going to be a small-
er event, but after we

announced it we got so
much interest.”

Douglas said orga-
nizers are already con-
sidering how the event
could grow in future
years.

“If it continues to
grow, we might even-
tually have to close
down part of downtown
for it,” Douglas said.
“We’re hoping this be-
comes something we
can do every year.”

Reach Riley McCoy at 304-

254-2080 or email at rmc-
coy@register-herald.com.

DERNESss

Riley McCoy/The Register-Herald
Karen Douglas from Visit Fayetteville shows off the Ogua,
an Appalachian cryptid with reported sightings along the
Monongahela River.

Riley McCoy/The Register-Herald
Bethany Hildebrand dressed up as the Mothman Satur-
day where she said the event reflected the region’s deep
connection to folklore.
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Recreational opp

By Steve Keenan
CNHI WEsT VIRGINIA

OAK HILL — Ven-
ture outside, play and
explore.

Oak Hill is offering
myriad opportunities
for citizens and the gen-
eral public to do just
that, and the city has
been recognized for its
efforts.

At the inaugural West
Virginia Outdoor Econ-
omy Summit staged
in February at the
Charleston Coliseum
and Convention Center
by the Charleston CVB
and hosted by The Na-
ture Conservancy and
the WVU Brad & Alys
Smith Outdoor Econom-
ic Development Collabo-
rative, the City of Oak
Hill was recognized for
its work on the devel-
opment of Needleseye
Park, a 281-acre park
which features moun-
tain biking and hiking
trails, numerous boul-
dering and rock climb-
ing opportunities, a disc
golf course and other
amenities.

During the summit,
the city was awarded
the 2026 Outdoor Rec-
reation Project Achieve-
ment Award to recog-
nize the work that has
been completed by the
city and its partners for
the Needleseye Park en-
deavor.

According to the
summit website, the
well-received gathering
marked the state’s first
cross-sector effort to
harness the momentum
of a $2.1 billion out-
door economy. Leaders
from the tourism, con-
servation, recreation,
entrepreneurship and
community develop-
ment sectors convened
to share ideas and make
plans expected to steer
West Virginia’s outdoor
future.
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File photo/The Fayette Tribune

The City of Oak Hill, New River Gorge Regional Development Authority, New River Alliance of Climbers, Fayette Trail Coalition and the WVU Brad and
Alys Smith Outdoor Economic Development Collaborative welcomed visitors to a special opening celebration event on Oct. 21, 2025 for Needleseye
Park. Various stakeholders helped cut the ribbon that day.

Josh Sapio, Oak Hill’s
parks and recreation di-
rector since 2024, said
the award was a team
effort.

“It was a great recog-
nition of the hard work
that we did to make
Needleseye Park a real-
ity,” says Sapio. “It was
certainly a culmination
of effort between sever-
al individual organiza-
tions, so it was not just
us.”

“Within the City of
Oak Hill, everybody was
involved,” he added.
“The street department,
sanitary department,
parks and recreation,
city council, GIS de-
partment — all of these
different departments
came together to create

and accomplish all the
work that had to be do-
ne.

“It really was a lot of
work and effort, and it
was a great recognition
within that statewide
summit.”

The Needleseye proj-
ect so far has been
wide-ranging, including
trailhead development
and construction of 7.5
miles of smooth sur-
face, multi-use trails, a
secondary gravel park-
ing area, ADA accessi-
bility, a timber guard-
rail encompassing the
entire trailhead area,
drainage work, a two-
stall restroom facility
and informational ki-
osks. A popular 18-hole
disc golf course, not

OAK HILL, H-3
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COURAGE AND

RESOURCES

TO QUIT SMOKING.

Steve Keenan/The Fayette T;ibune
Josh Sapio, the director of Oak Hill's parks and recreation department, stands in front of
some of the new playground equipment at Oak Hill City Park.
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Continued from H-2

part of the federal-
ly-funded work, is also
thriving onsite.

The large tract is
protected under a con-
servation easement by
the West Virginia Land
Trust on land previously
owned by Berwind Land
Company. “We wouldn’t
have Needleseye Park
without the West Vir-
ginia Land Trust,” Sap-
io said.

The $900,000 project
was funded by Congres-
sionally Directed Spend-
ing secured by United
States Sen. Shelley
Moore Capito and her
former Senate colleague,
Joe Manchin, with the
New River Gorge Re-
gional Development Au-
thority operating as the
fiscal agent and support-
ing infrastructure devel-
opment.

