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RUSTBURG — The new Rustburg
Middle School could grow by 5,000
square feet this month after the Camp-
bell County School Board voted unani-
mously Monday night in favor of a
county proposal to increase student
capacity.

The expansion means an additional
$1.3 million will be tacked onto the
$41.3 million project total, with the ad-
ditional square feet — totaling six ad-
ditional classrooms — added onto the
proposed 136,500-square-foot struc-
ture.

Blair Construction, the Gretna-based
firm selected to spearhead the new
middle school project, unveiled its pro-
posed middle school plan to Campbell
County supervisors and school board
members in September.

Last week, supervisors delayed Tues-
day night’s final contract approval with
Blair Construction to push for potential
expansion.

Subsequently, the delay will push back
the school’s opening day, originally in-
tended for the start of the 2022 school
year.

At a minimum, the tabled discussion
will cause a two-week delay. If super-
visors ultimately decide to pursue the
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Roger Johnson grabs a golf club while practicing at Ashley Plantation Country Club in Daleville on Sept. 24. BELOW: Johnson takes
a practice swing at Ashley Plantation Country Club.

Staying on course

BY KENDALL WARNER
kwarner@newsadvance.com

(434) 385-5592

F rom the trunk of his gold minivan, Roger
Johnson slung his Carolina Hurricanes golf
bag over his left shoulder and headed into

the pro shop at Ashley Plantation
Country Club just north of Roanoke.

Johnson, 44, of Blue Ridge, came
to love golf later in life; he only has
played since 2007.

“Growing up, my dad would
watch [golf] on TV and I’d go in
the bedroom and watch something
else because I just didn’t find it

Special Olympics golfer with cerebral palsy focuses on the bright side of life

BY ANTONIO OLIVO
Washington Post

A large portion of ballots al-
ready will have been cast in Vir-
ginia by the time Election Day
rolls around next month, after
a record turnout for early voting
that has featured long lines out-
side some polling stations and
mail-in ballots coming in by the
thousands per day.

So far, nearly 887,000 Virgin-

ians have voted in person, by
mail or by hand-delivering their
ballots to a registrar’s office or
drop box — the menu of op-
tions available to voters wor-
ried about going to potentially
crowded polling stations on
Nov. 3 and risking exposure to
the novel coronavirus.

The number of ballots already
cast is approaching a quarter of
the 3.75 million counted for the
entire 2016 general election.

Early voting is surging here
despite conventional political
wisdom Virginia — a critical
battleground in the last three
presidential cycles — is not in
play in the contest between
President Donald Trump and
former vice president Joe Biden.

Voters from both parties have
expressed fears about the virus
and election security, the latter
stoked by upheaval at the U.S.
Postal Service and comments

Trump has made, without evi-
dence, about potential voting
fraud.

The turnout so far puts Virgin-
ia — one of a handful of states to
kick off balloting 45 days ahead
of Election Day — well ahead of
most states in early voting, ac-
cording to an analysis by Uni-
versity of Florida professor Mi-
chael McDonald, who puts the
national average at 5%.

“We’re probably looking at
three times the rate for early
voting that we saw in 2016,”

said Gary D. Scott, the head of
the office of elections in Fairfax
County, where election workers
have taken in about 2,000 mail-
in ballots per day while several
hundred voters have lined up
to cast their ballots inside the
county government center since
early voting began in Virginia on
Sept. 18.

Democrats are widely seen
as more inclined than Repub-
licans to vote early, given that

ONLINE
See video of
Johnson’s
story at news
advance.com.

Early voting in Va. surges despite virus, mail-in ballot worries
State well above national average with more than 880K votes cast

SEE JOHNSON | A5

SEE VOTING | A5

Building
project
may get
addition

RUSTBURG MIDDLE SCHOOL

Campbell County School
Board votes to add $1.3M
for six more classrooms

SEE BUILDING | A4
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interesting,” Johnson said.
Johnson formerly was a Spe-

cial Olympics tennis player, but
when the season for tennis got
switched, he decided to pick up
golf.

“I wasn’t sure how I would do
playing golf. I didn’t really find it
interesting until I started play-
ing it in the Special Olympics,”
Johnson said. “Now I watch golf
24/7. I sleep golf, eat golf, wake
up golf, so it’s been something I
just picked up really well and I
went with it.”

Cerebral palsy effects John-
son’s speech and mobility,
specifically on his right side.

“A lot of people that have
CP aren’t able to walk or talk,”
Johnson said. “I didn’t start
walking and talking until I was
3, but God had a different plan
for me, and I thank him for
that.”

