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Photo coverage of community spirit amid the coronavirus pandemic B2

Preliminary figures show African-Americans and Latinos 
are being disproportionately hit by COVID-19 in Virginia
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By Jeremy M. Lazarus and Ronald E. Carrington

Phillip Patterson has worked in various positions at the Mar-
riott Hotel in Downtown for the past eight years – housekeeping, 
bellman, shuttle driver and maintenance engineer.

Elton G. Christian Jr., a veteran cook, has been serving up 
savory barbecue, ribs and brisket at Pig and Brew, a restaurant 
in South Side, for the past two years.

Both never expected to be laid off.
But suddenly, they have joined the growing legions of the 

unemployed who have lost jobs because of the business-killing 
coronavirus. The virus is creating widespread damage to a previ-
ously robust economy in the Richmond area and beyond.

While hiring is still underway for health care workers, delivery 
drivers, grocery store employees, postal workers, sheriff’s deputies, 
police officers and other government positions, others jobs are be-
ing swept away, including those of restaurant employees and other 
service workers and those in the travel and tourism industry.

Like state agencies across the country, the Virginia Employment 
Commission has been slammed with applications for unemploy-

COVID-related furloughs push unemployment claims to new highs

Sandra Sellars/Richmond Free Press

Zoom
Mansa Makamu, 7, pretends to zoom in a model 1960 Cadillac 
in his mother’s natural hair salon on 2nd Street in Jackson 
Ward. His mother, Ife Robinson, still comes to the shop 
daily to consult with clients about natural hair care over the 
phone. She and others in the salon business generally are 
not seeing clients to help prevent the spread of coronavirus. 
Please see more photos from businesses, B2.
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Gov. Ralph S. Northam puts on a mask during a media briefing on Monday that was made by 
inmates in the state Department of Corrections. The demonstration was to remind Virginians to 
cover their noses and mouths when they go out in public to help stop the spread of COVID-19. 

By Jeremy M. Lazarus

Ninth District Councilman 
Michael J. Jones, chair of City 
Council’s Finance and Economic 
Development Committee, esti-
mates that projected Richmond 
revenues in the new fiscal year that 
will begin July 1 could shrink by 
$75 million to $100 million as a 
result of the coronavirus.

Councilwoman Ellen F. Robert-
son, 6th District, one of the longest 
serving council members, said city 
budget analysts are running scenarios 
of potential losses from 10 percent 
to 30 percent in revenue.

But so far, council members 
remain as much in the dark as the 
general public, said Councilwoman 
Kim B. Gray, 2nd District.

Hopes are high that next week, 
council members as well as city 
residents can get a first glimpse 
of the projected impact the virus 
is having now and could have on 
the coming fiscal year. That could 
happen Monday, April 13, when 
City Council is scheduled to hold 
its first session to review the $1.92 
billion city budget plan for 2020-
21 submitted by Mayor Levar M. 
Stoney on March 6.

Ms. Gray, meanwhile, issued a 
letter calling on Mayor Stoney to 
provide revised revenue estimates 
both for the current 2019-2020 
fiscal year and for the 2020-21 
fiscal year — based on prospects 
that Richmond, like other com-
munities, is heading into a virus-
driven recession that could create 
shortfalls in city revenue. 

So far, Mayor Stoney and his 

City Council 
readies 
for lower 
revenue 

projections
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By George Copeland Jr.

It has been a week of recalculation and assessment, 
as Virginians collectively and individually continue 
to work to avoid the spread of COVID-19 amid new 
evidence that African-Americans and Latinos are 
being hard hit.

Information released by the Virginia Department of 
Health on Wednesday confirmed 3,645 positive cases 
of COVID-19 in the state, with 615 hospitalizations 
and 75 deaths, including 32 at the Canterbury Reha-
bilitation and Health Care Center in Henrico County, 
a center that once boasted of introducing a level of 
post-hospitalization care.

Breakdowns of figures on deaths by race and eth-
nic group have been hard to come by nationally. But 
several states and cities, including Illinois, Michigan, 
Louisiana, Connecticut and Las Vegas, have reported 
that African-Americans and other minority groups have 
been disparately stricken by COVID-19.

Congress and private organizations such as the 
NAACP have been pressing the U.S. Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention to release such de-
mographic information, but so far to no avail.

Virginia is among fewer than 12 states reporting 
data on the race or ethnicity of those testing positive 
and dying with the disease.

While the figures are incomplete, as of Monday, 
African-Americans accounted for 28 percent of Vir-
ginia’s confirmed cases, while African-Americans 
comprise 20 percent of the state’s population, according 
to state Health Commissioner M. Norman Oliver.

Another 12 percent of the confirmed cases involve 
Latinos, Dr. Oliver reported, also higher for a group 
that represents 9 percent of the state’s population. 

Of those who have died of COVID-19 in Virginia, 18.7 
are African-American and 0.04 percent are Latino.

Dr. Oliver said the data likely underrepresents the 
situation largely because of the difficulty in collect-
ing information on the race or ethnicity of those who 
are tested.

Phillip DeBerry
For Richmond native Phillip DeBerry, 

taking command of the highways with 
a sense of skill and patience was a way 
of living for nearly half a century.

Mr. DeBerry 
had been a Grey-
hound bus driver 
since 1975, deliv-
ering thousands 
of passengers to 
destinations along 
the East Coast from 
New York City to 
the Carolinas and 

countless points in between. He never 
had a wreck, a negative encounter with 
a passenger or got a traffic ticket, said 
Shelia Abernathy, his companion for 45 
years until his death on March 28 from 
the coronavirus.

