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Welcome to an unexpectedly silent spring
By Dave Lawrence

Sports Editor

In 1962, Rachel Carson 
fired what was arguably the 
first shot in the modern envi-
ronmental movement with her 
book, “Silent Spring.” The book 
warned of a world in which 
nature falls silent because of our 
unwise use of pesticides.

From the first chapter of the 
book:

“There was a strange still-
ness. The birds, for example 
– where had they gone? … It 
was a spring without voices. 
On the mornings that had once 
throbbed with the dawn chorus 
of robins, catbirds, doves, jays, 
wrens, and scores of other bird 
voices there was now no sound; 
only silence lay over the fields 
and woods and marsh.”

We are now living our own 
version of a silent spring.

Spring is a season I look 
forward to, one in which the 
sounds of the crack of a bat, the 
thump of a ball in a catcher’s 
mitt, and the calls of umpires 
– inevitably greeted by the dis-
approving catcalls of a partisan 
crowd – renew my sense of con-
nection with the human world 
around me.

Like the bubble in a theodo-
lite’s level, those sounds ground 
and center my sense of com-
munity.

The sounds that renew a 
sense of life and community will 
differ for others. It may be the 

I look forward to hearing the 
order for pitchers and catchers 
to report. But, so far this year, 
they are having to worry about 
their personal space, not the 
60 feet, 6 inches that separates 
the pitcher’s mound from home 
plate.

The Virginia High School 
League itself was in limbo. 
While it had postponed the 
opening of the spring season 
until March 30, many school 
systems – including Hanover 
County Public Schools – had 
decided to close through the 
end of their spring break, which 
for Hanover was April 12. There 
was no guarantee the closures 
would not be extended.

Virginia Gov. Ralph 
Northam ended the uncertainty 
Monday. He ordered all schools 
in the state – public and private 
– closed through the end of the 
academic year.

For many people around the 
world, the sound of the bells of 
a church or temple, or a muez-
zin’s call to prayer, renews their 
sense of connection, of com-
munity. For many of us, it is the 
sound of some kind of sport. 
For me, it’s the sounds of base-
ball and softball.

But all is silent now, and the 
silence can be crushing. I hope 
– for all of us who miss those 
noises – that the silence doesn’t 
have to last for long.

Dave Lawrence can be 
reached at dlawrence@mechlo-
cal.com.

sound of a goalkeeper directing 
his defense. It may be the report 
of a starting pistol, the pop of a 
tennis ball hit by a racket, the 
whoosh of a golf ball sailing off 
a tee, the thumping of feet on 
the track, the clunk of a pole 
vaulter’s wand finding its home 
in the box, the thud of a shot or 
discus landing on the ground, 
or the roar of a car engine on 
a track.

No matter how disjointed 
some of us may feel by the 
silence of this spring, it may 
be something we all have to 

get used to. For athletes and 
sports fans alike, the emergence 
of SARS-CoV-2 – the virus that 
causes the disease known as 
COVID-19 – has greatly dis-
rupted our lives.

The NCAA has cancelled its 
winter and spring sports cham-
pionships. Those desirous of 
catching March Madness are 
restricted to watching reruns 
from past years on TV – and 
I have to say, while watching 
North Carolina State beat 
Houston on a last-second dunk 
in the 1983 championship game 

was still pretty exciting, I would 
have preferred to see if the 
Randolph-Macon men’s basket-
ball team would have advanced 
beyond the Division III Sweet 
16 this year.

Without spring champion-
ships to look forward to, there is 
not much point for any NCAA 
spring seasons. Some confer-
ences, such as the ACC, have 
officially called it quits.

Professional sports have 
taken a hit. Those leagues that 
play in the winter, such as the 
NBA, WNBA and NHL, are 

in suspension. NASCAR’s sea-
son got started but is currently 
on hiatus. The spring races at 
Richmond Raceway are among 
a series that will be rescheduled 
– if possible.

Smaller tracks are affect-
ed. Virginia Motor Speedway 
in Saluda, Langley Speedway 
in Hampton and Southside 
Speedway in Chesterfield have 
postponed the start of their sea-
sons.

