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Summer of Change

Images from 
a historic 
three months 
in Richmond. 

BY SCOTT ELMQUIST
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I
n early July, Sue Morrow, the edi-
tor of News Photographer maga-
zine, the official publication of the 
National Press Photographers Asso-
ciation, reached out and said she 

wanted to include one of my photographs 
in its July-August issue, which was focus-
ing mostly on national protest cover-
age. The photograph is of young men 
playing basketball in front of the heavily 
graffitied Robert E. Lee monument.  

 “This photograph is one of the iconic 
ones of this time,” she said. 

Here’s how I described the image, 
which graces Style’s cover this week, in 
the News Photographer write-up: 

“I had just come off a week of furlough 

and was eager to begin documenting the 
protests again. That evening, there was a 
Juneteenth celebration happening at the 
Robert E. Lee Monument in Richmond, 
Virginia. The grounds of Lee Circle were 
busy. Most people were gathered on the 
south side of the monument listening to 
speakers. I left the crowd, circled the mon-
ument and saw the young boys playing 
pickup. Just then the sun peeked through 
the clouds and provided great evening 
light. The hoop was aligned perfectly with 
the heavily graffitied monument. I knew 
when I made this image I was witnessing 
a sea change in Richmond’s history, as a 
young boy wearing an ‘I Am My Ances-
tors’ Wildest Dreams’ shirt soared high on 

one of the most hallowed grounds of Con-
federate legacy. Only a few years earlier, 
I had photographed hundreds of people 
in the exact same spot with Confederate 
flags, at a Sons of Confederate Veterans 
Heritage Rally, so I never thought I would 
see this moment.” 

The summer of change. Thousands of 
images of thousands of protesters. What 
makes an image resonate such as the 
photo of the young men playing basket-
ball?  How does a photographer make 
images that stand out? My best guess is 
persistence, familiarity with the subject, 
timing and a dose of luck. 

I just kept going back day after 
day, week after week, just like several 

Memorable images 
from a historic 

summer of protests 
that rocked 
Richmond. 

by Scott Elmquist

Transformative Times

On the cover: Melachi Cobbs flies high for the dunk at the Robert E. Lee monument on June 19.

Devin, 7, and Mah’Ki, 6, take a break from 
riding their bikes on the pedestal of the 
Robert E. Lee monument on June 6.

Photographer’s Note: I just happened to stop 
by the monument one Saturday morning and 
saw the boys circling the pedestal on their bikes. 
They were doing some pretty radical moves for 
being so young. After I posted this image on In-
stagram, people commented that the boys com-
pete in BMX races. They ride for the local team 
Rocket Racing. They are both 2019 state champi-
ons for their age groups. Devin is the 2019 Gold 
Cup champion in the regional competition for the 
southeastern United States. The boys’ Instagram 
page, bmx_bros_rva replied to the Style photo: 
“Shredding For Justice!” 
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extremely dedicated photojournalists in 
Richmond. Some days were dramatic, 
some weren’t. But that’s the key. You 
never know, so you gotta show up. There 
are so many moments from the summer 
that stick out, but a few stand out because 
they illustrate the humanity and dedica-
tion of Richmonders. Sometimes every-
thing came together, other times it was 
when things fell apart.

On June 1 in front of City Hall, Black 
Lives Matter protesters were tear gassed by 
police. The crowd scattered and disap-
peared into the side streets. I had no idea if 
my press badge would keep me from get-
ting arrested, since I was out past curfew. I 
huddled with 10 of so young protesters in 
a stairwell near the Valentine museum for 
several minutes. The protesters kept look-
ing for an escape but kept coming back to 
the stairwell and soon, they were hiding in 
the bushes and gardens. 

I finally had enough of hiding and sat 
on the steps of the Valentine. After a few 
minutes Valentine director Bill Martin 
pulled up in his Prius and asked what 
was going on. I filled him in on the situa-
tion and how the protesters feared being 
arrested. Martin said, ‘let’s get them inside.’ 
Soon the protesters were sitting around a 
conference table drinking Cokes. Blue 
lights flashed continuously into the dark-
ened Valentine windows as we watched 
protesters being arrested just outside. I 
asked Bill if he would consider talking to 
the police to see if they would let the pro-
testers go. He said, “Sure, I’ll use my white 
privilege to see what I can do.”