“He never met a stranger,” Ms. Aber-
nathy said. He was known to go the extra 
step when needed, without being asked.

On more than one occasion, she said, 
he would have on the bus a young mother 
with a child or two, with one or both 
of the children crying from apparent 
hunger. At a stop, he would offer the 
family food paid for out of his pocket 
to settle their stomachs and make the 
bus ride more endurable. That was his 
style, his character, she said. 

Mr. DeBerry, who was 72, was an 
alumnus of Armstrong High School. 

Sterling Matthews
Richmond native Sterling Mat-

thews was looking forward to turning 
61 on April 13. He also was making 
retirement plans with his wife of 

44 years, Alice 
Allen Matthews, 
his high school 
sweetheart.

A federal con-
tract specialist at 
Fort Belvoir, his 
death on March 
31has prompted 
Mrs. Matthews, a 

state of Virginia employee, to revisit 
their plans, she told the Free Press.

“God will make sure I’m going to 
be fine,” Mrs. Matthews hastened to 
add in a tone of confidence. She said 
she still has a son, family and friends 
to call on. “It may take me a while” 
to make the transition to her new life, 
she said.

Mrs. Matthews said her husband was 
actively involved in Moore Street Mis-
sionary Baptist Church on Leigh Street. 
There, he served as a deacon, taught 
in the Sunday School and sang in the 
G.G. Campbell Male Chorus. He was 
one of three members of Moore Street 
whose deaths have been attributed to 
COVID-19. 

Outside of church, he won praise 
over the years from the Alpha Phi Alpha 

ment benefits from workers who have lost their paychecks as 
public, private and nonprofit entities downsize or close.

While new data will be released Thursday, the impact of 
social distancing and shelter-in-place directives can be seen in 
the rise in the number of filings for unemployment.

In Richmond, for example, 112 people filed for unemploy-
ment in the week ending March 14. But between March 14 and 
March 28, more than 7,500 people filed for unemployment, the 
VEC reported. That includes 3,070 people who filed between 
March 14 and March 21 and 4,504 people who filed between 
March 21 and March 28.

The same surge in unemployment claims can be found in 
Chesterfield County, where 83 claims were filed in early March. 
But claims surged to 1,970 in the third week of March and 4,219 
applications in the fourth and final week of March. 

In Henrico County, unemployment claims jumped from 79 in early 
March to a total of 6,600 in the final two weeks of the month.

In a region that reported nearly 700,000 people employed in 
February, the loss of 21,000 jobs is not an immediate disaster. 
But it is the speed of the losses and the potential of a continuing 
surge that has many people concerned and has led the federal 
government to beef up and extend benefits an extra 13 weeks.

Statewide, the VEC reported that a record 112,497 people 
filed for unemployment in the final week of March. That’s the 
largest number of initial claims in a week since records began 
being kept. It also added to the record 46,277 people who filed 
for unemployment statewide in the third week of March. 

Previously, initial weekly filings from more than 20,000 
people were considered outsized. 

Again, in a state where 4.3 million people were employed 
in February, the numbers are more a harbinger of worsening 
business conditions in a broad swatch of the economy.

Nationally, as of March 28, more than 6.6 million people had 

Robert N. Hobbs Sr.
Robert and Sue Hobbs had known 

each other since their high school days 
in the late 1940s in Richmond, yet had 
not seen each other for nearly half a 

century until they 
met again at a com-
bined 50th reunion 
for Armstrong and 
Maggie L. Walker 
high schools.

A year later in 
2013, they became 
husband and wife, 
melding the fami-

lies they had created during the years 
in between.

Mr. Hobbs, who had joined the Marines 
in 1952 soon after finishing high school 
and was honorably discharged in July 
1973 as a master sergeant, didn’t like to 
talk much about his military service. 

From what he did share, people around 
could appreciate that he suffered with 
physical and mental scars that needed 
regular care. They were wounds dating 
back to his flying on military helicopter 
rescue missions that included some 
crashes. Many runs were into enemy 
territory in which he unknowingly was 
exposed to the toxic chemical Agent 
Orange. That chemical would affect his 
physical and mental health for the rest 
of his life, his medical records show.

Mr. Hobbs lived for years with spo-

Faces of COVID-19
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Virginians of all walks of life have been impacted by 
the coronavirus, the airborne respiratory illness that has 
stricken more than 3,600 people in the Commonwealth 
and resulted in 75 deaths as of Wednesday.

Their passing impacts their families and the larger 
communities in which they worked, volunteered, 
worshipped and lived.

Here are some of their stories.

Stories by Reginald Stuart

Mr. DeBerry Mr. Matthews Mr. Hobbs
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COVID-related furloughs push unemployment claims to new highs

filed initial unemployment claims, the highest number in one 
month since figures began being reported. 

In Virginia, benefits, while not taxable, have not been huge. 
Payments range from $60 to $378 a week depending on salary and 
time on the job. The top payment goes to people who earned at least 
$18,900 in a six-month period, which equals $3,150 a month.

But based on recent action by Congress, people approved 
for unemployment automatically will receive a $600 boost in 
their weekly payment through July 31, according to the Virginia 
Poverty Law Center, adding a measure of relief for those who 
have lost their jobs.