Johnson’s wife, Angie, is his
biggest supporter. She accom-
panies him to the golf course
and tournaments whenever she
can.

“I’m there for him to keep him
positive because I’m allowed to
go out with him,” Angie said.
“When he makes a bad shot, I

say, ‘Don’t worry honey, it’s go-
ing to be okay, the next one will
be better,’ and he perks up and
he does better.”

Before Johnson and Angie
met, she wasn’t very into sports.
She bowled for the Special
Olympics but wasn’t interested
in golf.

Johnson sees golf as a good
fit for him. He has successfully

taught himself to swing in a way
that compensates for his mobil-
ity deficits.

“Am I the best golfer in the
world? No,” Johnson said. “I’m
not ever going to be but it gives
me something that I can enjoy.”

Through hard work, dedica-
tion and time spent on the
course, Johnson has achieved
many accomplishments. He

won his first state champion-
ship in North Carolina in 2012,
and in 2013 he got a phone
call asking if he wanted to be
part of North Carolina’s Special
Olympics team for the 2014 USA
games in Princeton, New Jersey.

Jumping at the opportunity,
Johnson grabbed his stepfather
to caddy for him and participat-
ed as one of only two nine-hole

golfers from the state.
In 2017, Johnson, who works

at Panera Bread, learned he was
moving to Lynchburg for work,
so he called up Special Olym-
pics Area 24 Regional Director
Lisa Wimbush, who covers
Amherst, Appomattox, Bedford,
Campbell, Lynchburg and Nel-
son counties.

“I don’t think she really
thought that I was moving,”
Johnson said. ”Because they get
a lot of calls from athletes and
stuff about moving into a dif-
ferent area or state and it never
pans out.”

When Johnson did move in
June, he established the Special
Olympics golf program in this
region of Virginia.

Although he is uncertain what
his future holds when it comes
to golf, Johnson said he will
trust what God has in store for
him.

“I thank him [God] every day
for my disability or what people
call a disability,” Johnson said.
“It’s given me so many avenues
that I didn’t ever think were
possible.”

Johnson looks on the bright
side of life and chooses to focus
on what he can do as opposed
to what he cannot do.

“There’s a lot of stuff out here
that isn’t for people with dis-
abilities. Golf is for everybody.”

Johnson
From Page A1
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Roger Johnson stretches before beginning a nine-hole round of golf at Ashley Plantation Country Club in Daleville.

Democratic Party leaders
embraced it for years as a
matter of policy to make
it easier to vote. The GOP,
as a whole, has been more
focused on tightening re-
strictions at the polls.

For that reason, Demo-
crats are touting the surge
in early voting as proof
of enthusiasm for Biden,
as well as for Democrats
in several congressional
races.

“Thanks to Democratic
leadership and the game-
changing voting rights
laws we passed earlier this
year, Virginia has led the
nation in early votes cast,”
said Virginia Democratic
Party chairwoman Susan
Swecker. She called the
surge a sign Virginians are
“fed up” with Trump.

But state GOP chair-
man Rich Anderson said
coronavirus fears, not
Democratic zeal, are likely
driving early voting. He
expressed confidence that
Republicans will turn out
for Trump in force on Elec-
tion Day, calling GOP en-
thusiasm “stratospheric.”

“Early voting this year
is elevated to unprece-
dented proportions, likely
driven by COVID-19,” An-
derson said in a written
statement. “We expect
that a higher proportion of

Republicans will vote on
November 3.”

The number of Virgin-
ians who have voted early
so far already exceeds the
538,410 voters who voted
early in all of 2016, either
in person or by mail, ac-
cording to an analysis
by the nonprofit Virginia
Public Access Project.

Another 675,714 Vir-
ginians have requested
mail-in ballots this year
but have not yet returned
them.

Election officials attri-
bute the surge to the leg-
islature’s decision earlier
this year to allow early vot-
ing for any voter. Previ-
ously, it was allowed only
for those with an excuse,
such as business or per-
sonal travel. Legislators
also lifted requirements
that voters fill out their ab-
sentee ballots in front of a
witness.

Democrats in the newly
blue state House and Sen-
ate pushed for the mea-
sures before the corona-
virus pandemic to make
voting more accessible,
but amid the health cri-
sis, many voters have wel-
comed the changes as a
way to keep them out of
Election Day crowds.

As of Friday, about
401,000 ballots had been
cast statewide by “mail,” a
term that covers absentee
ballots returned by U.S.
mail as well as those hand-
delivered to a registrar’s

office or drop box, state
officials said.

