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Another 17-year-old got his hands 
on a gun this weekend, other young 
people are dead as a result, and the 
rest of us are left to mourn and won-
der why.

Why — it’s always the most elu-
sive question in episodes such as 
these. Why did some kid allegedly 
murder two brothers, ages 20 and 17, 
in cold blood? What was the motive? 
As so often happens after violent, 
senseless deaths, we can only specu-
late about what may have driven 
someone to take the lives of others 
and throw his or her own life away in 
so doing.

It is generally a good idea to avoid jumping to 
conclusions in a crime where so much information 
has yet to be revealed. But one conclusion can safe-
ly be made: this sort of thing has happened before, 
and it will happen again.

And shame on the rest of us if we don’t make 
some effort to save lives that otherwise may be sac-
rificed in the future.

The crime described above happened in the Town 
of South Boston this weekend, when a 17-year-old 
male allegedly pulled up to a vape shop in front of 
WalMart early Saturday evening and gunned down 
two brothers on the sidewalk outside. The motiva-
tions of the suspect, who has not been identified due 
to his juvenile status, remain a mystery. The two 
young men who were slain, Tavonte Powell, age 20, 
and brother Tevin, 17, were beloved by family and 
friends. Their fate is sadly familiar.

That’s because Mecklenburg County witnessed an 
eerily similar tragedy this summer when a 17-year-
old allegedly shot dead 20-year-old Anthony Rae-
kwon Roberts of Clarksville. The juvenile suspect, 
Damian James Ashworth of Buffalo Junction, will 
be tried as an adult on a charge of second degree 
murder. An alleged accomplice, Hayleigh Hylton, 
20, of Brodnax, has been charged as an accessory 
after the fact.

Two separate crimes, four young people charged 
with grave offenses — a second teenager, 18-year-
old  Andrew Harlow of Halifax, has been charged as 
an accessory to murder in the South Boston slayings 
— and vastly different circumstances each time. 
There’s no clear sense yet of the motive in these and 
many other fatal shootings. There is only one known 
common denominator: easily obtainable guns.

Last week, this space delved into the public outcry 
throughout rural Virginia in response to the likeli-
hood of new gun legislation passing in the next ses-
sion of the General Assembly. This week, it was the 
turn of the Mecklenburg County Board of Supervi-
sors to declare the county a “Second Amendment 
Sanctuary,” a symbolic but not unimportant state-
ment in opposition to proposed new gun laws.

As I wrote last week, the self-proclaimed 2A 
Sanctuary movement will head to Richmond next 
month with gale-force winds blowing in its face. 
The obvious problem — and the catalyst of 2A 
Sanctuary resolutions around the state — is the po-
litical shakeup at the Capital, with Democrats taking 
control of the House of Delegates and State Senate, 
to go along with a Democratic governor who has 
made gun safety laws a core priority of his time 
in office. That’s a massive political challenge for 
Virginia’s Second Amendment absolutists. An even 
more massive problem can be expressed in a single 
word: democracy.

In an election where gun rights were a top-shelf 
issue, with two parties espousing diametrically op-
posed priorities and solutions,  Republicans got their 
heads handed to them by voters — and it requires 
willful obliviousness to insist otherwise. People are 
sick of waking up and going to bed bombarded with 
headlines of mass shootings which occur every-
where in America with alarming frequency. We had 
our own scare hereabouts with the recent lockdowns 
at Park View High School and Middle School and 
South Hill Elementary, all on the suspicion that 
someone with a rifle posed a threat to schoolchildren 
in South Hill. Thankfully, nothing came of the inci-
dent, but it’s hard to seriously argue in this day and 
age that school officials and law enforcement over-
reacted. If mass shootings can happen anywhere in 
America, they sure as heck can happen here.