There also is the prospect of additional income from a federal 
stimulus check of $1,200 per adult, $2,400 per couple — with 
an additional $500 for each child under 16 — that is to be dis-
tributed to people with incomes up to $75,000 per individual 
and $150,000 per couple. For individuals with incomes between 

Continued from A1

Regina H. Boone/Richmond Free Press

Like many businesses, Virginia Commonwealth 
University’s Institute for Contemporary Art is now closed 
in a bid to stop the spread of the coronavirus. The impact 
of shutdowns at private companies has led to a spike in 
layoffs and a sudden surge in unemployment.

No data on race or ethnicity is available for 54 percent of the 
people who have tested positive in the state, Dr. Oliver said.

He said the current pandemic has exposed problems in the way 
data on test specimens and death is reported. He said he and other 
state health officials are working to improve the reporting from 
health providers and private testing labs to have more complete 
data and to better track the impact on specific communities.

“We know that long-standing racial inequities in things like 
access to health care, education and economic opportunities 
lead to differences in underlying health conditions,” which puts 
people at greater risk for contracting coronavirus, Gov.  Ralph 
S. Northam said during Wednesday’s briefing. “We need clear 
data about what this means in Virginia.”

In response to the pace of infection in the state, the CDC has listed 
Virginia as a state with widespread community transmission.

Information from the state Division of Consolidated Laboratory 
Services, developed in partnership with the CDC and international 
and university partners, has helped affirm the CDC’s view that 
the virus was introduced into Virginia at multiple locations, rather 
than originating at a single site or with a single source.

The CDC also issued new guidance urging everyone to wear 
some kind of nose and mouth covering, even if handmade, when 
outdoors. The guidance is the result of new findings from the 
National Academy of Science that infected people who appear 
healthy can spread the virus even if they show no symptoms 
and that such people can do so by just talking or breathing on 
someone else. Previously, it was thought the virus was transmitted 
through droplets produced by coughing or sneezing.

Meanwhile, new projections from the University of Wash-
ington’s Institute of Health Metrics and Evaluation suggest that 
Virginia could hit a peak number of coronavirus-related deaths 
around April 20, rather than between late May and early June 
as other models have suggested.

If this prediction holds, Virginia would be one of four states 
whose peaks are expected much sooner than anticipated, with 
the state potentially seeing as many as 59 deaths reported on 
Wednesday, April 22 — the date the General Assembly is to 
reconvene in Richmond.

In a statement, IHME Director Dr. Christopher Murray cited 
social distancing as a key factor in Virginia’s predicted early 
spike and quick downward trajectory, with predictions estimating 
a single coronavirus-related death daily by June 1.

“If social distancing measures are relaxed or not implemented, 
the U.S. will see greater death tolls, the death peak will be later, 
the burden on hospitals will be much greater and the economic 
costs will continue to grow,” Dr. Murray said.

Regardless of when the peak comes, the coronavirus already 
has had a sizable impact on the political and economic future of 
the state, and officials will have a busy few weeks developing 
a path forward for Virginia.

With an economic recession on the horizon, Gov. Northam 
has postponed a number of spending items in his proposed state 
budget, including raises for teachers and state workers and freezes 
on in-state college tuition.

Gov. Northam has until Saturday to amend, veto or sign most 
of the legislation approved during the 2020 General Assembly 
session, with legislators still on track to address any vetoes or 
amendments during their special session on April 22.

The House of Delegates is to meet outside the State Capi-
tol on the grounds, while the state Senate plans to convene at 
the Science Museum of Virginia — requiring a shuttle for the 
exchange of bills.

The veto session is likely to be marked by efforts to revise the 
current and upcoming 2020-22 budget to reflect an impending reces-
sion resulting from the shutdown of businesses across the state.

Gov. Northam also recommended on Wednesday that local 
and special elections set for May be postponed until November. 
General Assembly members will have to take action on the pro-
posal when they return to Richmond for the veto session.

Gov. Northam also announced that he is using his executive 
authority to move the congressional primary elections from 
Tuesday, June 9, to Tuesday, June 23.

“We have wrestled with our options, and none of them are 
ideal or perfect,” Gov. Northam said. “Postponing these elections 
is the best way to protect democracy without endangering the 
public health or violating the stay-at-home order.”

In a new effort to stem the overloading of Virginia’s hospitals, 
the governor has called on the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 
to transform three convention centers in the state, including the 
Greater Richmond Convention Center in Downtown, into temporary 
hospitals. When fully prepared, the facilities will be able to house 
1,107 acute patients or 1,848 non-acute patients with COVID-19, 
freeing up space at existing hospitals, the governor said.

Despite Gov. Northam and other governors issuing pleas to 
the Federal Emergency Management Agency, states continue to 
be forced compete for life-saving equipment from the federal 
stockpile, as well as against each other and private and nonprofit 
interest and sometimes with the federal government itself.

“That market is chaotic and difficult due to a lack of federal 
direction,” Gov. Northam said. “We continue to compete for 
the same supplies.”

Documentation released Thursday by the U.S. House of 
Representatives Committee on Oversight and Reform showed 
that FEMA has provided Virginia with very little of the PPE the 
state regularly orders, with some shipments ranging from less 
than 50 percent to 7.7 percent of what the state requested.

California Gov. Gavin Newsom is working on creating an al-
liance of states to bid on equipment collectively. Gov. Northam 
announced Virginia will spend $27 million to buy medical 
equipment and supplies from a private provider.

“We have a responsibility to prepare, and we have prepared 
for the worst,” Gov. Northam said. “The PPE, the ventilators, 
our bed space—we are ramping all that up for a surge that we 
expect in a few weeks.”

