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COOPERATIVE NEWS
Resilient. Dedicated. Strong.

EMPOWER Broadband Begins Next Phase
to Close Southside Virginia's Digital Divide

Mecklenburg Electric Cooperative and EMPOWER 
Broadband have made significant strides in delivering 
on their promise to bring fiber-to-the-premises 

broadband access to unserved and underserved locations 
across portions of eight counties in its service footprint. And 
accordingly, we are already closing the digital divide for over 
3,200 Members and adding more each day.

EMPOWER’s engineering team, along with its project 
management team, Magellan Broadband, and its construction 
contractor, National OnDemand, have meticulously designed, 
planned and commenced the buildout in areas along the 
current backbone network, expanding fiber deeper into our 
rural communities. 

WHAT WE’VE BEEN DOING 
Fiber installation continues across the system. This includes 

Americamps, River Ridge and Tanglewood subdivisions in 
Mecklenburg and Brunswick counties. Nearly 800 locations 
have been connected to high-speed fiber-fed broadband with 
the project’s completion at the end of December 2022. 

Mainline fiber deployment for 
Connect America Fund and ReConnect 
projects in southern Brunswick are 
complete and will be completed two-
and-a-half years ahead of schedule. 
This work has seen fiber built to homes 
and businesses near Gasburg, Ankum, 
Valentines, Gholsonville, Triplett, Powellton and Ante. 

Additional portions of a USDA ReConnect grant along 
Hunting Creek and Clarkton Roads in Halifax County are 
winding up and now pass some 275 premises. A long-awaited 
railroad crossing was obtained last fall, and now, mainline and 
fiber drops are lit and serving parts of the Crystal Hill and 
Mount Laurel communities. Additionally, just off Highway 57 
in Halifax, fiber has been built and extended to homes along 
Swain Road; activations and installations are also under way. 
Swain Road is one of the first areas designated for construction 
under the latest 2022 Virginia Telecommunications Initiative 
(VATI) grant.

EMPOWER’s principal VATI 2022 contractor, National 
OnDemand, completed mainline fiber construction in 
southern Charlotte County, working along Shelton Hall, 

Tates Mill and Rocky roads. Crews have begun mainline 
work near Bluestone Middle School and Cutsey Hill Road in 
Mecklenburg County. 

Members will see workers with Magellan and National 
OnDemand performing staking and planning, as well as 
obtaining permits behind the scenes in the following areas: 
Halifax County – 501 South from Cedar Fork Road to Banister 
Lake, Chestnut Road, and Virgie Cole Road to Shady Grove 
Church Road; Mecklenburg County – extension along Goodes 
Ferry Road from the substation for 2.5 miles and staking in 
the Palmer Springs area; and Charlotte County – Red Oak to 
Laconia Road. At the time of publication, EMPOWER has 
applied for a 2023 VATI grant to build significant portions of 
Greensville County along with those in southern Brunswick, 
southern Charlotte, Halifax and Mecklenburg counties with 
speeds below 100 Mbps down and 20 Mbps up. Notice of award 
is expected to be announced in late December 2022. Updates 
on the application will be posted on EMPOWER’s Facebook 
page and its web page, empowermec.net.

On the MEC side, the Cooperative continues to deploy 
fiber and connect additional electric 
distribution substations via fiber 
for enhanced connectivity and data 
transfer. Current expansion projects 
include staking and construction to 
our Freeman, Climax, Island Creek and 
Shockoe stations. This work will proceed 

at different schedules for each station, and each includes 
multiple steps before broadband service can be offered to those 
living along the fiber route. For example, service to those along 
the line near Shockoe requires the addition of fiber network 
equipment and the construction of a communication building 
scheduled for later this year. Updates for service availability 
in these areas will be provided through social media and the 
EMPOWER website throughout 2023.

WHEN WILL I HAVE FIBER BROADBAND SERVICE? 
That is a question we’re asked daily. Our technical team, 

engineers and contractors are working diligently every day 
to complete our construction projects, as well as continually 

(continued on page 21)
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'Virginia is for Brunswick Stew Lovers'
Brunswick County Stew Masters Keeping the Tradition Alive

Joining Stewie, the Brunswick stew ambassador for Brunswick County, are, from left: stew crew helpers David Ward and Dylan Pair; 
first-place winner Kevin Pair; helpers Bobby Kidd and Will Pair; second-place winner Phil Pair and third-place winner George Daniel. The 
winners are all MEC Members.

