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COOPERATIVE NEWS
Stepping Up to Build A Stronger Community

RUSTY AND BETSY EAST SUPPLEMENT WHAT NATURE PROVIDES ITS BEES
by Dolores Cabaniss, Member and Public Relations Specialist

White Oak Mountain stands 
sentinel over the farm of
Rusty and Betsy East, its 
dark tree-covered ridgeline a 
stark contrast to the farm’s 
verdant landscape.

Nectar Farming: How Sweet It Is

(continued on page 16)

During a rare moment of down time, Rusty and Betsy 
East survey the rolling fields where long rows of 
tobacco used to grow on their farm in south central 

Virginia. Rows of crimson clover, which are beginning to lose 
their spring brilliance as the crop dies out, lie behind them. It’s 
peaceful and quiet with only a slight hum drifting along the 
breeze. The sound emanates from a fenced-in area containing 
bee boxes. Called a bee yard or apiary, the area is buzzing with 
busy bees scouting for sweet nectar.

With the demise of tobacco as the crop du jour of his 
family’s past, the Easts went searching for a new venture to 
take advantage of the acreage and keep the six-generation farm 
alive. “My family farmed tobacco here for several generations,” 
says Rusty. “Betsy and I wanted to maintain the farm, so we 
were looking for ways to make it pay.” 

After trying many different things, the Easts chose 
apiculture, or beekeeping, and they now farm nectar for 
their bee growing and honey production operation, White 

Oak Mountain Honey. The 
mountain for which the Easts 
named their business hovers in 
the distance, standing sentinel over 
the business enterprise that bears its 
name.

Nature provides much of what bees need 
to survive and thrive: nectar for honey and as an 
energy source, pollen to feed larva in the hives and for protein 
and fat, and water. The tulip poplar is Virginia’s main source of 
nectar and pollen for bees, blooming in May. Other excellent 
tree sources are red buds, black locusts, maples and sourwood. 
Wildflowers also offer an abundance of pollen and nectar. 

To supplement what nature provides, the couple tends 
several hundred acres of prime farmland that is perfect for 
growing the brightly hued and sweetly scented flower and herb 
crops essential for nectar farming. Rusty plants fields with 
clover, alfalfa and buckwheat while Betsy continues to expand 



White Oak
Mountain Honey
Chatham, Va.

the flower and herb gardens.  “Like 
humans, bees like a multicolored diet,” 
says Rusty.

“Honeybees have changed how we 
look at nature and growing things,” says 
Betsy. "A manicured lawn looks sterile to 
me now. It's nice to look at but it doesn't 
provide any food for the pollinators." 

The Easts try to have something 
blooming as many months of the year 
as possible. By cycling crops throughout 
the year, White Oak Mountain Honey 
always has honey for sale and can keep 
the price consistent. In addition to the 
honey, Betsy makes products from the 

beeswax and continuously researches 
to find the best plants to enhance her 
products. 

Today, Rusty and Betsy own 125 
hives, each holding from 30,000 to 
50,000 bees. Virginia’s average is 35 
to 40 pounds of honey per hive, and 
the Easts generally produce more than 
average. “The largest number of hives we 
have had was 161,” says Rusty, “but we 
realized that by farming nectar, we could 
work just as successfully with less hives.” 
The hives are located in six yards on the 
farm and one outyard at a friend’s home 
containing two pollinating hives.

Rusty and Betsy are a two-person 
operation and they are busy as bees, 
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— Emily Dickinson

“The pedigree of honey does not concern the bee;
A clover, any time, to him is aristocracy.”

working year-round to produce, harvest 
and sell their honey and beeswax 
products. The product line includes 
items she has developed from hours of 
research, such as lip balm, anti-itch sticks, 
deodorant, candles and beeswax furniture 
polish. Everything is all-natural. 

“We are the go-to for honey products 
in the area,” says Betsy. “We visit farmers 
markets, sell our products online, and 
have products in stores in Pittsylvania 
and Mecklenburg counties, Lynchburg 
and others.” They sell their honey by jars 
of varying shapes and sizes and by the 
5-gallon bucket. The honey is raw — 
unfiltered and unheated.