But nearly 486,000 Vir-
ginians had chosen to
stand in line to vote early
in person, a reflection of
the doubt sowed into the
mail-in voting process
after Trump’s allegations
about an election featur-
ing mail-in ballots, and
warnings from the finan-
cially strapped U.S. Postal
Service that it won’t be
able to process thousands
of absentee ballots in time
for them to be counted.

On Thursday, Democrat-
ic members of Virginia’s
congressional delegation
tried to ease those doubts
by urging Postal Service
officials to confirm that
ballot envelopes will be
postmarked with a date,
citing examples where
that hasn’t happened in
previous elections.

“We must protect the
franchise of all Virginians
who wish to cast a ballot
by mail,” a letter sent to
Postal Service officials by
Democratic Reps. Gerald
Connolly, Don Beyer, Jen-
nifer Wexton, Bobby Scott
and Donald McEachin
said. “If ballot return enve-
lopes are not postmarked,
they risk being invalidated
through no fault of the
voter.”

Postal Service spokes-
woman Freda Sauter said
the agency received the
letter and would “respond
directly” to the represen-

tatives.
“Our policy is to post-

mark all ballots mailed
by voters, whether they
are prepaid by election
officials or mailed with a
stamp affixed by the vot-
er,” Sauter said.

Several voters who stood
in early voting lines this
week said they had re-
quested absentee ballots
to avoid the risk of being
infected by the coronavi-
rus while going into a poll-
ing station.

Yet, there they were,
waiting to do just that
after deciding that their
concerns about the mail-
in voting process out-
weighed that risk.

“I just want my vote to
count,” said Betsy Crom-
well, 60, after voting for
Biden at a state Depart-
ment of Motor Vehicles
office in Prince William
County, where a separate
line of cars with voters
waiting to cast their bal-
lots from behind their
steering wheels snaked
out onto the highway.

In Alexandria, Phil Cale-
brese said he became in-
creasingly worried about
the absentee ballot he re-
quested in late August af-
ter it had still not arrived
at his home early this
month. The local elections
office confirmed it had
been sent.

But Calabrese, 70, was
unwilling to take a chance.
So, he overcame his fears

about the coronavirus and
walked into his local elec-
tions office to also vote
for Biden, making sure to
keep his distance from the
others around him.

“It’s a lot of trouble,” he
said about making sure his
vote gets in.

That anxiety — and
some confusion caused
by duplicate ballots sent
out to some voters, while
others received ballot ap-
plications with the wrong
return address — has led
to some delays in the early
voting lines, officials said.

In Fairfax, where about
74,500 absentee ballots
have been returned and
19,000 ballots have been
cast in person so far, the
wait outside the county
government center had
been as long as three
hours before it dropped to
about an hour this week.

Fairfax officials expect
the process to further
speed up after 14 satel-
lite voting locations open
across the county on
Wednesday. The county
also opened the govern-
ment center for voting on
Saturday to help meet the
extra demand.

Scott, the elections di-
rector, said the longer
waits are partly because
of the physical distancing
restrictions in place due to
the pandemic, since only a
small number of voters at
a time are allowed inside
the voting area.

But, he said, it also takes
longer in cases where
someone received an
absentee ballot but in-
stead decided to vote in
person.

“That takes much more
time to process than a
person who is just coming
in to vote,” Scott said, ex-
plaining that those voters
need to fill out paperwork
before they are allowed to
cast a ballot.

Juliet and Andre Ayer
took the easier route of us-
ing a county ballot drop
box, which Fairfax officials
said will be installed inside
every one of the county’s
early voting stations and
inside its local voting pre-
cincts on Election Day.

“We thought this would
be faster,” Juliet Ayer, 26,
said cheerfully from be-
hind her face mask as the
couple walked to their car
past the scores of people
still waiting to vote.

Matt Wilson, the deputy
registrar in Prince William
County, said he expects
the early voting turnout
to die down over the next
week before surging again
just before the election.
The deadline to register to
vote in Virginia is Tuesday
and the last day to vote
early is Oct. 31.

“We’re kind of in this pe-
riod where the ‘eager bea-
vers’ have gotten it taken
care of and we’re waiting
for those last-second peo-
ple,” Wilson said.

Voting
From Page A1

“A lot of people that have CP aren’t able to walk or talk. I didn’t start walking and talking
until I was 3, but God had a different plan for me, and I thank him for that.”

— Roger Johnson