Hit hard again
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City Council readies for lower revenue projections

top financial advisers and staff have offered 
little guidance in the face of uncertainty 
on how long the pandemic lockdown will 
continue and whether there will be an 
extended recession.

There also is uncertainty about the 
amount of money the city might receive 
from the $1.5 billion in support the federal 
government will be sending to the state 
government to distribute to local govern-
ments to shore up their finances.

“Sure, we will have more to say and 
more info and numbers in the coming days 
and weeks,” Jim Nolan, Mayor Stoney’s 
press secretary wrote on March 27 in 
response to a Free Press query. 

“The disruption caused by this pandemic 
is going to have a significant negative impact 
on budgeted revenues and projections, not 
only in Richmond but across the region, 
commonwealth, nation and world.

“City Finance and Budget staffs are 
currently reviewing and analyzing both the 
revenue and expenditure forecasts for the 
current and upcoming fiscal years and will 
provide revised projections as they become 
available. The long-term fiscal impact, of 
course, will be determined by how long the 
pandemic is expected to last,” he noted.

Already the state is taking steps to deal 
with estimates that state revenue could fall by 
$1 billion in each of the next two years.

In the past week, Gov. Ralph S. Northam 
has imposed a hiring freeze to prevent state 
agencies from filling positions not designated 
as essential and ordered state agencies to 
“eliminate discretionary spending, avoid 
new spending commitments and prepare for 
budget cuts in the next two years.”   

Like the governor, Mayor Stoney has 
protected city employees and rejected 
layoffs or furloughs at this point. 

Unlike Chesterfield County, which re-

cently furloughed 500 employees without 
pay as a cost-cutting measure, City Hall is 
still providing full pay to everyone on its 
payroll as is the school system and other 
arms of city government.

No cutbacks have been announced in 
city spending, although that could be hap-
pening internally.

Before the coronavirus upheaval, City 
Hall was reporting one of its best financial 
years and offering an early projection of 
a $5.3 million surplus, in large measure 
because of the continuing surge in prop-
erty values.

The general fund, the biggest element of 
the budget, was projected to end the current 
year with $761.9 million collected, and up 
nearly $16 million from the adopted general 
fund budget. And the growth had been ex-
pected to continue in the upcoming fiscal 
year, with Mayor Stoney projecting revenues 
for fiscal 2020-21 at $782 million.

But since mid-March, when Gov. 
Northam declared a state of emergency, the 
whole picture has changed. A substantial 
portion of the more than 800 city restaurants 
has shut down, while others are trying to 
weather the slump in patrons with takeout 
and delivery orders.

The bottom line: An almost certain 
reduction in the April, May and June 
collections of meals taxes and continued 
reductions even in a recovery.

The city also will see lower lodging tax col-
lections from hotels and motels that are seeing 
far fewer guests during the pandemic.

The impact also is projected to hit revenue 
from real estate taxes and personal property 
taxes on cars. Councilwoman Reva M. Tram-
mell, 8th District, is proposing the city grant 
amnesty on penalties and interest for late 
payment, which would eliminate millions 
of dollars in anticipated city income.

That amnesty to benefit property owners 
would mirror a proposal Mayor Stoney has 

advanced and which is to be approved by 
City Council on Monday to provide relief 
from penalties and interest to businesses 
that collect meals, lodging and amusement 
taxes late.

Currently, assessments of real estate are 
underway for fiscal 2020-21. City Assessor 
Riche McKeithen has not publicly issued 
updated projections based on the virus’ 
impact, but council members are anticipat-
ing that real estate values, particularly for 
apartments, retail and other commercial 
property, could take a significant hit.

Behind the scenes, some are projecting 
that Richmond real estate values might 
fall from a projected 8 percent to 11 
percent increase in assessments to a 1.5 
percent increase, sheering millions from 
the mayor’s budget projections.

Paul Goldman, an attorney and politi-
cal strategist who is considering a run for 
mayor, has urged Mayor Stoney to dip into 
the city’s reserves and create a $50 million 
fund to ensure the needs are met of “first 
responders and those working in vital sup-
ply chains for services and goods.”

In Mr. Goldman’s view, the virus is “ex-
posing the fiscal irresponsibility of Mayor 
Stoney and his predecessor, Dr. Dwight 
C. Jones, and City Council in enacting 
bloated budgets larded with wasteful and 
unnecessary expenditures, adding up to 
a very costly government apparatus the 
people can’t afford.”

In the face of a coming recession, Mr. 
Goldman said now is the time to change that 
situation, and he urged the mayor and the 
council to immediately institute significant 
cuts to payroll and expenses “to share the 
sacrifice of city residents who, on average” are 
greatly suffering job and income losses.

He also urged Mayor Stoney and the 
council to terminate proposed increases in 
utility rates and fees slated for July 1 in 
order to provide relief to customers.

Continued from A1

He got his start driving in the early 
years of integrated interstate bus travel. 
In the 1960s and before, Greyhound and 
Trailways did not hire racial minorities as 
drivers and enforced rigid racially segre-
gated seating on the buses, in bus stations 
and their dining areas and restrooms. 

By the time Mr. DeBerry came of age, 
racial discrimination practices had been 
outlawed and African-Americans and other 
minorities across the South were being re-

cruited and hired as drivers. As he honed his 
skills as a driver of the huge 45-passenger 
Greyhounds, he was offered a job on the 
company’s driver training staff.