The difference between the Easts' 
honey and the mass-produced honey that 
can be found on grocery store shelves 
is that it’s straight out of the hive and 
not processed. Heating honey past 140 
degrees pasteurizes it, the crystals in the 
honey melt and the antioxidants are 
depleted. Rusty's and Betsy’s honey is 
never heated to more than the 90 degrees 
that the bees keep their hives at naturally.

“Honey is really a perfect food,” says 
Betsy. “It's full of antioxidants, vitamins 
and minerals, and it has antibacterial and 
antifungal powers. And it doesn’t go bad 
unless it gets contaminated.” Tightly sealed 
honey can almost last forever on your 
pantry shelf if it remains uncontaminated. 

(continued from page 15)

A curious bee investigates 
as Betsy East photographs 
a bee yard that is 
strategically placed 
beside a large field of 
yellow sweet clover.
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Mark Andrews of Sourwood Branch Bee Farm (center) displays a honey frame from one 
of his hives. He is flanked by Anthony Caligiuri, EMPOWER broadband technician (left) 
and Jay Belknap, MEC tech services supervisor, who were onsite for a fiber installation.

Have Bees, Will Travel

Sourwood Branch
Bee Farm
Valentines, Va.

Pots of honey thousands of years old 
have been discovered in Egyptian 
tombs, still edible.

When the Easts first decided to 
give beekeeping a try, Betsy buckled 
down to learn everything she could 
about the business of bees. “I first 
checked out Beekeeping for Dummies 
from the library, and I researched 
on the internet,” she says. “Rusty 
and I teamed up with a couple other 
beekeepers in the area to form a 
beekeepers association in Pittsylvania 
County, so people could get together 
to share information.”

“Beekeepers help each other,” says 
Rusty. “I have mentored others and 
I’ve been mentored by others.”

The couple loves to talk bees and 
share the knowledge they’ve gained 
over the years. “We had begun making 
presentations and hosting tours for 
school children,” says Rusty. “We 
greatly enjoyed doing that, but then 
the pandemic got in the way. We hope 
to resume those next year.”

The East’s farm is served by 
Mecklenburg Electric Cooperative 
(MEC). “The farm has been with 
the cooperative for many, many years 
starting with my grandfather, and 
then my father before me,” says Rusty. 
“Lots of money can be lost if the 
power goes out on a working farm and 
the co-op understands that. They have 
always been responsive whenever we 
have needed to contact them.”

Betsy nods in agreement, adding, 
“I am grateful that we are on MEC.” 

For more information, visit 
betsysbeestuff.com or search White Oak 
Mountain Honey on Facebook. 

Starting with a hive or two of honeybees has grown to 
between 250 and 300 hives, a business selling bees 
and contracting out pollination services. Want bees? 

Sourwood Branch Bee Farm, located in Valentines, Va., has 
some. Need your crops pollinated? They do that, too.

Served by MEC, owner-operator Mark Andrews began 
learning the business of bees seven years ago. Having an 
interest in self-sufficiency, beekeeping buzzed onto his radar 
when he overheard someone say they could take one colony of bees, split them and 
grow from that. His interest was piqued.

The first year, Andrew says he started looking for bees too late and they were very 
hard to find. “I only found two hives. I didn’t know the time to buy your bees is in 
January or February.” The next year he added between 25 and 30 hives, and now his 
colonies have grown to nearly 300. Each colony can contain anywhere from 30,000 
to 50,000 bees.

“That first year was a little overwhelming. There is so much to learn,” says 
Andrews. “It’s tough trying to get started and that’s why I try to help out others new 
to beekeeping.” He records educational videos full of helpful information that are 
available on YouTube by searching Sourwood Branch Bee Farm.

“Every year is different, the weather is different, the bees operate differently,” he 
says. “You can read all the books you want, but the bees don’t read the books. You’ll 
think you’ve got it, and they don’t cooperate. I learn by watching what the bees do. 
They are fascinating.”