Many summer sports, such 
as baseball, have delayed the 
start of their training camps. 

Dave Lawrence/The Local

Fields like the Lee-Davis High School baseball diamond are normally full of the sounds of spring competition, but because of the 
need to slow the spread of COVID-19, they are silent because of cancellations and postponements triggered by the pandemic.
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Opinion: Minorities deserve respect 24/7
By Dave Lawrence

Sports Editor

MECHANICSVILLE – 
Back when the states, exercis-
ing their dubious “rights” felt 
it was their business to tell citi-
zens what race they were, I was 
legally black.

That would come as a shock 
to many of you. I don’t look 
it. Maybe if you look closely 
enough you’ll see signs of my 
Asian (Chinese) ancestry, but 
my African heritage is bur-
ied deeper than my skin. My 
Chinese ancestors came to this 
country in steerage. My African 
ancestors came in the holds of 
slave ships.

Growing up, the Asian part 
of my ancestry was obvious – 
my mother wears it clearly in 
her eyes – and that was enough 
to get us both threatened with 
death in Louisiana in the early 
1960s. The “good” white people 
of the state did not want their 
prized European lines contami-
nated even with Asian strains.

While I was obviously not 
“white” in the eyes of many, 
my main threat to their sense 
of superiority was my African 
heritage. Louisiana backed off 
the one-drop standard by the 
early 1970s, but I met the frac-
tional standard for blackness 
until 1983 when the state finally 
got out of the business of racial 
classification.

I tell you this because Black 
Lives Matter very much to me. I 

wish our lives mattered to more 
of you.

Saturday, a group of coach-
es from throughout Virginia 
gathered around the Arthur 
Ashe statue on Richmond’s 
Monument Avenue to call 
for a change in the way we 
Americans treat our popu-
lations of color, with African 
Americans such as the legend-

ary Ashe the most threatened of 
that group.

The gathering by the 804 
Coaches for Change Saturday 
was a good step. I hope many 
whose ancestors weren’t kid-
napped from Africa listen. 
I hope the movement started 
at the base of the Ashe statue 
keeps its momentum going for-
ward.

But the fact is that too many 
of us have died at the hands 
of people scared of or intimat-
ed by our blackness. We have 
been held down, deprived of 
our rights and property, and 
treated as largely subhuman 
by the majority population. 
Our intelligence and creativity 
goes largely unacknowledged, 
our contributions to American 

society are minimized – or the 
credit for them is stolen by oth-
ers. The banjo, for example, 
wasn’t an instrument invented 
by Scotch-Irish moonshiners in 
the Southern Appalachians.

Please, don’t tell me I don’t 
know what I’m talking about. 
Since I pass for white and grew 
up in a largely white commu-
nity, I have heard for decades 

what many of you really think 
about us.

Sure, the white majority 
loves African Americans when 
they perform well on the field, 
court or stage. But only when 
we limit our visibility to per-
forming well on the field, court 
or stage. When we demand 
equal treatment under the 
law, or when we stand up for 
a moral cause, all of a sudden 
many of the majority turn on us 
and treat us like pariahs.

It happened to Muhammad 
Ali when he practiced the kind 
of civil disobedience that made 
the white Henry David Thoreau 
famous: Ali chose jail over ser-
vice in a military whose actions 
he saw as unjust. Like any man 
of honor, he accepted the conse-

see RESPECT, pg. 20 �

Daniel Sangjib Min/Times-Dispatch

Coaches from all over Virginia take a moment of silence as they gather for the 804 Coaches for Change protest Saturday in 
support their athletes of color. The group marched down Monument Avenue in Richmond and gathered at the Arthur Ashe statue.

If those of color 
only get respect 
when they 
perform for 
the majority’s 
amusement, 
it’s not really 
respect.
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quences, but many white people 
spent years heaping scorn on 
him for his principled stance.