The opportunity was offered by Paul 
Wright, a fellow Richmonder who had 
been a Greyhound driver longer and had 
been promoted to manager and supervi-
sor of Greyhound’s driver instruction 
program, Ms. Abernathy said. 

Mr. Wright, who had gone with Mr. 
DeBerry for a training class in New 
Jersey, also died of the coronavirus. 

Ms. Abernathy recalled a trip to Las 
Vegas the couple made. They happened 

to be there at the same time as singer 
James Brown, one of Mr. DeBerry’s 
favorite entertainers. 

“He managed to get tickets to see 
James Brown,” making the whole excur-
sion worth it, she said.

“He loved music, loved travel, loved 
casinos and loved life,” she said. “He 
was too young,” she said, adding that 
his passing “came too soon.”

In addition to Ms. Abernathy, Mr. 
DeBerry is survived by two sons, Phil-
lip and Daryl.

A memorial service is being planned 
for a date to be determined later.

Fraternity for his work as a volunteer 
mentor for boys and young men. The 
fraternity championed a successful ef-
fort to have President Obama award 
Mr. Matthews the Presidential Volunteer 
Service Award in 2014.

A gospel and rhythm and blues 
music fan, Mr. Matthews also loved 

to fish, Mrs. Matthews said. Their 
son, Jammal, gave his dad an Alaskan 
fishing trip a few years ago. The trip 
allowed visitors to icepack their catch 
and ship it home, said Mrs. Matthews, 
ticking off a list of seafood he caught, 
producing enough to serve several 
tasty meals. 

Last month, with a cough annoying 
him, Mr. Matthews and his wife went 
to an area hospital on a Monday, where 
doctors determined he had pneumonia. 

They gave him antibiotics and sent 
him home. By Friday of that week, 
Mr. Matthews was not getting better. 
He was hospitalized for more intense 
care. On March 31, he succumbed to 
COVID-19.

In addition to his wife and son, Mr. 
Matthews is survived by his parents, 
Sterling and Gloria Matthews; two sisters, 
Cynthia Folsom and Pamela Purcell; 
a niece, Michell Lyons, and her two 
children; and one granddaughter. 

radic, uncontrollable seizures followed by 
a growing number of ailments that left 
him vulnerable and unable to combat the 
progressive dementia that plagued him in 
recent years.

“He was a friendly, loving kind of 
person,” said Mrs. Hobbs, who was his 
third wife.

His health history didn’t bother her. “I 
stuck with him of course,” she said. “I loved 
my husband and it was my duty.”

Her husband was in long-term care 
at Canterbury Rehabilitation & Health-
care Center in Henrico County. He first 
entered in 2018 when it was known as 
Lexington Court. He was assigned a 

room on the second floor with others 
diagnosed with dementia.

A highlight for Mr. Hobbs was frequent 
visits from his stepson Kevin Stubbs, 
owner of Not Just Junk Removal.  Mr. 
Stubbs gave his stepdad regular haircuts 
and proudly slicked his nearly bald head 
with scalp moisturizer. 

Mr. Stubbs said his last visit to see 
Mr. Hobbs was on March 7 when his 
stepfather began experiencing some 
renewed respiratory problems. 

As reports of the spread of COVID-19 
began, the Henrico facility shut its doors 
to visitors on March 13, the family said. 
It stepped up health security measures 
as health officials advised. 

The facility also began setting up 
video chat opportunities for patients’ 
families, but things were going down-

hill for Mr. Hobbs. Mrs. Hobbs and her 
family were unable to connect with the 
overwhelmed nursing station, despite 
attempts on both ends.

On March 29, Mr. Hobbs, who had 
been moved to a hospital, died. He is 
one of the 32 Canterbury patients who 
state officials have said succumbed to 
the coronavirus.

“We got a call (just hours before Mr. 
Hobbs died) from Canterbury saying they 
were doing their best,” his stepdaughter, 
RaJean Taylor, told the Free Press

In addition to his widow and two step-
children, Mr. Hobbs is survived by three 
sons, Robert Jr., Scott and David Hobbs, 
and another stepson, Lamont Stubbs.

A burial at Quantico, the U.S. Marine 
base in Northern Virginia, is set for a 
later date, the family said.
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Phillip DeBerry

Sterling Matthews

Robert N. Hobbs Sr.

$75,000 and $99,000, or couples with incomes between $150,000 
and $198,000, the stimulus benefit will be reduced.

While Mr. Patterson and Mr. Christian wish to work, they 
also have a cushion of support.

Mr. Christian, 49, is married, and his wife, Audrey, is still 
receiving her monthly income.

“We’ll get through this,” she said.
Mr. Patterson, 34, was among at least 47 people who were furloughed 

last week from the Marriott, including his girlfriend with whom he 
lives. He also is confident that both can weather the situation.

In addition to his job at the hotel, Mr. Patterson makes side 
money as a concierge barber who travels to clients’ homes. He 
currently has 10 clients. His girlfriend also has a second job with 
a behavioral health company. The two expect to receive $450 
a week in unemployment benefits, with the amount growing as 
each qualifies for the extra $600 a week.

“I am not stressed,” Mr. Patterson said, noting that he doesn’t 
have children, a mortgage or several car payments each month 
like many families.

 “I always lived below my means so I’m prepared for the 
COVID-19 unemployment problem,” Mr. Patterson says.

In his view, this is a time for frugality. 
“Evaluate expenses you don’t really need in your life – gym 

memberships or expensive cell phones you can downgrade – and 
make a plan for yourself and your family,” he said. “We don’t 
know when life is going to get better.”