The beekeeper’s focus is to raise healthy bees to send out for pollination services, 
and to sell good quality bees, which he offers in nucs (nucleous colonies) and 
packages, as well as queens. “We sell some of the honey the bees produce, and 

SOURWOOD BRANCH BEE FARM SENDS 
BEE COLONIES OUT FOR POLLINATION
by Dolores Cabaniss, Member and Public Relations Specialist

(continued on page 22)

Young queen born 
recently from 
Sourwood Branch 
Bee Farm stock
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Planting a tree at North Bend Park are, from left, Randy Whirley, MEC right-of-way coordinator; Evan Stembridge, senior right-of-way 
coordinator; Shannon Crews, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) natural resource management specialist; Thomas French of 
Clarksville, park visitor; Ray DeJarnette, MEC arborist and vegetation manager; Emily Jones, USACE ranger; Seth Bowen of Green Acres 
Lawn and Landscaping Service; and Angie French of Clarksville and Dianna Rose of Buffalo Junction, park visitors.

MEC Plants Trees To Commemorate Arbor Day

Planting a tree at Bacon 
District Fire Department are, 

from left, Evan Stembridge, 
Ray DeJarnette, Fire Chief Will 

Stembridge, Randy Whirley 
and Seth Bowen.

It has been a tradition of Mecklenburg Electric Cooperative 
to celebrate Arbor Day by planting a dogwood tree in the 
schoolyards of two educational institutions located in its 

service territory. The planting includes MEC’s arborist and 
vegetation manager, Ray DeJarnette, presenting information to 
the students on the importance of trees. 

However, since schools across the region have typically 
limited outside contact over the past two years as a 
precaution against COVID-19, planners came up with an 
alternative way to commemorate Arbor Day. They chose 
to plant a dogwood at North Bend Park Visitor Assistance 
Center in Boydton and at Bacon District Fire Department 
in Wylliesburg. The dogwood planted at the fire department 
was in memory of the group of men who chartered the fire 
department in 1962, and of all the firefighters who have 

passed on.
As Evan Stembridge, senior right-of-way coordinator, and 

Randy Whirley, right-of-way coordinator, set the dogwood in 
its designated spot at each location, DeJarnette explained best 
practices for mulching and caring for the sapling. Seth Bowen 
of Green Acres Lawn and Landscaping Service in Clarksville 
assisted at both locations.

Mecklenburg Electric is recognized as a Tree Line USA 
Utility by the Arbor Day Foundation. In fact, it has held that 
recognition for eight consecutive years. The Tree Line USA 
program exists to recognize best practices in public and private 
utility arboriculture, demonstrating how trees and utilities can 
coexist for the benefit of communities and citizens. The Arbor 
Day foundation collaborates with the National Association of 
State Foresters on this initiative. 



Sponsored by
VMDAEC, the Gaff-n-Go 

is one of the largest 
regional rodeos in the country, 

attracting apprentice and 
journeyman teams from 
investor-owned utilities, 

electric cooperatives and 
contractors. 
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Gray skies and intermittent 
precipitation did not dampen 
the can-do spirit of the more 

than 160 lineworkers excited by the 
return of the Gaff-n-Go Lineworker 
Rodeo held May 13-14 at Meadow Event 
Park in Doswell.

“Rain doesn’t bother us. We just keep 
going,” says Clint Card of Mecklenburg 
Electric Cooperative, the event’s chief 
judge and one of the event organizers. “If 
a Member’s power is out, we can’t let rain 
prevent us from doing what needs to be 
done. It’s the same principle here. It was 
a good weekend. Everyone was excited to 
return to the rodeo and compete again 
since the event was derailed in 2020 and 
2021 due to COVID-19 restrictions.”

The Gaff-n-Go is a series of 
competitive events that enable 
lineworkers to showcase the skills and 
safe work practices they utilize daily to 
keep your power on. By participating in 
the rodeo, journeyman lineworkers and 
apprentices can connect with, and learn 
from, other teams of lineworkers from 
around the region.