A few minutes later he returned smiling 
and said if the protesters went out the side 
door and walked east, away from the city, 
they wouldn’t be arrested. I joined them 
as they walked across the Martin Luther 
King Jr. Bridge toward Mosby Court. They 
were instantly on their phones making 
calls to get rides. Within 20 minutes a 
shiny pickup pulled up and we piled in. 
The driver maneuvered through back 
streets past police cars and dropped us 
off at various locations across the city. 
They dropped me near the Lee monu-
ment, saving me from walking about 
three miles because Uber wasn’t picking 
up that night.

On June 30, I spent the night in my 
car, parked on Monument about 150 feet 
from the Stonewall Jackson statue. I tex-
ted back and forth with photographers 
Sandra Sellars and Reginia Boone from 
the Richmond Free Press, who were also 
staking out the area. We had a tip that the 
Jackson statue was coming down that 
night, but as the first rays of light crept 
through the trees, no movement. Sellars 
and I shared a power bar on the sidewalk 
and tried to strategize. We agreed sleep 
was what we needed first. At around 

Shirley A. Snead 
addressed a crowd 
at a grassroots rally 
for justice at the 17th 
Street Market on May 
31. Nikon D850, 24-70 
mm lens.

Photographer’s Note: 
Snead struck a dramatic 
figure with the megaphone 
and American flag, but I 
found the buildings and 
power lines behind her 
distracting. I kept looking 
for the moment when 
all the elements came 
together. I like this image 
because of the drama she 
creates coupled with the 
fists of the crowd in the 
air. Nikon D850, Nikon 24-
70 mm lens.

With fists raised during a moment of silence, protesters gathered around the Jefferson Davis monument on June 3. 

Photographer’s Note: Here I was trying to show the scope of the hundreds of people surrounding the monument and the juxtaposition of 
their arms raised in contrast to the former president of the Confederacy’s arm, which is raised for starkly different reasons. One hundred 
thirteen years after the monument was erected and 155 since the end of the Civil War, the tide turned against the monuments in 
Richmond. Nikon D850, 24-70 mm lens.
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noon I received a text that Jackson 
was coming down. I raced in from 
the West End in a panic and found 
parking just off Monument. The 
crowd swelled as workers prepped 
and secured the statue with a 
crane and heavy-duty straps. As 
they neared the moment when the 
statue, which stood at the intersec-
tion of Boulevard and Monument for 
100 years, was to be removed, a tor-
rential downpour cut loose. I had no 
protective rain gear since I left the 
house so quickly. The statue came 
down in a downpour and several 
photographers had cameras ruined. 
I lost one Nikon camera body and 
80-200 mm lens. I was lucky. Some 
photographers had all their gear 
ruined by rain that seemed to never 
let up. But the photographers and 
crowd stayed even as lightning lit up 
the skies. As the statue came down, 
church bells rang out and applause 
erupted. History witnessed.

The images in the following 
pages represent a mix of protests 
from late May until late August, 
which adds up to around 100 days. 
Please also see this article online 
at styleweekly.com, where we 
showcase an additional 100 images 
to commemorate the summer of 
change, unrest and transformation. 

 

Photographer’s Note: There were three protests going on simultaneously at the Science Museum 
on Aug. 18: protests against evictions, protests for more school funding and protests against Second 
Amendment measures passed by Virginia lawmakers. The scene was surreal because men with 
assault rifles were mingling with teachers and children as the protests shared the same ground. Canon 
EOS5D Mark III, 80-200 mm lens.

A projected image of George Floyd on 
the Robert E. Lee monument on June 6.