Just as Virginia celebrates Mother Nature’s four 
beautiful seasons each year, Southside Virginians 
observe an additional period of time tucked into its 

calendar: Brunswick stew season. Encompassing late fall 
through early spring, these cold weather days are perfect 
for warm comfort food, and a bowl of Brunswick stew is 
the comfiest food of them all. 

Rich and thick, Brunswick stew is the signature dish 
of Brunswick County, Va. and many small towns in the 
commonwealth. Made with chicken or beef, or both, along 

with vegetables and different seasoning variations, 
the southern fare is cooked slowly 

over the course of several 
hours until it thickens, and 

according to local stew 
masters, the concoction 
is not ready until the 
stew paddle stands 

alone in the center of 
the pot.

VIRGINIA’S CLAIM TO 
'BRUNSWICK' STEW NAME

Virginia claims to be the 
historical source of Brunswick stew, 

with documentation dating back almost 

200 years. Historical references say Jimmy Matthews, a 
campfire cook for Virginia legislator Dr. Creed Haskins, 
created the first known Brunswick stew in 1828 during a 
hunting expedition in Brunswick County, on the banks 
of the Nottoway River. Matthews concocted a thick 
squirrel stew in a large iron pot, slow simmered with 
onions, butter, stale bread and seasonings. The stew was 
an immediate hit. 

Matthews’ recipe was handed down through 
generations and has evolved over time, with chicken 
replacing squirrel and a variety of vegetables added, most 
notably potatoes, tomatoes, corn and butter beans. 

The stew first stirred up by Matthews was publicly 
recognized 160 years later, on Feb. 22, 1988, by the 
Virginia General Assembly when it issued a joint 
resolution proclaiming Brunswick County “The 
Original Home of Brunswick Stew.” The resolution 
went so far as to proclaim Brunswick County to be 
“… the place of origin of this astonishing gastronomic 
miracle.”

In 2002, the General Assembly passed yet another 
resolution, House Joint Resolution Two, reaffirming the 
commonwealth and Brunswick County as the birthplace 
and “capital” of Brunswick stew, and designating the 
fourth Wednesday in January as Brunswick Stew Day at 
the statehouse. Each year a master maker of Brunswick 
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stew stirs up approximately 80 gallons 
and legislators line up to procure a bowl 
of the delightful creation.

PROMOTING THE 
GASTRONOMIC MIRACLE

Twenty-five years ago, leaders in 
Brunswick County organized the Taste 
of Brunswick Festival, a family-friendly 
festival offering cultural insight into 
Brunswick County, as well as promoting 
the tradition of its famous Brunswick 
stew with a World Championship 
Brunswick Stew Cook-off. The festival 
attracts about 10,000 attendees annually 
from across the state and beyond. Each 
year, the stew master who wins the 
festival cook-off achieves the honor of 
cooking Brunswick stew for Brunswick 
Stew Day at the General Assembly 
in Richmond. Mecklenburg Electric 
Cooperative Members have won or were 
top finishers each year throughout the 
festival’s history. 

In October 2022, which was the 
festival’s 25th anniversary, MEC 
Members Kevin Pair and Phil Pair 
took first- and second-place honors, 
respectively, and Member George Daniel 
placed third. Stew master Kevin Pair 
will travel to Richmond on Jan. 25, to 
make and serve his stew to legislators on 
Brunswick Stew Day. Daniel has won 
the championship title several times over 
the years and Phil Pair fed the legislators 
after winning the honor in 2013.

On Feb. 22, 2020, the anniversary 
of the General Assembly’s 1988 
proclamation, Brunswick County’s 
Department of Tourism launched The 
Brunswick Stew Tour, a marketing 
initiative to attract tourists to the county 
and celebrate its world-famous stew. The 
tour highlights Brunswick stew through 
various perspectives with commitments 
from county businesses, several of which 
are on MEC service lines. Sand Dollar 
Sea Planes in Valentines offers tours of 
Brunswick stew country from the sky, and 
Brunswick stew is offered on the menus at 
both the historic Kennon House and The 
Kitchen Table in Gasburg. 