MEC apprentices Brad Clark, 
Kirkland Finch and Kyle Branson 
ranked in the top 10 of the overall Terex 
Equipment Operator event, and the 

Kneeling, from 
left, are: Mitch 

DeJarnette, 
Kirkland Finch, Kyle 

Branson, and B.J. 
Hensley. Standing 
are: Joe Hostetter, 

Clint Card, Matt 
Shaw, Craig Phelps, 
Randy Whirley, T.W. 

Parks, John Lee, 
Brad Clark, and 

Blake Hutcherson.

MEC Lineworkers 
Display Skills in 
Lineworker Rodeo

journeyman team of B.J. Hensley, Mitch 
DeJarnette and T.W. Parks ranked in the 
top 5 of the transformer and streetlight 
change event.

Gaff-n-Go Working Group 
Chairman John C. Lee, Jr., president 
and CEO of MEC, comments, “It was 
good to be back at the rodeo this year, 
and we are very thankful that not only 
is the rodeo back, but we also set new 
records in every category of competition 

this year, so we are back stronger than 
ever. Clearly everyone was excited to 
come out and put their skills on display 
in a friendly competition, and trust 
me, these competitors are among the 
best of the best. Our MEC lineworkers 
are dedicated to serving our Members 
in the communities we serve, and our 
outage response times and durations 
are testament to their skills and 
commitment."

At the awards banquet held on 
Saturday evening following the long 
two days of competition, Lee, who has 
chaired the event since 2014, announced 
that this would be his last rodeo as acting 
chairman. 

“It has been a great honor to serve 
as chairman of the Gaff-n-Go the last 
eight years and it is with mixed emotions 
that I step down,” he said. “However, 
it’s time to give someone else the great 
opportunity to serve in this role, and I 
know that my successor will continue 
to lead this event with dedication and 
enthusiasm." 

MEC Apprentice 
Line Technician 
Kyle Branson 
performing a 
bell insulator 
changeout.
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MECKLENBURG ELECTRIC 
COOPERATIVE

P.O. Box 2451
Chase City, VA 23924-2451

Chase City District 
(434) 372-6200

Emporia District 
(434) 634-6168

Gretna District 
(434) 656-1288

Power Failure & Emergencies 
(877) 632-5688

Office Hours: M-F, 8 a.m.-5 p.m.

Website: meckelec.org

Mecklenburg Electric Cooperative is an 
equal opportunity provider and employer.

MEC representatives are shown accepting a plaque from 
CTA intern Braiden Burke, recognizing the cooperative for its 
participation in the CTA internship program. From left: Dr. Betty 
Adams, SVHEC executive director, Burke, Danielle Potter, Dwayne 
Long and Lisa Mettler, CTA work based learning instructor and 
career coach.

MEC Human Resources Manager Danielle Potter (second from right) was recently invited 
to join community leaders and county residents in the Halifax County Quality of Place 
workgroup, which was developed as a result of the Halifax County Community Strategic 
Plan. The workgroup’s initiative is to solidify the quality of life in Halifax County, including 
such projects as enhanced parks and recreational activities, better activation of public 
spaces and beautification efforts to counteract blight and litter, among other things.

MEC Recognized for 
Participation in SVHEC 
Internship Program

Mecklenburg Electric Cooperative was honored 
recently by the Southern Virginia Higher Education 
Center (SVHEC) in South Boston for participating 

in the center’s Career Tech Academy (CTA) Work Based 
Learning Program. For the past two years, MEC’s Information 
Technology department has hired interns from the program to 
mentor, providing valuable on-the-job training.

“Finding and investing in today’s youth is a crucial part 
of our survival. We have found a true partner in SVHEC to 
help us reach, educate and utilize the brightest young minds 
in our area,” says Dwayne Long, vice-president of information 
technology at Mecklenburg Electric Cooperative and chief 
operating officer of EMPOWER Broadband. “And it is good 
for us, as we benefit greatly from their perspective and the fine 
work they produce.”

By interning at MEC, not only do the students gain 
technical knowledge in the utility industry, but they also learn 
how to interact with professionals in a workplace setting. 
Along the way, they also develop essential skills like time 
management, organization, problem solving and teamwork. 