But pro-gun advocates will protest: New gun laws 
won’t stop mass shootings. You know what? Nine 
times out of ten, they’re probably right about this. 
(Republicans’ preferred response to mass shoot-

ings — advocating stronger programs for 
mental health treatment, notwithstanding 
their cruel opposition to Medicaid expan-
sion which pays for a huge share of mental 
health services in our area — is guaranteed 
to fail 99 times out of a hundred.) America 
is too awash with guns to offer much hope 
that a deranged killer with mass murder in 
his heart and mind won’t be able to secure 
the weapon of his choosing. Dialing down 
the lethality of firearms that hit the market 
could help, but that’s probably a secondary 
reform to pursue if the sole aim is to tamp 
down mass shootings. Red flag laws, which 
allow a court and law enforcement to take 
guns out of the hands of potentially danger-

ous persons, offer a more promising solution. That’s 
what Florida’s GOP-controlled legislature did (with 
the signature of the Republican governor) after the 
deadly high school shooting in Parkland, Fla. three 
years ago.

None of this is to suggest that more garden-variety 
measures — beefed up background checks, tighter 
control over gun transfers, even after-the-fact pen-
alties for gun owners who allow their weapons to 
fall in the hands of shooters and killers — wouldn’t 
make a difference. Actually, the U.S. suffers from a 
deficit of research on which gun measures work best 
— again, thanks in large part to Republican efforts 
to quash research by entities such as the Centers for 
Disease Control, which have well-established exper-
tise in the realm of public safety. One thing we prob-
ably can surmise is that while a committed shooter 
is hard to stop, the same may not be true for a less 
determined offender.

The power of weak disincentives in discouraging 
bad behavior should not be underestimated. There 
is evidence that tighter gun laws lead to fewer gun 
crimes — states with more restrictions experience 
fewer shootings, although the evidence is not com-
pletely conclusive, as other factors separate Rhode 
Island, say, from Alabama, in this matter.  One of 
the maddening aspects of our national gun debate 
is the plain fact that most of the laws suggested by 
gun control advocates are in fact rather weak — a 
far, far cry from the confiscatory fantasies spun by 
the loudest voices of the Second Amendment sanc-
tuary movement. No one is coming to take away 
your guns. If you suddenly experience an episode of 
delirium and decide you’re going to go out and kill 
someone, having a wait three days for a background 
check before you can purchase a gun might just be 
the thing to snap you out of the madness. We don’t 
know, but we sure can try.

The ensuing inconvenience for the vast majority 
of gun owners who are responsible individuals and 
maintain proper control of their firearms is not noth-
ing, but neither is waiting in line at the DMV. (It 
will come as no surprise if gun licensing comes up 
for debate in the legislature in 2020.) Gun owners 
who are willing to dispense with inflammatory rhet-
oric may find that their opinions count in the debates 
ahead, as long as everyone can work towards the 
common goal of reducing gun violence. That means 
dropping the knee-jerk opposition to all new laws 
whatsoever, and even reemphasizing the historic 
mission of organizations such as the National Rifle 
Association, with its laudable commitment to gun 
safety and youth sporting education. It also means 
renouncing the baleful political orientation of the 
NRA, a group so corrupted on the national level that 
it receives massive funding from Russian influence 
peddlers and suffers from rank self-dealing in the 
executive leadership ranks. Yeah, I know. Good luck 
convincing the NRA to do a 180-degree turn and 
join gun safety advocates in developing new legisla-
ture. When pigs fly.

It’s largely because of this political stalemate that 
we haven’t made better progress in keeping guns out 
of the hands of people who mean to do harm to oth-
ers. Virginia is about to enter an experimental phase 
whereby the state attempts to do something to stop 
random shootings and wanton loss of life. It may 
not work. Then again, it may. If you are heartbroken 
by the deaths of innocents from the scourge of gun 
violence, you really owe it to yourself and others 
to embrace the challenge of finding real solutions 
rather than falling back on the tired nostrum that 
guns don’t kill people, people kill people. What hap-
pens too much of the time is that people with guns 
kill people. If you’re upset by this fact and want to 
see something happen, then this present moment in 
Virginia political history is for you.
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Unknowns and knowns

Breakfast with Santa
Impact Church of God held its annual Breakfast with San-
ta Saturday in South Hill. Sebastian and Autumn Chaney 
had their chance to tell the jolly elf what they want to see 
under the tree for Christmas. (Lisa Clary photo)

DE vs. AP
Dear Viewpoint:
There has been recent discussion regarding migration from 

Advance Placement (AP) course to Dual Enrollment (DE) 
courses in the Mecklenburg school system. Advanced place-
ment is a program within the United States and Canada. It of-
fers college-level courses and assessments (examinations) to 
high school students. The AP system was created by the Col-
lege Board. The course curricula and assessments are created 
by an organization of college-level subject matter experts. In 
addition, the College Board offers support services to AP in-
structors. Colleges can use the examination scores for credit 
and/or placement in courses.