At the stew tour launch, the tourism 
department also launched a new 

“Virginia is for Brunswick Stew Lovers” 
logo in cooperation with The Virginia 
Tourism’s iconic slogan, “Virginia is 
for Lovers.” Merchandise featuring the 
exclusive logo can be found at Brunswick 
Byways Visitor Center.

Additionally, a nearly 7-foot-tall 
stewpot mascot named Stewie was 

introduced as the county’s Brunswick 
Stew Ambassador. Designed by Dixie 
Daniel, tourism coordinator, Stewie 
knows all there is to know about 
Brunswick stew. “Stewie was created to 
promote Brunswick stew as well as to 
connect our local youth with the rich 
history and heritage that surrounds our 
famous stew,” says Daniel. “We want 
to ensure that our delicious claim to 
fame can continue to be passed down by 
generations to come."

JUST FOLLOW YOUR NOSE
Typically cooked in large batches in 

a cast-iron pot, Brunswick stew-making 
is a southern tradition ideally suited for 
community fellowship and fundraising.

In many cases, stews are made to 
raise funds for needy individuals or 
organizations. On practically any given 
Saturday from October through March, 
one can find a batch of homemade stew 
cooking at a church, fire department 
or other organizations’ sites in most 
any small southern town. If there’s a 
stew brewing, just follow your nose. 
The delicious aromas of the bubbling 
mixture of chicken, potatoes, tomatoes 
and onions waft through the air, an 
invitation carried on cool breezes to 
come and partake of a hot steaming bowl 
and sit a spell, enjoying the camaraderie 
around the pot as it cooks.

KEEPING THE TRADITION ALIVE
“I don’t make stews for profit,” 

says Phil Pair. “I enjoy the culture and 
the camaraderie. Kevin and I started 
making stew with our dad when we 
were children. He taught us to cook 
Brunswick stew, and along the way, we 
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EVERYBODY LOVES STEWIE
Stewie was invited to participate in Gov. Glenn Youngkin's inaugural parade, held in 
January 2021 in Richmond. Accompanying Stewie were, from left, Brunswick County 
Director of Economic Development Alfreda Jarrett Reynolds and Brunswick County 
Tourism Coordinator Dixie Daniel. Dixie's husband, MEC Engineering Technician David 
Daniel, graciously agreed to step into the Stewie suit for the inaugural festivities.

(continued on page 22)



Mecklenburg Electric Cooperative was incorporated 
in March 1938. That was 85 years ago, and 
we believe that such an illustrious anniversary 

deserves a trip down memory lane! 
As such, starting with this issue and continuing 

throughout the year, we will celebrate those 
85 years of service to residents and businesses in 
our service territory by sharing some of YOUR 
memories of YOUR cooperative! After all, the 
story of our history, as well as our present 
and our future, is truly a story about you — 
the Members and communities that 
make up this Cooperative.

We would love to hear from 
you and share some of your 
memories of when the 
Cooperative brought 
lights to the community. 
Perhaps you actually remember 
when you flipped the light switch 
for the first time. Or maybe you can 
share those stories that you remember 
hearing Grandma or Grandpa tell about 
what life was like before electricity was brought 
to the rural countryside. 

In either case, we would love to hear from you and 
reminisce. We welcome any pictures from the past relating 
to the days before electric power or the arrival of electricity 
in your neighborhood.

Mecklenburg Electric Cooperative 
Prepares to Celebrate 85th Anniversary
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85
MECKLENBURG 

ELECTRIC COOPERATIVE
Celebrating 85 Years

1938-2023

If you have something to share, you can give us a call at 434-372-6182, email story 
ideas or pictures to dcabaniss@meckelec.org with the subject line “85th Anniversary” 
or send information to:

Mecklenburg Electric Cooperative
85th Anniversary
P.O. Box 2451
Chase City, VA 23924

Any pictures sent to us in the mail will be returned. Be sure to include an 
explanation of the picture and your return address.