Trailhead development
and the trail construc-
tion were made possible
by the Department of
Interior grant funding
secured via the Fayette
County Soft Surface
Trail Plan, a strategic
initiative led by the Fay-
ette Trail Coalition and
involving the WVOEDC,
Sapio said last fall.

Alarger overall project
included two phases for
Needleseye (new trails
and trailhead improve-
ments) and two phases
for neighboring Fayette-
ville (a pump track and a
bike skills area).

What’s up next for
Needleseye?

“Right now, we are ac-
tively working through
Appalachian Region-
al Commission funding
with Region 4 (planning
and development council)
for Phase 2 of the trail-
head development,” Sap-
io said. “The majority of
that funding is going to-
wards the Fayette Coun-
ty Park (for several miles
of trails). They’re going
through the active phase
of that now with flag-
ging, trailhead, etc.

“For us, (Phase 2) will
simply bring some land-
scaping in between the
upper parking area and
the restroom facility,
with a winding walkway,
as well as a bioswale, or
rain garden, for some of
the stormwater runoff
that’s happening there
that’s not necessari-
ly being managed right
now.” That portion of
the project will run about
$115,000.

The City of Oak Hill,
New River Gorge Region-
al Development Author-
ity, New River Alliance
of Climbers, Fayette Trail
Coalition and the WVU
Brad and Alys Smith Out-
door Economic Develop-
ment Collaborative wel-
comed visitors to a spe-
cial opening celebration
event on Oct. 21, 2025 for
the park.

“I say to all of you in
Oak Hill and Fayette
County, what a gem we
have here,” Manchin said
at the time. “You all are
basically the face of our
state. You’re showing
them what West Virgin-
ia has to offer, the hos-
pitality, just the way we
embrace people when
they come in. To be able
to come here and bring
your family and to do a
little bit of everything,
what is it going to do for
the town?

“And the tourists will
come in.”

Borrowing from the
“if you build it, they will
come” concept, Sapio
says Needleseye Park has
proven popular. “We re-
ally are (expecting major
increase of usage),” he
said. “We have seen in-
creased activity since the
opening of Needleseye all
through the winter.”

The 18-hole disc golf
course onsite is “very
popular.”

“The climbers are active
all winter long because
Needleseye Cliff and bor-
ders are south-facing, so
even in winter conditions,
it’s relatively warm,”
Sapio added. “We’re see-
ing a tremendous amount
of mountain biking activ-
ity, as well as hikers, dog
walkers, ...

“We are seeing a huge
boost in visitor ship at
Needleseye, and we are
definitely expecting to
see it increase this sum-
mer.

“We certainly hope it
brings some economic
benefits to the City of Oak
Hill. They are here and
they are present. There’s
some lodging in Oak Hill,
there’s some restaurants.
We certainly hope to see
those economic benefits
to the city.”

In recent years, the
city has created new rec-
reational opportunities
for residents and vis-
itors or spruced up of-
ferings already in place,
including a new skate-
board park and refur-
bishments at baseball
fields at Oak Hill City
Park.

Most recently, Sapio
said, “We just completed
the Land and Water Con-
servation Fund grant for
the new playground, and
that brought us the new
playground, the new play-
ground equipment, as
well as the new walkway
that goes around it, and
two ADA parking spots.”

The LWCF play-
ground project total was
$400,000, with a 50 per-
cent match of $200,000
from the city. “It’s been
well-received by the
community. It was a
much-needed addition to
city park. We’re seeing
a lot of people benefit
from that already.”

“We personally with-
in the City of Oak Hill
without any grants are
spending some time and
effort to work on our
baseball fields to im-
prove the drainage in
hopes that the baseball
season this year will
benefit from that,” Sap-
io added. Other smaller
projects within the parks
and recreation sphere
are aimed at repainting
parking lines and remod-
eling restrooms.

“The skate park is still
pretty popular and it’s
doing well, holding up
well, and seeing a lot of
visitor ship,” he said.

Additionally, he not-
ed that a private donor
has opted to help the city
procure a new pickleball
court on a lot adjacent
to the skate park. When
completed, it will fea-
ture two courts on the
same footprint, and it
will be fenced in and be
available for public use.
The city has prepared
the ground for develop-
ment and a contractor
is currently being hired,
and some of the site
amenities have already
been bought.

“Once it goes under
construction, it will take
about a month for the
build to happen,” said
Sapio. Construction is
expected to start this

Dluefield Daily Telegraph
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File photo/The Fayette Tribune

Former U.S. Sen. Joe Manchin, delivered remarks at the 2025 ribbon-cutting ceremony.

summer.