Dual enrollment allows students to take ‘college’ level cours-
es in high school. The student may simultaneously earn credit 
toward their high school diploma and college. DE is not a na-
tionally organized program like AP. In Virginia, DE courses are 
intended to mirror courses taught at two or four year colleges. 

For the past ten years I have been a professor of chemistry 
in the Virginia Community College System (VCCS). One of 
my out-of-classroom responsibilities was to serve as a subject 
matter dual enrollment coordinator for our service district. My 
observation of the DE process was DE courses were not equiv-
alent to the ‘same’ course taught at college. This observation is 
based on classroom observations and review of examinations 
and grades. There are several potential sources for the discrep-
ancy: course objectives and learning outcomes may be shared 
between colleges and high school but these are interpretable 
documents. A lack of textbooks, differing course schedules, 
laboratory equipment and experiments (for sciences), avail-
ability of on-line homework tools, subject matter expert expe-
rience, extracurricular distractions all reduce the equivalency 
of courses taught in the high school vs college. 

A simple approach to develop DE course equivalency is with 
common assessments hopefully developed by a national orga-
nization such as the American Chemical Society. This is dif-
ficult to fine for many disciplines. 

In North Carolina, DE courses are taught in the community 
colleges. This is another effective method to address to ensure 
equivalency.

In summary, AP courses and exams are created by a national 
board of subject matter experts. Performance on AP assess-
ments can be compared across institutions. There is a baseline 
of data. Colleges understand the significance of a certain level 
of performance on an AP exam. DE courses are intrinsically not 
equivalent across locations. There are few national assessments 
so there is significant subjectivity in the interpretation that a DE 
course is equivalent to those taught on a college campus.

Michael Iannuzzi, Ph.D. 
Clarksville

VFWA No 7166 (Ladies) will meet Saturday, December 14 at 10:30 a.m. at 
Post Home in South Hill. All members are encouraged to attend.
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The response to the Second 
Amendment Sanctuary movement 
that has taken rural Virginia by storm 
is truly impressive from a political 
point of view — massive turnouts 
at local meetings, virtually unani-
mous support among local officials, 
a string of formal declarations by 
county governments, and a fast-
paced reddening of the state map.

Compared to what’s ahead, how-
ever, the work being done at the 
grassroots level is the easy part.

Getting Richmond to listen during 
the upcoming General Assembly ses-
sion will be a whole lot tougher.

And you know what? As much as the optics of 
the moment may say otherwise, the 2A Sanctu-
ary crusade has a bigger problem than simply 
too many Democrats in Richmond. Outside of 
rural areas, the movement is operating at a dis-
tinct disadvantage in the court of public opinion.

When seeking an accurate assessment of the 
current state of the public mood, a great place 
to turn is the Pew Research Center, which oper-
ates free of the headline-grabbing demands that 
weigh on a lot of polling outfits. Pew Research 
data is the industry gold standard. Here’s what 
Pew researchers have found on the question of 
public support for gun control legislation:

“Around nine-in-ten Republicans and Republi-
can-leaning independents (92%) and Democrats 
and Democratic-leaning independents (91%) say 
they favor preventing people with mental ill-
nesses from buying guns. And large majorities of 
both Democrats (93%) and Republicans (82%) 
favor background checks for private gun sales 
and sales at gun shows.

“Other proposals bring out stark partisan rifts. 
Democrats, for example, are much more likely 
than Republicans to favor banning assault-style 
weapons (88% vs. 50%) and high-capacity 
magazines (87% vs. 54%).” (These passages are 
lifted from “7 facts about guns in the U.S.,” Pew 
Research Center, Oct. 22, 2019.)