We look forward to hearing from you!

MECMEC
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Member's Memories

Primrose Comer Cole says she clearly remembers when her 
family first gained access to the luxury of electricity. It was 
in 1949 when her family moved to the Cluster Springs 

community near South Boston, Va. The oldest of six children, 
she was around 12 years old.

 “Before we had electric power, we did our homework by 
the light from a kerosene lamp, which was dim. We’d all have 
to scoot up close to the lamp and it would scorch our hair,” she 
recalls with a laugh. “I remember how excited we were when we 
got electric lights. We had one bulb that hung over the kitchen 
table and all you had to do was pull the string to turn it on. It 
put out enough light for all of us to see by, and we didn’t have to 
worry about burning our hair.”

Reminiscing about her mother and days gone by, Cole says, 
“After selling tobacco that year, the first things mama bought 
were a refrigerator and a radio. I loved the refrigerator because it 
would keep the milk cold, and we could have ice cream. We had 
cows and chickens, and mama would make the ice cream for us.” 

Another early purchase was an electric sewing machine. 
“Mama made all our clothes, and the electric sewing machine 
made it so much easier. I’ve still got that sewing machine and it 
works perfectly,” says Cole.

A resident of the Hyco Road community in South 
Boston and lifelong Member of MEC, Cole embodies the 
electric cooperative’s seventh guiding principle, Concern for 
Community. Cole is well known throughout her community 
for her generosity and for always being willing to lend a helping 
hand. Most recently, she has been busy on her mother's old 
sewing machine, making quilts to be handed out to the homeless 
population in Halifax County. To date, she has made and 
donated 18 quilts. She also makes quilts to give to friends and 
family members as baby or wedding gifts.

'Having Electricity Meant 
We Could Have Cold 
Milk and Ice Cream'
MEC Member Primrose Cole Shares Memories

Mrs. Comer with five of her six children, circa 1945. 
She is pictured holding baby Carolyn (Duffer) along 
with, from left, Primrose, Henry Comer, Connie 
(Whitlow) and the late Jean (Lowery). The youngest 
daughter, Jerria, had not yet been born. Primrose, 
Henry and Carolyn are current, and have been 
lifelong, MEC Members.

Cole stitches a seam on one of several quilts she is 
working on to give to the homeless population in 
the area. She is using the Singer sewing machine 
bought in the fifties by her mother when the family 
first got electricity.

Primrose Cole's mother, Evon Pool Comer, was 
an MEC Member for more than four decades.
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Each spring, the Virginia Cooperative Council sponsors 
the Virginia Institute on Cooperative Education 
(VICE), a leadership conference to educate high  

school juniors and seniors about cooperatives and the  
co-op model of business. Following two days of learning, 
fun activities and great food, students gain teamwork, 
leadership, and communication skills, with top performers 
having the opportunity to receive up to $2,000 in educational 
scholarships.

This year’s event will be held March 24-26 at Graves 
Mountain Lodge in Syria, Va., and MEC is excited to send two 
students to this fun and educational conference. 

Dustin Francis, MEC member and community relations 
coordinator, says, “VICE is an amazing opportunity for the 
young people to expand their leadership capabilities and build 
their financial and teamwork skills. Our Cooperative is proud 
to provide this opportunity.”

Upcoming juniors and seniors whose parents or 
grandparents are MEC Members can call Dustin Francis at 
434-372-6156 or email dfrancis@meckelec.org for more 
information. If you are interested in attending, the application 
is located at meckelec.org/vcc-leadership-conference. 

The Virginia, Maryland & Delaware 
Association of Electric Cooperatives 
Scholarship Foundation will begin 
accepting applications Jan. 30. Any 
high school or home-schooled senior 
graduating in spring 2023 and whose 
primary residence is served by a VMD 
member cooperative, is eligible to apply 
for a $1,000 scholarship to be applied to a 
two- or four-year college or trade school.

An applicant must be entering his or 

her first semester at a postsecondary or 
technical/trade school in the fall of 2023.