Photographer’s Note: I found this 
projection by local artist Dustin Klein quite 
moving. Once again, I never thought I 
would see anything like this in Richmond. 
In the past 10 years, Monument Avenue 
has been the scene of dozens of protests 
for equality, protests for and against 
the monuments, and most recently, the 
epicenter of Black Lives Matter protests, 
where the eyes of America are on us. Nikon 
D850, 24-70 mm lens.

Militia members march across the lawn of the Science Museum of Virginia. They were on the 
grounds protesting against what they see as infringements of their Second Amendment rights. 
There was a special session of the legislative body being held at the museum on Aug. 18.
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Lawrence Robinson recites lines from Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” 
speech at the Virginia Museum of History & Culture on Aug. 28. In commemoration 
of King’s 1963 speech, around 200 people participated in a Unity Walk along Arthur 
Ashe Boulevard that culminated in several people reading excerpts from King’s 
speech on the steps of the museum.

Photographer’s Note: This event was well-thought-out and powerful. People from several 
ethnicities, young and old, recited lines from King’s speech. The speakers also made pleas 
for unity and racial healing with specific ways to achieve those goals. One thing Robinson 
said stayed with me as I drove home: “Some of the protests have been misguided. Go to 
areas where people are affected. Go into Gilpin Court and talk to the people, they will talk 
back to you. Statues don’t talk back.” Canon EOS5D Mark III 80-200 mm lens.

The J.E.B. Stuart monument was removed from Monument Avenue on July 7. The 
statue was erected in 1907 and stood for 113 years. 

Photographer’s Note: This removal was quiet compared to Stonewall Jackson, with a 
much smaller crowd. The removal started much earlier in the day and workers cordoned 
off the area so no one could get near the statue. After the dramatic Jackson removal, 
Stuart seemed anti-climatic. I ended up in the wrong spot for the actual removal. The 
statue slowly spun away from me so I had to scramble. I think the best images of the day 
are when the statue was laying on its side with the graffitied pedestal in the background.



Se
pt

em
be

r 
2,

 2
0

20
   

st
y

le
 w

ee
k

ly

6

The Vindicatrix was removed from the Jefferson Davis 
monument on July 8. The bronze statue, an emblem of 
Southern womanhood known as Miss Confederacy, stood 
atop the monument since 1907.

Photographer’s Note: I found the ropes around her face 
striking and oddly fitting for the moment. It was as if she had 
been muzzled, her eyes lifted skyward and her weather hand 
outstretched for one last time. Canon EOS5D Mark III, Canon 
80-200 mm lens.

Thousands gathered at the Robert E. Lee monument on 
June 2 for the continuing protests of George Floyd’s death.

Photographer’s Note: I was standing at the edge of the 
crowd and shot this with my iPhone 8. Style readers loved 
this image on Instagram, with thousands reacting to it. 
Local photographer Greg Garner sent me this note on June 
2: “Scott, this is such an incredible photo. I feel like this is 
one of the last photos that will be taken of the monument 
and it looks like Lee is leading the battle to get it taken down 
with everyone around fighting for change. Or it’s like Lee’s 
surrendering one last time. It’s moving in so many ways. I 
want my city to heal and get rid of these symbols of hatred. 
But change is so incredibly hard. So glad you’re out there 
getting these moments.”

A young man raises his fist in the pouring rain just after 
the removal of the Stonewall Jackson statue July 1.

Photographer’s Note: I was in complete disarray after 
covering this event. Both my cameras stopped working during 
the removal because of the rain and I resorted to using my 
iPhone at the very end. I was drenched and pretty distraught. 
I was convinced I had blown it. About a week after the 
removal I was going through my files and found this image. 
It captures the reality of the moment and the emotion. The 
reality is the driving rain and the emotion is the subject with 
his fist in the air, pistol tucked in his pants, defiantly joyous 
despite the downpour. The camera quit shortly after these 
few last frames and now it’s permanently out of commission. 
Nikon D600, Nikon 24-70 mm lens.
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Review Board on page 3

R
ichmond Black Lives Matter 
activists have joined nationwide 
calls for stronger oversight of 
police through civilian review 
boards – but these bodies are 

often handicapped by weaknesses such 
as lack of independence from public 
safety authorities and lack of disciplinary 
power, legal experts say.  