Let’s stop there for a moment: one of the flash-
points in the sudden rush of Second Amendment 
Sanctuary resolutions is the widespread fear 
among gun owners that Virginia Democrats may 
vote to ban assault-style weapons. Yet consider 
that a step viewed as obscenely radical by lots of 
folks hereabouts is supported by roughly half of 
Republicans, the party that allegedly has sworn 
never to let guns be wrested away from their 
rightful owners. Half of Reopublicans support an 
assault weapons ban in the Pew polling! If you 
want to know why gun rights absolutists are in 
for a rough go in Richmond come January, you 
can start right there.

You can also roll back the clock to late May, 
when a crazed shooter with no previous discern-
ible mental health issues gunned down 12 city 
workers in Virginia Beach, or go back in time to 
2007 when 32 innocents were slaughtered on the 
campus of Virginia Tech. Or you can skip around 
the timeline and put your finger on the deaths 
of 58 people and the wounding of 413 others at 
an outdoor country music event in Las Vegas — 
again, by a perpetrator with no known mental 
health issues. Or you can simply cite any one of 
the more than 380 mass shootings that have oc-
curred in the U.S. so far this year.

The time for new gun laws has clearly arrived 
— in Virginia today, other states tomorrow. The 
question to ask isn’t whether rural Virginia has 
a voice in this matter. Obviously it does, as ex-
pressed by wave after wave of local boards that 
have adopted sanctuary language. The question 
is whether the elected majority in Richmond will 
listen — or more accurately, whether it feels like 
it needs to listen.

To get the attention of Virginia Democrats, gun 
owners would do well to be judicious in their 
arguments — and to be clear, they have some 
strong ones to make. But before we arrive at that 
point in the discussion, let’s consider the claims 
that are guaranteed to get eye-rolled out of a 
General Assembly hearing room near you:

» The right to bear arms is essential to hold 
government tyranny at bay. This, you may have 
heard, is a favorite line of the pro-gun commu-
nity’s militia-adjacent membership. Um, guys? If 
you want to get a fair hearing in the days ahead, 

it would be a really, really good idea 
to leave this line back at the hotel. 
It’s a guaranteed loser because it is 
wholly unsupported by the law of 
the land and represents the sort of 
provocative nonsense that just makes 
otherwise sober-minded people mad. 
Don’t do it.

» To stop someone with a gun, you 
need people with more guns. Another 
weak sauce argument — I couldn’t 
begin to list all the incidents where 
a shooter intent on slaughter over-
powered everyone in sight, includ-
ing military and law enforcement 
personnel trained in the use of fire-

arms. The element of surprise is just too great to 
overcome in situations where a demented killer 
with a plan confronts someone who is forced to 
assess the threat, reach for a weapon and aim all 
in a split second. Are mass shooters ever brought 
down by a “good guy with a gun”? Occasionally, 
but not often — not often enough to build sup-
port for the idea of making guns more ubiqui-
tous, rather than less.

» Second Amendment Sanctuary counties 
should be exempt from gun restrictions that 
Virginia Democrats place on the rest of the 
Commonwealth. I bring this one up because it’s 
the idea behind legislation that GOP Delegate 
James Edmunds (R-Halifax) plans to introduce 
in the upcoming Assembly session. Don’t look 
now, but for once State Senator Frank Ruff gets 
it right; in our front-page piece today, Ruff told 
The Sun that he doubts lawmakers “would pass 
restrictive legislation [and] then allow legislation 
that would exempt a major part of the state from 
that restrictive legislation.” On other words, no 
one is going to pass laws that apply to some 
folks and not others. Ruff says he has doubts, 
which is not the word I’d use, but hey: stop the 
world, we both basically agree.

I could go on, but instead let’s focus on argu-
ments that are much likelier to carry weight in 
the deliberations to come. The best arguments 
are the simple and genuine ones — such as, 
hunting is a proud part of the fabric of rural 
Virginia, and guns are obviously a big part of 
that. Plus, people have an understandable and 
completely defensible desire to possess guns for 
self-defense. (That said, one of the most upset-
ting passages of Pew’s “7 facts about guns in the 
U.S.” is the dramatically elevated risk of suicide 
deaths in households where firearms are pres-
ent.) None of these basic arguments in favor of 
gun ownership are particularly controversial, but 
in the rush to shut down any movement what-
soever towards gun reform — an effort that is 
destined to fail, it cannot be said enough — the 
commonsense sentiment of the countryside is at 
risk of being overwhelmed by extremist-sound-
ing nonsense from folks who watch too much 
NRA-TV. 