I am old enough to remem-
ber John Carlos and Tommie 
Smith raising their fists in a 
Black Power salute on the medal 
podium at the 1968 Mexico 
City Olympics. I also know 
what many white people said 
about them – the words that 
came out do not reflect well on 
the speakers. Carlos and Smith 
(and Australian silver medalist 
Peter Norman, who supported 

them) were heroes to me then. 
They remain heroes to me now.

I know many whites who 
celebrated the assassination of 
Martin Luther King Jr. Some I 
overheard celebrating that mur-
der in this century, not the last.

Most recently, I saw and 
heard many whites condemn-
ing former NFL quarterback 
Colin Kaepernick for his rather 
dignified, in my mind, protests 
during the National Anthem. 
He showed a lot more respect 
for this nation and its flag by 
silently taking a knee than 
many white people did quaffing 
beers, running their mouths, 
and checking their cell phones 

in the stands; but, somehow, 
he was deemed less of a patriot 
than they were.

We will have equality in 
this country when the majority 
respects minorities for standing 
up for their rights. If the major-
ity supports us only when we 
perform for its amusement and 
condemns us when we stand 
up for our lives, much less 
our rights, all other times, the 
majority should not kid itself 
that we are being treated equally 
under the law – or anywhere 
else.

Dave Lawrence can be 
reached at dlawrence@mechlo-
cal.com.

Daniel Sangjib Min/Times-Dispatch

Top, coaches from all over Virginia march as they attend a peaceful protest to support their 
athletes of color on Monument Avenue in Richmond Saturday. Above, VCU head men’s basketball 
coach Mike Rhoades addresses the crowd gathered at the base of the Arthur Ashe statue.

Continued from pg. 19 �
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Baseball marks the time . . . with lessons
By Dave Lawrence

Sports Editor

MECHANICSVILLE – In 
what was probably the climac-
tic scene of one of my favorite 
movies, “Field of Dreams,” the 
writer Terrence Mann, played 
by James Earl Jones, gives the 
protagonist – Ray Kinsella, 
played by Kevin Costner – a 
much needed pep talk:

“People will come, Ray. The 
one constant through all the 
years, Ray, has been baseball. 
America has rolled by like an 
army of steamrollers. It has been 
erased like a blackboard, rebuilt 
and erased again. But baseball 
has marked the time. This field, 
this game: It’s a part of our past, 
Ray. It reminds us of all that 
once was good and it could be 
again. Oh . . . people will come, 
Ray. People will most definitely 
come.”

A friend and former class-
mate of mine, Mike Sielski, 
a sports columnist at the 
Philadelphia Inquirer, rewrote 
that scene to have Kinsella 
responding, “Yeah, about that 
. . .”

As constants go, base-
ball is an uncertain one this 
year. Major League teams have 
opened training camps and 
hope to begin play by the end 
of the month. Still, a number 
of players are opting out of the 
2020 season because of corona-
virus concerns. It’s a reasonable 
position to take.

In any event, there are only 
30 Major League teams. Only 
30 metropolitan areas with a 
Major League ballpark – they’ll 
feature a bit more than a third of 
the number of games available 
in a typical regular season. We’ll 
see how many people will come 
as COVID-19 infections are on 
the rise in almost every state.

For the vast majority of us, 
however, there will be no base-
ball other than reruns of clas-
sic games on TV. No Flying 
Squirrels, no Nutzy, no silly 
games for fans between innings. 

Even non-professional and 
youth ranks are affected. Some 
leagues will play. Many, such 
as American Legion, will not. 
A handful of Legion teams – 
but not Mechanicsville Post 175 
– will play under some other 
sanction. Some local Little 
League, Babe Ruth, and Cal 
Ripken teams will play, others 
will not.

I’ve been following the epi-
demiological data for months, 
partly out of academic inter-
est, partly out of a need to stay 
informed to protect members 

of the community as well as 
of my rescue squad. I’ve been 
volunteering for the Virginia 
Department of Health tracing 
contacts of those who have been 
infected, and have had disturb-
ing moments where a person 
reporting symptoms and not 
feeling well just quits respond-
ing – not like a hang-up, but 
just goes silent – and I couldn’t 
reach them again to find out if 
they were OK.