As of 2018, in about 150 of the nation’s 
nearly 18,000 police departments, civil-
ian review boards typically investigate 
cases of officer misconduct with the 
goal of increasing police accountability. 
But these boards are often flawed, says 
Angelo Pinto, a lawyer and human rights 
activist, because members are hand-

picked by police and can’t recommend 
systemic departmental changes or disci-
plinary actions. 

A few years ago, Pinto compared 
nearly a dozen review boards around the 
country: “Review boards that work well 
and do the right things are very few and 
far between,” he says.

In Richmond, demands for an inde-
pendent review board are central to 
calls for police reform.  Local Black Lives 
Matter activist Princess Blanding, whose 
brother Marcus-David Peters was shot 
and killed by a Richmond police officer 
in 2018, joined others to circulate a peti-
tion calling for the board and improved 
mental health crisis response. As of Sun-

day evening, the petition was less than 
2,000 signatures away from its goal of 
75,000. 

Peters, a high school biology teacher, 
was naked and unarmed when he was 
shot after charging at a police officer 
while threatening to kill him. Peters’ 
family says he was suffering a mental 

health crisis. Then 
Commonwealth’s 
Attorney Michael 
Herring ruled the 
incident a justified 
shooting. 

The petition, 
headed by Blanding 
and the Richmond 
Transparency and 
Accountability Pro-
ject, asks that the 
review board be an 
independent body 
with seats reserved 
for people of color, 
public housing ten-
ants and people 
living in heavily 
policed areas. The 

board would have the power of subpoena 
to conduct independent investigations of 
accusations of officer wrongdoing. Addi-
tionally, board members would audit the 
department “to identify racial biases and 
other systemic issues in RPD’s policing 
[and] … recommend policy changes.” 
Local activists have requested the board 
also have disciplinary power.

It’s important the board members 
be elected and not appointed to allow 
the decision-making process to avoid 
influence by the department, says Phil 
Wilayto, head of the Virginia Defenders, 
a longtime local human rights activist 
group working with Blanding. 

The petition’s Marcus Alert, a pro-
posed mental health crisis response 
method, “would shift decision-making 
authority during a crisis call to trained 
mental health professionals” directing 
police action. 

While law enforcement agencies have 
often resisted civilian oversight, “profes-
sional civilian oversight could be exactly 
what is needed to regain legitimacy, boost 
morale, increase the hiring of diverse 

Better Watchdogs
Calls for civilian 

oversight of 
Richmond police 
are growing, but 

how far might such 
powers extend?

by Leah Small

Princess Blanding, 
sister of Marcus-
David Peters who 
was killed by a 
Richmond police 
officer in 2018, 
confronts Mayor 
Levar Stoney 
during a June 2 
news conference 
at City Hall. “Fire 
every last one 
of their asses,” 
she told him 
regarding police 
officers who tear-
gassed peaceful 
protesters at the 
Lee statue.
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candidates and improve public safety,” 
writes Pamela Seyffert, a police captain in 
Sacramento, California, in a law enforce-
ment trade publication. 

Many public safety officials still argue 
that civilian review of officer conduct 
may be unfair because it would leave 
decision-making power in the hands of 
people without training in police work, 
according to Seyffert. However, activism, 
24/7 news cycles and smartphone record-
ings from bystanders have only increased 
public calls for civilian oversight. 

In light of the international George 
Floyd protests, increasingly the question 
for public safety officials 
and the communities 
they serve is not whether 
oversight is needed, but 
to what degree. Greater 
oversight could improve 
public cooperation and 
make communities safer 
in a country “where 
roughly 40% fewer African 
Americans than whites 
believe that the police use 
an appropriate amount of 
force, treat racial and eth-
nic groups equally, or hold 
officers accountable,” 
writes Olugbena Ajilore, a 
researcher with the Center 
for American Progress.