It’s admirable whenever people turn out to 
speak their minds at local government meetings. 
We could stand to turbocharge the democratic 
processes at every turn. But 5,000 people could 
turn out for a county board of supervisors meet-
ing and it wouldn’t do a thing to overturn the 
will of millions of voters statewide who elected 
Democratic candidates openly running on gun 
control platforms. Now that Virginia Dems are in 
charge, the more fruitful approach is pointing out 
the inconsistencies and flaws of their proposed 
bills — and the environment is target-rich in 
certain areas. Senator Richard Saslaw, who will 
become one of the two most powerful figures in 
the General Assembly beginning in January, has 
a bill in the hopper that would ban possession 
of assault-style weapons in Virginia — an idea, 
whatever you may think of the merits, that is 
wholly unworkable in practice. Banning the sale 
of assault weapons is one thing. Banning simple 
possession, especially for those who already 
own such guns, is another. Point is, it’s early in 
the bill-drafting process, and December is when 
you see all kinds of sloppy work at the Capital. 
January and February is when the real business 
gets done. But if well-meaning gun owners hope 
to be successful in brushing away the slop, they 
would do well to leave their own rhetorical ex-
cess outside of the hearing rooms.

Commentary
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Target practice

Looking forward
Dear Viewpoint:
I really appreciate the support shown in electing me to serve on the 

Mecklenburg County School Board, District 2. I will do my best to 
represent all my constituents to the best of my ability in the best inter-
ests of all our children. 

I look forward to an exciting four years!
Sincerely,
Gloria D. Smith

VIEWPOINT

To voice your opinions  
in The Sun, write 
Viewpoint,   PO Box 997,  
Clarksville VA 23927 or 
email us at news@ 
themecklenburgsun.com

Dressed to impress
Isabella and Zach Jones were dressed as Santa’s elves when they 
posed for a photo at the South Hill Junior Woman’s Club Break-
fast with Santa event on Saturday. Old Saint Nick also was a hit 
with the Preddy family (below): Cash, Avery, Emma, Channing 
and Reagan. In the bottom photo, members of the South Hill Ju-
nior Woman’s Club. Lots of little ones came to visit, have breakfast 
and get their photo with Santa. (Lisa Clary photos)
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No longer our president
Dear Viewpoint:
Donald Trump’s political de-evolution into attempted 

autocracy has spiraled further down than I ever thought 
could happen in this great, civilized, and democratic 
country of ours. His words and actions are dragging 
our national conscience into an abyss of racial and 
economic division the likes of which we have never 
seen. His latest attack on United States Congressman 
Elijah Cummings should be a long-overdue wake-up 
call to every American who cares about this country’s 
political well-being and cultural soul. He once again 
has used fascist-like terminology to denigrate good 
citizens of a great American city, Baltimore, by telling 
Mr. Cummings to go back to his “disgusting rat and 
rodent infested mess” of a district. 

Trump has evoked the imagery of “infestation” doz-
ens of times now to disparage people and places in 
America. It is no accident or coincidence that he likens 
people he disagrees with, particularly people of color, 
to some kind of vermin infest. Don’t kid yourself, it is 
a vile inference to compare humans with rats, insects, 
and lice, and designate classes of people into a per-
verted American caste system of political friends and 
enemies. It has been done before. 

He can no longer hold claim to being president of 
all of the United States when he ridicules vast swaths 
of our populace as he does in the most despicable 
fashion. Every citizen of America is entitled to equal-
ity and respect. But, the man occupying the “People’s 
House” today refuses to acknowledge that basic prin-
ciple. Trump habitually drags political debate down to 
the level personal attacks and name-calling, too often 
based on racial and ethnic identity.