The person might have been 
OK. They could have just dozed 
off. But they could have died as 

I was talking to them. The latter 
is not a comforting thought.

—
Back to baseball: The 

Terrence Mann character in 
“Field of Dreams” said that 
“Baseball has marked the time.” 
There is a ring of truth to that 
statement. The fragmented 
landscape of baseball this year 
in many ways represents the 
fragmented community that 
makes up the United States 
today.

Our nation resembles 
a Major League team full of 

big egos with equally big pay-
rolls – but no sense of team 
or teamwork. The egos talk 
big all season, but fizzle on the 
field in August and utterly fail 
in September. We are full of 
players who are certain they 
are smarter than their batting 
coach, yet end up mystified as 
to why they went 0-for-15 at the 
plate last week.

The pandemic is getting 
worse. Sure, the number of 
deaths has been declining, but 
we have yet to see the effect of 
the recent rise in infections that 
began in June. COVID-19 does 
not kill quickly. It takes its time, 
often taking weeks to shuffle a 
soul off to its next destination.

It didn’t have to be that 
way. We could have played as 
a team from the start and lis-
tened to our actual coaches, not 
the armchair experts who think 
the volume of their voice corre-
sponds with the quality of their 
expertise.

Baseball functions much like 
a nation. Yes, there are indi-
vidual efforts: the catcher calls 
the pitches, the pitcher deliv-
ers, the batter tries to anticipate 
what’s coming and adjusts his 
swing, etc.

But everyone on the field, in 
the batter’s box and on the bases 
has a role to play. A runner on 
first extends a lead, trying to 
distract the pitcher or wear him 
out – maybe get him to throw 

Dave Lawrence/The Local

While many mourn the coronavirus pandemic’s toll on baseball, there are lessons to be learned from the sport on how to respond.

see LESSONS, pg. 20 �
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the ball away. A batter tries to 
put the ball in play to get a run-
ner in scoring position, or if the 
runner is in scoring position, to 
get him home – even if it means 
sacrificing himself. Fielders try 
to figure out where the play is 
going, and, if the ball comes to 
them, anticipate what they can 
do to end or at least blunt a 
scoring threat.

It takes teamwork to win 
baseball games. It takes team-
work to corral a pandemic.

But that teamwork seems 
sorely lacking right now. I have 
seen too little of it in my daily 
life, even in my volunteer work 
as a contact tracer. Too many 
people seem uninterested in 
taking the basic steps needed to 
protect themselves and 330 mil-
lion other members of the ulti-
mate Team USA from infection.

I’m not the only one who has 
come to a similar conclusion.

“If you don’t breathe the 
spirit of the nation, if you don’t 
have a fierce sense of belong-
ing to each other, you’re not 
going to sacrifice for the com-
mon good,” wrote conserva-
tive columnist David Brooks 
in The New York Times last 
week. “We’re confronted with a 
succession of wicked problems 
and it turns out we’re not even 
capable of putting on a friggin’ 
mask.”

One day recently, the parent 
of a toddler – both of whom 
were reported as close contacts 
of a COVID-19-infected person 
– hung up on me as soon as I 
gave the reason for my call. I 
know the parent hung up on me 
because the parent had done the 
same thing to another volunteer 
the day before. The parent had 
no patience for dealing with us 
busybodies from the state try-
ing to stem the spread of the 
disease.

On another shift that week, 
I got a real patriot. The person 
was so patriotic – at least in 
terms of knowing the rights to 

be expected from the state – 
that they told me they had the 
right not to talk to me, and 
that I should take the individual 
off the state’s outreach list. The 
person was downright hostile, 
in fact.

I found myself surprisingly 
diplomatic – i.e., effortlessly 
finding a tactful way of insert-
ing a verbal shiv between the 
ribs. I thanked that person for 
their concern for their com-
munity.

I am not sure the person 
noticed the irony in my com-
ment.

I am sure, however, that the 
person thinks of his- or her-
self as a true “American” – a 
star on the field of citizenship. 
The person is of a type I have 
observed all my life, and one 
that seems all the more rampant 
today: One who uses any bull-
horn available to proclaim their 
rights, but who falls strangely 
silent when it comes to discuss-
ing responsibilities, to discuss-
ing working with other mem-
bers of the team.