Faces of COVID-19
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Testing and protests A5, B2

Meet board president 
of Oakwood Arts B1

Delegate Delores McQuinn is on a mission to help others avoid 
getting the coronavirus after she and her family were stricken
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Former President Obama

By Reginald Stuart

When Delores Jordan Mc-
Quinn was a promising young-
ster volunteering for voter reg-
istration efforts in the Bungalow 
City neighborhood of Eastern 
Henrico County, she would 
always do her best to get the 
word out — register and vote. 
She did so well that, one year, 
she was chosen Miss NAACP 
of Henrico County.

Delegate McQuinn, who 
now represents parts of Rich-
mond, Henrico and Chesterfield 
County in the Virginia House 
of Delegates, has conquered 
many challenges since those 
days. They range from life-
threatening Ku Klux Klan 
activities she remembers from 
her childhood to surviving a 
battle with cancer as a married 
mother of two.

Just last month, the 65-
year old Delegate Quinn, who 
also is associate minister of 
New Bridge Baptist Church 

Regina H. Boone/Richmond Free Press

The McQuinn family is on the mend after Delegate Delores McQuinn, right, and her husband, Jonathan McQuinn, 63, and their 
daughter, Daytriel McQuinn-Nzassi, 37, were stricken with the coronavirus. They were in quarantine at the McQuinn family home 
in Varina. Ms. McQuinn-Nzassi’s husband and young daughters, who also were in the house, didn’t contract the virus.

Backflips 
and 
cartwheels
Montrell Mosley 
6, left, keeps 
the backflip and 
cartwheel party 
going as Demario 
Otey, 9, and Aiden 
Otey, 5, finish 
their rotations last 
Saturday in the 1700 
block of Armstrong 
Way in Church Hill 
North.

Plasma from 
recovered 

patients may 
hold cure 
for others

By Jeremy M. Lazarus

If you have recovered from 
COVID-19, the antibodies 
you developed could help 
save someone who is 
struggling to survive.

That’s the message from 
VCU Medical Center, which is 
seeking donations of plasma 
from coronavirus survivors 
so those antibodies can be 
injected into current patients 
with the virus.

VCU officials said this 
technique has been used 
in past disease outbreaks, 
including the 1918 flu 
pandemic, the pre-vaccine 
treatment of measles and 
more recently for Ebola, 
SARS and the H1N1 flu.

The hospital is preparing 
this week to administer 
convalescent plasma for 
the first time to a COVID-
19-positive patient. VCU 
officials noted that this is the 
only option as there is no 
treatment for the virus.

If plasma with antibodies 
“proves to be effective 
in patients with COVID-
19, it could be used to 
prevent the disease in 
exposed persons, shorten 
the severity of illness, reduce 
serious complications and 
even prevent death,” said Dr. 
Gonzalo Bearman, director 
of VCU Health’s Infection 
Prevention Program.

“We can’t provide this 
potent ia l ly  l i fe-saving 
treatment to those in need 
without our community’s 
help,” said Dr. Jeffrey 
Donowitz, an infectious 
disease specialist with 
VCU’s Children’s Hospital. 
“Donating plasma is a safe 
and selfless way to give back 
for the greater good of our 
community. You could save 
a life.”

VCU officials are asking 
people to sign up through the 
American Red Cross, which 
operates a confidential 
registry.

Details: Dr. Donowitz, 
(804) 828-1808 or Jeffrey.
Donowitz@vcuhealth.org.

Sandra Sellars/Richmond Free Press

By George Copeland

Keep on keeping on.
That’s the continuing message 

from officials as Virginia dramatically 
increased its coronavirus testing capabil-
ity, data collection and access to health 
information. 

Gov. Ralph S. Northam last week 
extended state restrictions on non-
essential businesses and public gather-
ings from April 23 to May 8, while the 
stay-at-home order is still set to expire 
on June 10.

Despite protests Wednesday and last 
week by small numbers of people calling 
for businesses to reopen, the governor 
has given no indication of when Virginia 
will begin easing restrictions. New 
guidelines from the Centers for Disease 
and Control and Prevention recommend 
14 consecutive days of declining cases 
before starting to gradually phase out 
restrictions. 

In the commonwealth, there is poten-
tial for the number of COVID-19 cases 

to grow as testing capacity increases 
with the growth of in-house testing 
at facilities across the state, including 
Virginia Commonwealth University and 
the University of Virginia, and more 
private labs begin running tests. 

Currently, the state lab is able to per-
form 300 tests a day, and will be able to 
run 400 tests daily by next week thanks 
to new equipment, officials said.

As of Wednesday, the number of 
positive cases in the state had risen to 
9,630, resulting in 1,581 hospitaliza-
tions and 324 deaths, according to the 
Virginia Department of Health.

African-Americans still are dispro-
portionately impacted by the pandemic, 
comprising 28 percent of the those 
testing positive for COVID-19 and 34 
percent of the deaths, Dr. M. Norman 
Oliver, the state health commissioner, 
reported Monday.

The update comes at the state health 
department has expanded the breadth of 

State officials stay the course on the coronavirus

Free Press staff report

Forget a Jan. 1 raise for the Virginia minimum 
wage. 

The $2.25 hourly wage increase from $7.25 to 
$9.50 is set to happen on May 1, 2021.

By narrow margins, the House of Delegates and 
state Senate on Wednesday accepted the recom-
mendation of Gov. Ralph S. Northam to delay the 
wage hike for four months.