“It will be funded by
the donor and handed
over to the city, so that’s
really exciting,” he not-
ed.

Also, city isinvolved in
a Rails to Trails Conser-
vancy grant process in
which the parks and rec-
reation department was
awarded a $10,000 grant
from the Rails to Trails
Conservancy to be uti-
lized within a trailhead
setting. “What we’re
using the money for is
conceptual drawings of
a trailhead around the
White Oak Depot.”

“The City of Oak Hill
administration has made
an effort to increase its
recreational assets with-
in the city,” Sapio con-
cluded. “We have six
parks here (with high-
lights being the city
park and Needleseye).

“The city has invested
time and energy to try
to improve the quality
of living for the folks
in Oak Hill, as well as
the community in Fay-
ette County. That time
we’ve invested is really
paying off. It seems like
the community is really
turning out and showing
up to enjoy the assets.”

Email:
skeenan@regjster-herald.com

Steve Keenan/The Fayette Tribune
New playground equipment at Oak Hill City Park has been a big boost to the community,
said Josh Sapio, the director of Oak Hill’s parks and recreation department.
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2026 WVU Mine Rescue Team group photo.

WVU Tobay

MORGANTOWN —
The West Virginia Uni-
versity Mine Rescue
Team from the WVU
Benjamin M. Statler
College of Engineering
and Mineral Resourc-
es secured second place
overall at this year’s in-
ternational competition
while earning a first-
place finish in the Con-
fined Space Challenge.

Competing at the
2026 North American
University Mine Rescue
Competition held Feb.
16-21 in Sudbury, On-
tario, Canada, WVU
finished just behind
overall champion Lau-
rentian University Mine
Rescue, with Colorado
School of Mines placing
third. Additional par-
ticipating institutions
included the University
of Alberta, the Univer-
sity of British Colum-
bia, Montana Techno-
logical University, the
University of Arizona
and Queen’s University.

Throughout the com-
petition, teams were
evaluated across five
categories designed
to simulate real-world
emergency response sce-
narios: First Aid Mass
Casualty Incident, Tech-
nicians Challenge, Con-
fined Space Challenge,
Underground Mine
Problem and Rope Res-
cue.

For WVU students,
however, the week rep-
resented far more than
final standings. Each
competition category

demanded precise com-
munication, technical
execution and the abil-
ity to remain composed
in rapidly changing con-
ditions.

“As Tail Captain, I
serve as the link be-
tween the underground
team and the Briefing
Officer on the surface,”
said Dylan Shilling, an
engineering technology
major. “My responsibil-
ity is to maintain clear
communication and en-
sure updates and criti-
cal information are re-
layed accurately so the
team can operate safely
and effectively.”

That responsibility
was tested early in the
competition when the
team faced an unex-
pected communication
breakdown.

“We lost radio com-
munication early in the
scenario,” Shilling said.
“Since communication
is my main responsibili-
ty, I had to adapt quick-
ly and find alternative
ways to stay connected.
It challenged me to stay
calm under pressure and
lead through an unex-
pected setback.”

When the radios
failed, Shilling immedi-
ately informed the team
and coordinated an al-
ternative communica-
tion method through
their tablet system.
Once the team reached
a refuge station, he
was able to reestablish
direct contact with the
Briefing Officer.

“It required quick
thinking, but by staying
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composed and working
together, we continued
the scenario effective-
ly,” he said.

The team’s prepara-
tion played a critical
role in navigating that
challenge. WVU secured
first place in the Con-
fined Space Challenge
and third in High An-
gle Ropes, two techni-
cally demanding events
that test both physical
endurance and preci-
sion decision-making in
high-risk environments.

“Our training pre-
pared us for moments
like that,” Shilling said.
“We practice different
scenarios regularly,
which builds trust and
strong communication
within the team. Be-
cause of that prepara-
tion, I was able to stay
focused and help lead
the team through the
challenge.”

For Connor Keddie,
the team’s briefing of-
ficer, the internation-
al competition marked
his first experience
competing at that level
and exposed him to the
intensity of real-world
emergency response
simulations.

“Competing at this
level was a lot of fun.
The challenge was
tough, but I think we
handled it really well as
a team,” said Keddie, a
mining engineering ma-
jor.