Speaking of team players, 
there is a reason why the World 
War II generation was called 
the “Greatest Generation.” That 
generation united as few gen-
erations had done before to 
combat a truly existential threat 
to all we on Team USA today 
claim to hold dear: life, liberty 
and the pursuit of happiness.

But many of that genera-
tion were being denied those 
“inalienable” rights at home. 
Consider the Tuskegee Airmen. 
The African Americans who 
made up the Tuskegee Airmen 
volunteered at a time when 
many of the military brass con-
sidered them inferior. George S. 
Patton Jr., who led an all African 
American tank unit in his own 
Third Army, wrote that Black 
Americans “cannot think fast 
enough to fight in armor.”

While the Sherman tanks 
that made up the bulk of Patton’s 
armored units were fast – for 
tanks – they were no match for 
the P-47s and P-51s that the 
Tuskegee Airmen flew in the 

skies over Europe. Both fighters 
were among the fastest piston-
driven aircraft in World War II.

The men of Tuskegee faced 
great discrimination at home – 
before, during, and even after 
the war when they should have 
been welcomed by all as heroes. 
Yet they stepped up, flying more 
than 1,500 missions – nearly 
180 of them bomber escort 
missions with a significantly 
better record of bomber pro-
tection that the average fighter 
group. Eighty-six of them gave 
their lives for this country … 
yet many came home to have to 
fight Jim Crow on their return.

At the time, one might 
argue that Japanese Americans 
had even less reason to fight 
for this country than African 
Americans. The Japanese – 
even if they were native-born 
American citizens – were 
interned as prisoners of war in 
their own country. Star Trek 
actor George Takei’s fam-
ily, for example, was interned 
in Arkansas. As they were 
interned, their businesses were 
destroyed and their property 
stolen.

Yet many young Japanese 
men served in Nisei units in 
the European Theatre, pri-
marily in the 442nd Infantry 
Regiment. That unit suffered 
mightily, especially in the Italian 
Campaign and in the Vosges 
Mountains in France. Yet these 
men, who had every right to 
tell the United States to take 
a hike given what it did and 
was doing to themselves and 
their families, were undaunted. 
The 442nd become the most 
decorated unit for its size in 
U.S. military history – among 
them 52 Distinguished Service 
Crosses, 19 of which were later 
upgraded to make a total of 21 
Medals of Honor.

Marine corporal Ira Hayes is 
another who had little reason to 
fight for this country, yet he did. 
Hayes, a Pima, was one of many 
Native Americans whose fami-
lies had been murdered, whose 
land had been stolen, who had 
been swindled and abused by 

the primarily European peoples 
who displaced them from their 
ancestral lands.

Yet Hayes joined the U.S. 
Marines in World War II. He 
fought in ugly campaigns in the 
Solomon Islands and on Iwo 
Jima. He was one of the six 
in Joe Rosenthal’s iconic image 
of the raising of the second 
U.S. flag on Iwo Jima’s Mount 
Suribachi. And he was one of 
only three of the six who left the 
island alive. He suffered the rest 
of his tragically short life from 
post-traumatic stress syndrome.

Why did he do it? Why did 
he fight to defend a nation that 
had spent centuries persecuting 
his people? My guess is that 
he was a true patriot, a true 
team player – one who knew 
his rights, but also knew his 
responsibilities, too.

How did this nation become 
great? It became great because 
generations of its citizens – 
while maybe demanding their 
rights – were determined to ful-
fill their responsibilities. Sure, 
they might have groused about 
“the government,” and with 

good reason, but when “We 
the People” needed them, they 
stepped up.

They did not hang up or 
invoke their “right” to be unco-
operative.

If you really want to “make 
American great again,” you 
might try thinking of your com-
munity first from time to time. 
Be a team player. Be like the best 
of what we see – or at least have 
seen – in baseball.

Dave Lawrence can be 
reached at dlawrence@mechlo-
cal.com.
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