Despite howls from Democratic-supporting 

labor leaders, Gov. Northam made the 
recommendation to soften the impact 
on business owners, who reportedly are 
unable to bear the increased cost because 
they have been as hard hit by the coro-
navirus pandemic as the workers who 
would benefit from the pay hike.

The House voted 49-45 to delay the 
increase, according to the Legislative In-
formation System. By Free Press deadline 
Wednesday evening, the House clerk’s office had not 

posted how the members present voted. 
Four Democrats reportedly joined Repub-
licans, who opposed any increase.

In the Senate, Lt. Gov. Justin E. Fair-
fax cast the deciding vote to support the 
governor’s recommendation to push the 
wage increase to May after the members’ 
vote ended in a 20-20 tie.

If the delay recommendation had failed 
in either chamber, the wage hike would 

have become effective at the start of the new year.

General Assembly delays minimum wage hike until May 1

Lt. Gov. Fairfax

Free Press staff, wire report

Could Barack Obama deliver 
a national graduation address to 
students?

Stay tuned.
It might happen, though the 

58-year-old former president 
has not yet agreed, nor are any 
arrangements being made for 
him to deliver an address online 
or via broadcast to replace the 
thousands of graduation ceremo-
nies across the country that have 
been canceled because of the 

Regina H. Boone/Richmond Free Press

With horns honking and passengers waving signs, a line of vehicles 
carrying protesters descend on Downtown near the State Capitol on 
Wednesday demanding that Gov. Ralph S. Northam lift the restrictions 
put in place to curb the spread of the coronavirus and reopen Virginia’s 
economy. Please see more photos, B2.
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Delegate McQuinn is on a mission to help others avoid getting 
the coronavirus after she and her family were stricken

State officials 
stay the course on 

the coronavirus

Class of 2020 
has hope in 

President Obama

in Highland Springs, survived a scary battle with the deadly 
COVID-19.

“In the past, there were target groups,” Delegate McQuinn 
said in a telephone interview this week with the Free Press, 
referring to battles over racial segregation and integration and 
political contests between rivals.

But with COVID-19, “everyone is a target,” she said.
It attacks regardless of race, creed, color, ethnic origin, gender 

or religious or political belief.
“I have not experienced anything like this COVID-19 in my 

life,” she said. 
In March, the McQuinn home became a quarantine and 

recovery refuge as her daughter, Daytriel McQuinn-Nzassi, 37, 
suspected she had COVID-19, which was soon confirmed. A few 
days later, Delegate McQuinn found out she, too, contracted the 
virus, quickly followed by her 63-year-old husband, Jonathan 
McQuinn.

Delegate McQuinn initially called a doctor and asked about 
her daughter’s breathing. If it became labored and too difficult 
for her to breathe, the doctor said, Delegate McQuinn should 
immediately take her daughter to a hospital. Otherwise she could 
recover at home with Tylenol to keep her temperature down and 

information on its COVID-19 website, offering more detailed 
demographic and geographic information about the cases in 
Virginia.

“We understand the fear and anxiety that many people have 
around this pandemic,” Dr. Oliver said. “Giving high-quality 
accurate data in a timely fashion will help address this additional 
public health need that we have in facing this pandemic.”

Data from the COVID-19 model developed by the Univer-
sity of Virginia show that measures adopted by the state, such 
as closures and social distancing, have help slow the spread of 
the virus, lessening the stress placed on Virginia hospitals. The 
model also shows a potential peak in positive cases between 
late April and early May.

However, the model also projects a potential resurgence in 
cases in mid-July or August if the restrictions and stay-at-home 
order are lifted too early.

In citing this prediction, Gov. Northam stressed the neces-
sity of his recommendation to residents and officials to stay the 
course in addressing the coronavirus.

“We need to be clear: Things are not going back exactly like 
they were before,” Gov. Northam said. “Together, we will figure 
out how to build a new normal.”

coronavirus pandemic.
The idea has started to gain traction, however, among high 

school and college students scheduled to graduate and their 
parents.

It all started with a Twitter message that 17-year-old Lincoln 
Debenham, a high school senior in California, posted April 14 
under the handle Lincoln@Lincolnjackd.

The message: “Hi@BarackObama! Like most high school/
college seniors, I’m saddened by the loss of milestone events, 
prom & graduation. In an unprecedented time, it would give us 
great comfort to hear your voice. We ask you to consider giving 
a national commencement address to the class of 2020.”

Lincoln told Inside Edition that he did it because “I remem-
bered what a great speaker he was and that message of hope 
he always delivered.”

The idea has morphed into a viral plea that has spread across 
the country among Twitter users who have joined in asking the 
44th president to take on the speaking role. Lincoln’s post  has 
been liked by more than 200,000 Twitter users in the eight days 
since the post went up, and nearly 50,000 have retweeted the 
post, according to Twitter data.

Lincoln said he has not received a response from Mr. 
Obama. 

But CNN and People magazine both reported that the former 
president has gotten wind of the tidal wave of support.  But while 
reports came back that he “is flattered,” there was no further 
comment from his team.

Still, Lincoln has his fingers crossed that the former presi-
dent, author of “The Audacity of Hope” among other books, 
will do it.

Some students are urging his wife, former First Lady Michelle 
Obama, to join him in delivering a metaphorical hug to the Class 
of 2020 graduates who are slated now to receive their diplomas 
and degrees in the mail.