Keddie described the
scenarios as far more
intense than anything
he had experienced in
training.
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WVU Mine Rescue Team Shines at competltlo
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Photo by T'NT Work & Rescue

Justin Waybright competing in the Rope Rescue challenge during the 2026 North Ameri-
can University Mine Rescue Competition.

Hampshire County 4-H'er earns prestigious opportunity

WVU Tobay

MORGANTOWN —
Kade Suddath, a 4-H’er
from Hampshire Coun-
ty, will serve on the 2026
National 4-H Congress
Design Team, making
him only the third rep-
resentative from West
Virginia to be selected
for this committee in the
last 20 years.

For the second year in
a row, a West Virginia
University Extension
4-H member has earned
a spot on the esteemed
National 4-H Congress
design team, a rare
honor that only eight
4-H’ers across the coun-
try receive each year.

The design team is a
prestigious small group

of exceptional 4-H mem-
bers who are responsible
for planning and lead-
ing National 4-H Con-
gress—a five-day con-
ference that brings to-
gether young leaders for
workshops, networking
and personal growth.

“I went to 4-H Con-
gress last year and it was
amazing. It’s my favor-
ite 4-H event I’ve ever
been to,” Suddath said.
“The conference focuses
on leadership and ser-
vice, so we got to do a
community service proj-
ect in Atlanta, attend
workshops, and make
connections from across
the country. We really
focused on how to be
better leaders and take
that back to our home

states.”

Students can only at-
tend National 4-H Con-
gress once, unless they
are part of the design
team the following year.

Courtesy photo/WVU Today
Kade Suddath, a 4-H’er from Hampshire County, will serve
on the 2026 National 4-H Congress Design Team.

Suddath knew immedi-
ately that this was an
opportunity he needed
to take.

“As soon as I left, I
knew I wanted to go

back. I’m the type of
person who learns about
an opportunity that I’'m
interested in, and I take
it as an assignment. So,
I worked really hard on
putting together the
best application I could,”
Suddath said.

The application pro-
cess is quite the under-
taking. Applicants must
write an introduction
letter about themselves,
include a two-page re-
sume of their 4-H back-
ground, a one-page
statement on their lead-
ership philosophy, two
letters of recommenda-
tion, and make a creative
video introducing them-
selves to the committee.

But to Kelly Hicks,
WVU Extension 4-H

agent in Hampshire
County, it was no sur-
prise that Suddath put
together a great applica-
tion and was selected for
the committee.

“I am so proud of
Kade, but it doesn’t sur-
prise me at all that he
was selected because he
is just so focused, so pos-
itive, and so engaging
with everyone he inter-
acts with. You just can’t
help but to like him,”
Hicks said.

Another reason Sud-
dath was selected for
this honor was his ex-
tensive extracurricular
resume. Within 4-H, he
is a member of the Au-
gusta Trailblazers club,
a Teen Leader, and at-
tends many local 4-H

4-H, H-5
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events and camps each year.
Beyond that, he is also an of-
ficer in his FFA Chapter, a
part of the National Honor
Society, the National Techni-
cal Honor Society, Link Crew,
student council, ASL Club,
and even plays the fiddle in
his family’s bluegrass band.

While National 4-H Con-
gress doesn’t take place un-
til November 2026, Suddath
has already started the plan-
ning process. He traveled to
Atlanta for the first Design
Team meeting in February
and will regularly meet with
the team to finalize plans for
the conference.

As part of their duties,
Suddath and the rest of the
design team will arrive ear-
ly to help set up, lead work-
shops, speak to large crowds,
fill in wherever they’re need-
ed and work to recruit next
year’s design team members.

“We work together to fig-
ure out what worked and
what didn’t at Congress last
year. We really want to make
the whole experience even
better for the next delegation
and make sure to keep evolv-
ing to fit the needs of the
conference,” Suddath said.
“I already love getting to
work with this team. We’ve
basically become best friends
already, and I’m really excit-
ed for that week of Congress
when we can see our work
come together in real life and
have a great week with every-
one.”

This is a rare opportunity,
but Suddath is perfect for the
job. As Hicks says, he is al-
ways eager to make the best
better and live life by the 4-H
values.

“Kade is very well-round-
ed, and he is looking for the
next activity that he can be
engaged in, learn from and
help out with, and I know
he’s going to do a great job
on the design team,” Hicks
said. “He embodies the four
H’s: head, heart, hands and
health, and living a life of
four-fold development.”