The irony of his caste system is that he has brought 
the worst kind of white collar criminals in to the gov-
ernment, crooks like Manafort, Stone, and Flynn all of 
whom are going to prison for trying to profit from gov-
ernment connections. He has also chosen appointees to 
the Cabinet who have made policies that benefit their 
own financial interests; the epitome of government 
corruption. None of these people, including Trump, 
have respect for the concept of “government service.”

He praises and excuses political despots in Saudi 
Arabia, Philippines, Russia, and North Korea while 
referring to millions of his own people in the worst of 
ways. He is the most racist president we’ve had since 
Andrew Johnson, and possibly the most purposely 
divisive national political leader we have ever seen 
in the history of our republic. Fascist dictators in the 
past have referred to “vermin” among their people and 
called political opponents “enemies of the state” just as 
Trump has. We have to understand the historic context 
of this language and the harm that is being done to our 
democratic system.

We are not Trump’s America, we are far better than 
that. His racist past goes way back and has been well 
documented. You cannot be president to just the peo-
ple you like and the people who are like you; you are 

supposed to be president to all of us. More and more, 
Trump and his followers try to isolate racial and eco-
nomic minorities among us and paint them as less pa-
triotic and less deserving. 

America is the greatest country on Earth and we 
must support leaders who make us better and lead us 
forward, just as we should reject leaders who take us 
back to times of inequality. Trump is easily the least 
knowledgeable president we’ve ever had regarding 
American history and the Constitution, a fact that un-
hinges him from adhering to our Democratic traditions. 
Further, his constant lies and fabricated political drama 
are destructive to our great Republic. Three days after 
the neo-Nazi riot in Charlottesville in 2017, he made 
his infamous “fine people on both sides” statement. 
Trump’s comment was a turning point in his presiden-
cy and in race relations in America. And he continues 
to not provide the moral and ethical leadership that this 
country deserves. Now we all must work to restore 
civility to political discourse, but without leadership 
from the president. 

Jeff Dunson
Clarksville
 

Silence of the lambs?
Dear Viewpoint:
When I saw the racist tweet from President Trump, 

“.... go back to where you came from,” I wrote our con-
gressman, Denver Riggleman, asking him to publically 
condemn the tweet, or explain to me why it is accept-
able not to condemn it. 

After a week of no response, I called his Danville 
office. A staff person listened and promised Repre-
sentative Riggleman would answer my concerns. He 
seemed to understand how I felt that Riggleman prom-
ised to represent the voters of VA 5th Congressional 
District and not be a partisan hack. I asked him if he 
personally thought the “go back to where you came 
from” was appropriate, or should be condemned. The 
answer was as slippery as an eel. “It is our policy not 
to express personal opinions, Congressman Riggleman 
will get back to you.” 

It has been several weeks and several more racist 
tweets, still silence from the congressman who prom-
ised to represent the fine citizens of the VA 5th Con-
gressional District.

The only way (for now) we can stop President Trump 
from fanning the flames of bigotry is for Republican 
Congressmen to grow a spine and speak up. Fellow 
readers: Please let Congressman Riggleman know if 
you support condemnation, or agree with his silence. 

Sincerely, 
Jim Aulisio
Nelson

So Phoenix it is.
The Great Mascot Debate of 

2019 has come to a close with 
a decision to go with America’s 
most boring city as the avatar for 
future generations of Mecklenburg 
County students. I visited Phoenix 
once (flew in for a Cactus League 
weekend) and couldn’t wait to hit 
the highway out of town for MLB 
spring training ballparks, most of 
which are situated in small Arizona 
cities that circle the mothership. 
Seriously, Phoenix is blazing hot, 
flat as C-SPAN public affairs pro-
gramming, and the cityscape has 
all the pizazz of muffled elevator music. Bleech.

On the other hand, democracy is a precious thing (also, 
seriously) and Phoenix was the people’s choice in public 
surveys to identify a mascot for the county’s new second-
ary school. Those who vote get to decide, and those who 
don’t get to whine about it. So let’s give members of the 
School Board props for heeding public sentiment, light 
though the participation in the surveys proved to be. In ret-
rospect, it would have been nice for the School Board to set 
one ground rule for the mascot-naming contest: all entries 
must’ve had some identifiable connection to Mecklenburg 
County. (Mudcats was the only finalist that might have met 
this standard. Plus “Mecklenburg Muddies” would make 
for great headlines.) But you know what? Captain Hind-
sight is a South Park character, not a flesh-and-blood advi-
sor to the Mecklenburg County School Board. So Phoenix 
wins out.