Application deadline is April 3. 
Award recipients will be notified no 
later than June 1. The online application 
and additional information is posted 
at vmdaec.com/scholarship, or email 
scholarship@vmdaec.com.

VMDAEC Offering $1,000 Scholarships

MEC Will Sponsor Two Students to MEC Will Sponsor Two Students to 
Attend VCC Leadership ConferenceAttend VCC Leadership Conference

STUDENT SCHOLARSHIP CRITERIA  
1. Student’s parent or legal guardian must be a Member of 

Mecklenburg Electric Cooperative.  

2. Student must have maintained at least a 3.0 grade-point 
average (based on 4.0 being an “A”) throughout his or 
her high school career.  

3.  Student must demonstrate good citizenship qualities by 
having exhibited commendable leadership abilities and 
exemplary school and community spirit.  

4.  A combination of weighted criteria will be used in the 
selection process including academic achievement, 
school and community activities, and student’s personal 
statement.

APPLICATION DEADLINE IS APRIL 3

MEC Will Award Scholarships MEC Will Award Scholarships 
To Five Graduating SeniorsTo Five Graduating Seniors

Mecklenburg Electric Cooperative will award $1,000 
scholarships to five high school seniors who plan to further 
their education by attending an accredited institution of 
higher learning to obtain a college degree or technical/
trade school certification. Parents of the 
seniors must be cooperative Members.

For an application, visit 
meckelec.org/mec-scholarship 

or scan the QR code.
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expanding our plans to reach deeper into 
additional rural areas. 

For information on EMPOWER’s 
construction schedule, please visit 
empowermec.net, which includes a map 
with eligibility by address. Those addresses 
are shown in one of four colors indicating 
existing service: Phase One – Year One, 
Phase Two – Year Two and Phase Three 
– Year Three. These phases are then 
broken down into some 600 smaller 
zones; watch our website for detailed 
schedules as work is planned for each of 
these zones.  Additionally, a dashboard 
has been added that illustrates the overall 
Regional Broadband Project progress, 
tracking construction activity that began 
in October 2022, using categories of 
deployment including graphs sharing fiber 
installation footage and other key metrics.

If you don’t see your area in this 
article, please keep in mind that we 
are continually making updates to the 
construction schedule on our website.

IS MY ADDRESS INCLUDED?
EMPOWER’s overall fiber project 

has gained funding through multiple 
state and federal grants; these grants 
stipulate which addresses are eligible 
for funding. Funding is limited to those 
locations that are marked as unserved by 
any other broadband provider or have 
not yet received funding to date. 

EMPOWER’s Regional Fiber Project 

will deploy nearly 3,000 miles of fiber 
across its system over the next three years 
and will enter hundreds of communities 
and neighborhoods. Addresses will likely 
be added as additional funding becomes 
available through 2023 and 2024 VATI, 
as well as developing federal BEAD 
(Broadband Equity Access Deployment) 
Program funding. It is important 
to emphasize the most significant 
element of EMPOWER’s expansion 
is the delivery of fiber to communities 
and neighborhoods across its service 
footprint. However, other service 
providers have received millions of dollars 
in federal FCC funding, within MEC’s 
service area, through CAFII and RDOF 
programs. Regretfully, these providers 
have been negligent in advertising their 
responsibility to serve these areas, let 
alone commence construction. If your 
address is not on our eligibility map, you 
may very well reside in an area another 
provider has received funding to serve. 

If you’re looking for answers, start 
by checking Virginia’s broadband 
availability map at commonwealth-
connection.com. The map is a work 
in progress but is a good first stop in 
identifying the providers for census 
block, including your address. If you’re 
not on EMPOWER’s eligibility map, 
reach out to other providers listed on the 
state map. 

Rest assured, we are building our way 
to your community. While building a 
fiber-optic network across our service 

territory to serve our membership is 
a time-consuming process and will 
cost millions of dollars to design and 
construct, this is a commitment that 
MEC and EMPOWER take very 
seriously. Your board of directors, 
management and employees are fully 
committed to ensuring that every one of 
you has access to affordable, dependable, 
high-speed internet, just like those living 
in urban areas. 