“A good employee is only as strong as their past 

experiences. Our partnership with the Work Based Learning 
Program allows us to provide a unique experience that will 
hopefully give these interns skills and insight they can take 
throughout their careers,” says Danielle Potter, MEC human 
resources manager. 



With his most recent round 
of new appointments, Gov. 
Glenn Youngkin announced 

that James Patrick Guy II, Mecklenburg 
Electric Cooperative’s general counsel 
and vice-president of administration, 
has been tapped to serve on the Virginia 
State Air Pollution Control Board.

“Together, we are building a team of 
qualified individuals who will work to 
make Virginia the best state to live, work 
and raise a family,” says the governor of 
his latest appointments. “I’m thankful 
for those who will contribute their 
time and expertise in service to our 
commonwealth.” 

The air pollution control board 
develops and promulgates Virginia’s 
air regulations which cover stationary 
sources, such as industrial facilities and 
other fixed-emission sources; mobile 
sources, such as vehicle emissions; 
and regulations to ensure that 
certain projects conform with federal 
requirements.

“I am honored by the confidence 
placed in me by the governor,” says 
Guy. “I look forward to working with 
my fellow board members to serve the 
best interests of the residents of the 
commonwealth.”

MEC President and CEO John 
Lee adds, “We are very pleased that 
MEC employees continue to serve in 

leadership positions throughout our 
region, state and on the national stage. 
It is a high honor for Jim, who will do 
an excellent job for the commonwealth 
on this Board. His career of work in 
the electric cooperative industry has 
prepared him well to very capably meet 
the mission and responsibilities laid 
out for this entity. His appointment 
carries on a strong cooperative legacy 

of employees giving back by serving 
in meaningful roles wherever they can 
make a difference.” 

Guy, who lives in Saxe, served as 
the 128th president of the Virginia 
Bar Association and was a partner at 
Williams Mullen Law in Richmond 
prior to joining Mecklenburg Electric 
Cooperative. His four-year term will 
begin July 1. 

MEC General Counsel Appointed to Virginia Air Board

James Patrick Guy II

Cover Up!
 Working around power lines can be dangerous, 

and MEC line technicians follow safe operating 
procedures by using orange “cover-up” when 
working near energized lines. Using cover-up is 
required by OSHA (Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration) and is one of many safety regulations 
that MEC employees respect and obey during each 
and every job that they perform. 

Pictured at left, line technician Matthew  
Doss of MEC's Gretna district, covers lines in 
preparation for a pole replacement.
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we make beeswax candles and other 
products, but we mostly feed the honey 
back to the bees to strengthen the 
colonies and split the hives,” he says.

“We focus on raising quality bees with 
good genetics. There are good bees and 
bad bees,” he continues. “Buying bees is 
like buying cattle, you want them to come 
from good stock. The first couple of years, 
my bees didn’t do that well. They weren’t 

good bees. The third year, I got a bunch 
of really good bees, a much better quality. 
They performed and grew.”

Andrews’ ultimate goal is to 
eventually keep 600 to 800 colonies, 
and to contract the bees out to almond 
producers for pollinating, which can 
be a lucrative endeavor for beekeepers. 
According to a U.S. Department of 
Agriculture economic research report, as 
of 2018, almonds account for 82% of all 
pollination service revenue, with almond 
farmers paying higher fees than other 
major crop farmers.

“We sent some this past February to 
California to pollinate almond trees,” he 
says. “Before that, to get the bees good 
and strong, we took them to Florida in 
the fall to pollinate Brazilian pepper 
trees. The trees are a great source of food 
for the bees, and while there they feed 
and strengthen for the almond trip. 
Also, Florida winters are much easier on 
the bees than Virginia’s colder winters.”

For more information, visit Sourwood 
Branch Bee Farm on Facebook or call  
252-532-6322. 
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(continued from page 17)

STAY BACK.
STAY SAFE.

Always assume a downed power line is
energized. Downed lines can energize
the ground up to 35 feet away.