If other West Virginia
youth are interested in ap-
plying for National 4-H Con-
gress, visit the West Virgin-
ia 4-H website to learn more
and apply.
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Fairmont resident joins WV Music Hall of Fame

FAIRMONT — A
music teacher who
residents in Fairmont
is one of the newest
members of the West
Virginia Music Educa-
tors Association Hall
of Fame.

The Association pre-
sented the honor to
Neil L. King last past
week during an event
in Charleston, W.Va.
Hall of Fame induction
is the organization’s
highest honor that rec-
ognizes outstanding
service and dedication
to music education in
the state.

King has spent de-
cades teaching and
mentoring young mu-
sicians in West Virgin-
ia where he has helped
generations of students
develop their musical
abilities and their ap-
preciation for the arts.
Throughout his career,
he has been widely re-
spected for building
strong band programs,
he is largely recognized

as “The Dean of Jazz
Education” supporting
student performance
opportunities, and
advocating for music
education in public
schools.

In addition to his
work in the classroom,
King has been active
in regional and state
music education initia-
tives and has contrib-
uted to the profession-
al community of music
educators across West
Virginia.

The Hall of Fame rec-
ognition honors educa-
tors whose careers have
made a lasting impact
on music education in
the state.

King currently serves
as the director of bands
at Suncrest Middle
School in Morgantown
as well as the Mononga-
lia County Instrumen-
tal Music Coordinator.
Neil is also an adjunct
professor at Fairmont
State University where
he teaches jazz.

Submitted Photo

Neil King, of Fairmont, left, accepts the award from Matt Jennings, president of
the West Virginia Music Educators Association conference in in Charleston, W.Va.
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“The realism of the situa-
tions surprised me,” he said.
“During the first aid sce-
nario, I even slipped in fake
blood. It felt very real and
was unlike anything I had ex-
perienced in training.”

Despite moments that
pushed him beyond his com-
fort zone, Keddie credited
the team’s veteran members
with helping him stay fo-
cused and composed.

“When we first entered the
medical scenario, I felt out
of my comfort zone,” Keddie
said. “But the confidence of
my teammates helped me fo-
cus and remember that we
were prepared for anything.”

The experience has already
influenced his long-term ca-
reer aspirations.

“This competition helped
me realize my passion for a
career in safety and mine res-
cue,” he said.

ground captain, a recent min-
ing engineering graduate and
now a master’s student pur-
suing a Master of Business
Administration, led a team
of students across multiple
disciplines. The 2026 WVU
Mine Rescue Team included:

Waybright, underground
captain and MBA student;
Evan Rice, rope captain, me-
chanical engineering; Alex
Cavendish, map man, mining
engineering; Tristen Kucera,
underground team, civil and
mining engineering; Camer-
on Speaker, medical captain,
bachelor’s degree in biomed-
ical engineering and current
master’s student in nutrition
and food science; Shilling;
Keddie;

Brendan Del Coro, confined
space team, environmental
land management; Samantha
Roark, mining engineering;
and Cathee Walters, mining
and petroleum and natural
gas engineering.

Preparation for the inter-
national event began months

Justin Waybright, under-

in advance, with early morn-
ing practices at the WVU
Mining Extension training
facility.

“We are proud of the con-
tinued success of the WVU
Mine Rescue Team,” said
Josh Brady, director of the
Department of Mining and
Industrial Extension. “They
showed up every morning at
6 a.m. with a positive atti-
tude, ready to be coached to
our standard. Competing in
Canada presented significant
challenges, including differ-
ences in rules, judging, atmo-
sphere and overall outcomes.
Being the top team from the
United States in adapting
to those challenges should
be encouraging to each team
member.”

Beyond competition rank-
ings, Brady emphasized the
professional value of the ex-
perience.

“Providing students the
opportunity to interact with
one of the largest mine rescue
organizations in the world,

Ontario Mine Rescue, inter-
national competitors and
connect with event sponsors
supports their professional
development at the highest
level,” he said.

For students, the lessons
extend far beyond the simu-
lated emergency scenarios.

“Leadership in high-risk
environments starts with
staying calm under pres-
sure,” Shilling said. “Every-
one understands their re-
sponsibilities and trusts one
another to carry them out.
When that trust is in place,
the team can adapt quick-
ly and operate safely, even
in the most difficult situa-
tions.”

Brady also credited the
WVU Mining Extension
agents, including John
Helmick, Sean Rhodes, Ran-
dy Clark, Tyler Klein, John
Handy, Adam Carrico and
Arron Holstead, for design-
ing practice problems and
coaching the team in prepa-
ration for the event.
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