Sadly, the lack of service to our 
rural areas was by design as traditional 
telecommunications providers found 
no profit in serving our lower density 
area … which simply comes down to 
fewer homes per mile. The good news is 
EMPOWER, your locally owned and 
locally led business, is bridging the gaps 
for decades of inaction. 

Keeping this in mind, our project 
schedule requires time and patience. 
Additionally, a project of this size 
will unfold over the next several years 
and can be impacted by weather, the 
availability of fiber and broadband 
electronics that are in high demand 
and short supply, the awarding of grant 
dollars, and the availability of additional 
crews for construction and deployment. 

While your neighborhood may not 
get fiber today, tomorrow or even this 
year, rest assured, we are building our 
way to your community, and we won’t 
stop until all we serve have access to 
the high-speed broadband services our 
Membership deserves. 

EMPOWER (continued from page 15)
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learned it was really about helping out 
local churches and organizations. We 
love giving back to the community. He 
passed away in 1984, and a few years 
later, we found his original recipe tucked 
in the Bible. We still have that basic 
recipe.”

The Pair brothers have also 
introduced the love of stew-making 
to their sons, both of whom have 
participated in the Taste of Brunswick 
Festival. 

“When my son, Will, was 16 and 
Dylan, Kevin’s son, was 12, they entered 
the competition. Kevin and I were 

brothers making stew and we thought 
why not let our sons, the cousins, make 
it, too? They ended up placing second; 
they beat us!” he said with a proud 
laugh. That was in 2016. Dylan Pair 
brought home the second-place paddle 
again in 2021.

George Daniel learned the art 
of making stews as a child with the 
Danieltown stew crew. “When I was 
little, they cooked the stew over a wood 
fire. They first let me haul the wood, 
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STEW
(continued from page 17)

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

President and CEO John C. Lee, Jr.

Local Pages Editor/Writer/Designer Dolores Cabaniss
Mecklenburg Electric Cooperative is an equal opportunity 

provider and employer.

The Taste of Brunswick Festival committee 
presented MEC Member George Daniel 
with the 2022 Commemorative Paddle 
in recognition of his dedication and hard 
work for the Taste of Brunswick Festival.

PHOTO COURTESY BOBBY CONNER

From left: Cousins Dylan and Will Pair team 
up to take second place in the 2016 Taste 
of Brunswick stew cookoff.

For more information:
Brunswick County Tourism Coordinator 
Dixie W. Daniel, 434-848-2728
dwalker@brunswickco.com 
or visit brunswickco.com
www.visitbrunswickcova.com
Facebook and Instagram
@visitbrunswickcova


REMINDER

If you have comments 
or questions, you can 

contact your 
board member 

by email at 
directors@meckelec.org.

then when I was big enough, they let 
me put the wood on the fire. Later they 
let me stir the stew.” He eventually took 
over as stew master. 

“I don’t mind working for a good 
cause,” says Daniel, who upholds a 
long tradition of giving back to the 
community by frequently making stews 
for churches, organizations and other 
fundraising efforts. He was recognized 
for his years of dedication and hard work 
for the Taste of Brunswick Festival in 
2022, receiving a commemorative stew 
paddle.

Phil Pair recognizes the contribution 
Daniel has made to the Brunswick stew 
tradition, stating, “George is known as 
the ‘stew man’ around here. He’s been a 
mentor to a lot of us.”

IT’S IN THE DETAILS
Stew-making can be a laborious 

process, requiring constant stirring and 
precise timing.

“It’s how you cook it more so than 
the recipe,” says Pair. “It’s the seasoning 
and the timing. You have to read the pot. 
Even a very minuscule thing can make a 
big difference, and you can ask any stew 
maker, no two stews ever turn out alike.”

Daniel agrees, stating, “I have a 
following of people who like my stews, 
so I try to cook it exactly the same every 
time, but I can never cook two alike.”

The stews are hand stirred; although 
electric stirrers are available on the 
market, stew makers contend hand 
stirring with a wooden paddle is the 
only way to make their creations. As 
with any great chef, a good stew master 
will do what needs to be done to make 
the dish exceptional; like using the best, 
and sometimes secret, ingredients, and 
sticking with the old, tried and true 
methods.  