It’s times like these when it’s a good idea to examine 
one’s own presumptions and biases, and ask the simple 
question: Who am I to talk? Longer ago than I care to ad-
mit, I graduated from Halifax County High School in South 
Boston. Our school mascot? Comets. Who in the heck re-
sembles a Comet? A frozen climber hurtling off the side of 
a Himalayan mountain, leaving a icy contrail behind while 
plunging to certain death, that’s who. Did we care? No.

Then and now, Blue Comets always struck me as a ter-
rific team nickname. Why? Because that’s the way things 
were supposed to be and who asked you to argue the point 
anyway?!? Obviously of course, claiming Comet pride 
as part of one’s existence in vaguely ridiculous, but yet 
because it was always so, so far as we knew (this is my 
inner 16-year-old speaking), the righteousnous of being a 
member of the Blue Comets was not to be questioned by 
outsiders. After all, the Comets almost won the state cham-
pionship in basketball two years in a row! (Sheriff Hawkins 
was a starting forward on one of those teams, if you can 
look at him now and believe that. Hey Bobby, I’m kidding! 
Please put away the gun.) Point is, the amber effect of old 
age makes every aspect of Stranger Things-adjacent culture 
look wonderful and true, while the new stuff sucks. Barons 
and Dragons are fine choices for a mascot. The Phoenix 
needs to get off my lawn.

After high school, I went off to college. Once there, I 
experienced a different side to the whole rah-rah school 
spirit business (which, to be clear, is a wonderful thing in 
moderation.) The university I attended made a huge deal 
of the sanctity of its hallowed traditions, except when the 
powers-that-be decided that said traditions were stupid, 
counterproductive, dangerous or all three rolled into one 
(a.k.a. the best parties). So one quickly got used to one of 
the great oddities of academia: “New traditions.” Huh? I’m 
pretty sure none of us students would have been admitted in 
the first place if we had dropped that phrase on our SATs. 

“New traditions” took the place of old traditions that were 
deemed problematic by the administration, and although 
we snickered at the idea that the tradition business could 
be as flimsy as all that, we were also gone in four years (or 
so), to be replaced by younglings who knew no different. 
We were soon to be yesterday’s news, in other words. It’s 
hard for a person to accept one’s own irrelevancy, which is 
why folks can argue about mascots all day and never tire 
of the fight. So, just to finish the story here, apparently, the 
kids liked the idea of Phoenix for a mascot. Kids these days 
also seem to think Toto is the only band from the 1980s that 
matters (just judging from the number of times I’ve seen 
my daughter and her friends grooving to the strains of “Af-
rica”) and my constant objection that Toto was one of the 
suckiest bands ever to exist gets no further than the distance 
between my mouth and two deaf ears. The moral of the sto-
ry is that mascots belong to an ever-changing community, 
and the advent of Mecklenburg’s new school is a milestone 
moment that should be appreciated for what it is — an apex 
of positive change and community revitalization. Which, 
by the way, is sorta the symbolism inherent in the idea of 
the Phoenix. 

But still: bleech.
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Bringing the heat
Amid near-100 degree temperatures two weeks ago, the balloonists who graced the skies of Clarksville’s 
Lakefest first had to fire up the gas to send their vessels aloft. (Danny Lamberth phto))

The LaCrosse Volunteer Fire Department Ladies Auxiliary will be 
having a yard sale Saturday, August 10, from 7:00 a.m. un-
til 1:00 p.m. across from the fire department (202 Carolina 
Street, LaCrosse, VA 23950). We are selling spots for indi-
viduals to set up their own yardsale or vendor items for $15 
each. We are also accepting any item donations at this time. 
If you would like to donate items or purchase a spot, call 
Robin at (434) 917-2885, see any ladies auxiliary member, 
or message us on Facebook at LaCrosse Volunteer Fire De-
partment Ladies Auxiliary.