No word yet from Mrs. Obama.
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By Jeremy M. Lazarus

The plan to convert the Greater Rich-
mond Convention Center into an emergency 
hospital for COVID-19 patients 
has been sidelined for now, 
according to Dr. Danny Avula, 
director of the Richmond City 
and Henrico County Health 
districts.

At this point, the extra hospi-
tal space does not appear to be 
needed, Dr. Avula said during a 
news conference last Friday.

Existing hospitals have been 
able to handle the number of people with 
COVID-19 while continuing to serve other 
patients with cancer, heart conditions, se-
vere injuries and other conditions requiring 

overnight stays, he said.
The public is social distancing so well 

that the numbers needing hospitalization 
from the virus has not risen exponentially 

as once feared, Dr. Avula said. 
Instead, the demand for hospital 
beds appears to be flattening, he 
added.

Hospitals also gained more 
leeway by following state orders 
to cancel elective surgeries, 
despite taking a major financial 
hit in doing so.

The numbers also speak of a 
low volume of cases.

On Tuesday, the Virginia Department 
of Health reported that in the area’s three 
major jurisdictions, Richmond and Ches-
terfield and Henrico counties, there were 

a total of 1,213 people confirmed with the 
virus, but only 158 had to be hospitalized, 
or 13 percent.

Of the confirmed cases, there were 97 
deaths, or 7.9 percent of the total. That’s 
higher than average and is mostly due 
largely to the 45 deaths reported at Can-
terbury Rehabilitation & Healthcare Center 
in Henrico.

Henrico also had the most confirmed 
cases of the virus — 621 — with 90 people 
hospitalized and 77 deaths.  

In Richmond, the state health depart-
ment reported that 246 people have been 
confirmed with the virus, 39 needed to be 
hospitalized and 10 deaths.

Chesterfield County had 346 confirmed 
cases, with 29 people hospitalized and 
10 deaths.

Richmond Convention Center not needed 
for auxiliary pandemic hospital

Dr. Avula

Have a Story Idea?
WRITE 

Richmond Free Press
news@richmondfreepress.com

Follow us on social media.Follow the Free Press on

@FreePressRVA @RichmondFreePressUSA

warm beverages and water to stay hydrated. The doctor also 
prescribed total rest, Delegate McQuinn said.

As the virus went through the McQuinn household, Delegate 
McQuinn and her husband experienced the same symptoms and 
followed the same path to recovery. It took from mid-March until 
early April before they began to feel like themselves again.

Today, Delegate McQuinn has a new campaign: To get more 
people to take the COVID-19 pandemic seriously or risk losing 
their lives as countless Virginians already have. 

Following health leaders’ guidance may temporarily disrupt 
most people’s daily routines for a while, she said. But not heeding 
their call will certainly put your life at risk, she added.

“We are dealing with a different arena now,” she said. “It’s 
definitely a different world.”

She said she has been in countless phone and internet discus-
sions with neighbors, church members and political colleagues 
about strategies to get people to heed the guidance from Gov. 
Ralph S. Northam, a physician, and state and local health officials 
to keep 6 feet away from others, wash their hands frequently 
with soap in the warmest water possible and stay out of public 
gathering places as much as possible. 

Delegate McQuinn said she plans to spread the health alert 
and awareness about COVID-19 to her congregation and politi-
cal constituents.

“The disease can do permanent damage to our families and 
communities,” she said, noting the warning is especially appropri-
ate for people of color and low-income people who suffer from 
a disproportionate share of underlying diseases like diabetes, 
cancer, heart disease, high blood pressure and obesity that make 
them more susceptible to contracting the coronavirus.

Weakening of the body’s immune system due to aging is a 
challenge too, she said. At the other end of the life spectrum, 
clustering in crowds and excessive recreation leaves people 
vulnerable to catching COVID-19 by association, she said, 
echoing health officials.

“We’ve got to get the message out,” Delegate McQuinn said. 

“This is a chilling disease.”
Recalling her early years of campaigning, Delegate McQuinn, 

a former member of the Richmond School Board and Richmond 
City Council, said she has spoken with pastors about getting 
involved with anti-COVID-19 appeals just as they did with voter 
registration drives in the past. 

She talked about riding in vehicles through neighborhoods and 
using a bullhorn urging people to abide by appeals from health 
officials and Gov. Northam to stay home if possible and adhere 
to the basics to mitigate the spread of the virus. She said she has 
shared thoughts with some peers about getting the broadcast and 
cable services to air public service announcements.

Meanwhile, her recovery from COVID-19 has progressed 
so well that she attended Wednesday’s reconvened session of 
the General Assembly to take up the governor’s changes and 
vetoes to legislation. 

Delegate McQuinn said she understands the economic slide 
the state has experienced with the coronavirus disruption means 
revenue will be far short of what was envisioned at the start of 
the year.

She said education aid, further expansion of Medicaid health 
coverage and a long-awaited boost in the state’s minimum wage, 
all issues important to her agenda and constituents, may have 
to wait despite the passion for action. Because of the revenue 
outlook with the pandemic, people are not likely to see any new 
programs of substance “for years,” she said.

Still, giving front line health care workers and others in the 
low-wage, but “essential” category a boost in hourly pay remains 
a front-burner item, she said.

“Delay does not mean denied,” Delegate Mc Quinn said, 
suggesting the legislature may take some action later this year. 
“Right now, under the circumstances, I clearly understand,” she 
said, adding that she will be pushing the wage issue again.

Meanwhile, the center of attention for her today is fighting 
the spread of COVID-19.

“There are going to be losses, great losses,” she said.
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