Mayor Levar Stoney 
and Richmond Police 
Chief William Smith say 
they support a Marcus 
alert. Smith says his department has been 
diligently working on enacting the alert 
for months. Stoney says the city would 
look into the creation of a review board 
and City Council has directed staff to 
study how both initiatives could be imple-
mented. Smith says he welcomes anyone 
interested in serving as a civilian reviewer 
to contact the department. 

Blanding has called for the reforms 
since her brother’s death, without much 
success until recently, she says. 

“It has been a moot point for me to 
continue to set up meetings with [Stoney 
and Smith],” Blanding explains. “It took 
people rising up for them to finally listen 
and finally take action.”

“I don’t condone any violence,” Bland-
ing says about the unrest downtown that 
resulted in arson and property damage. 
However, ongoing protests since then 
have mostly been peaceful, even with 
large crowds marching and police using 
tear gas on protesters June 1 at the Robert 
E. Lee monument. A civil rights lawyer 
recently filed a lawsuit against the Police 
Department regarding this incident that 
seeks damages and the officers’ identities.  

Councilmember Kimberly Gray, who 
is running for mayor, says she is research-
ing “best practices and models” for civil-
ian review boards but at this point “can’t 
speak intelligently” about how a board 
in Richmond would be structured or the 
extent of its authority. 

But Gray admits that more civilian 
input could be a positive change.

“I have a black 30-year-old son, and I 
haven’t always felt he would be safe,” she 
says. “Anything we can do to be safer and 
make our community more confident in 
the police, I’m going to do that.”

The Richmond Police Department 
already has a degree of civilian oversight, 

but less than demanded by 
the accountability project. 
The department internally 
investigates use-of-force 
allegations that can range 
from complaints that hand-
cuffs are too tight to deaths. 
Possible criminal allegations 
are referred to Richmond’s 
commonwealth’s attorney. 
Other complaints go before 
a panel of two or more resi-
dents chosen by the depart-
ment who have attended the 
city’s Citizen Police Acad-
emy, as well as four officers 
not involved in the incident. 
The panel determines if the 
incident warrants officer dis-
cipline and the chief makes 
the final decision on what 
action is taken.

While the structure of 
civilian review boards differs across locali-
ties, a number of criminal justice scholars 
note the bodies generally either investi-
gate individual complaints about officers, 
evaluate police internal investigations or 
review broad issues of misconduct within 
the department. Sometimes, boards con-
duct a combination of these functions. 

Although details of Richmond’s pro-
posed review board have yet to take 
shape, local activists favor an independ-
ent body that could address both poten-
tial systemic racial inequalities in the 
department’s policing and individual 
officer misconduct. 

Twenty-year old Anthony Hunter 
recently protested in front of the Robert E. 
Lee statue on Monument Avenue, having 
driven from Norfolk to protest the city’s 
historic role in racial inequality. He says 
that working through the details of a new 
civilian review process is necessary in 
a nation where so many people of color 
feel unfairly targeted by police.

And it’s important that people of color 
are members of the review board, he says. 

“You’ve got to have black faces in high 
places.” S

 “Anything 
we can do to 
be safer and 
make our 
community 
more 
confident in 
the police, 
I’m going to 
do that.”

– Councilmember 
Kimberly Gray
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The People’s Monument Avenue
Readers vote on who should stay and who should go. 
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We asked readers in March 
whether they would keep 
any of Monument Avenue’s 
statues. Here are the 
keepers and newcomers.
by Tom Nash

Earlier this year, the Virginia General Assembly 
broke with decades of tradition when it voted to 
no longer hold Confederate monuments across 
the Commonwealth as permanent, sacred and 
immovable. It was a moment long in the mak-

ing – one Richmond wasn’t going to wait for much longer.
The Black Lives Matter protests that responded to the 

police killing of George Floyd in Minneapolis – and re-illu-
minating Richmond officials’ lack of response to the 2018 
police killing of Marcus-David Peters – saw demonstrators 
take the monument debate into their own hands. 

The noose around Jefferson Davis’ neck and “BLM” 
emblazoned across the Robert E. Lee, Stonewall Jackson 
and J.E.B. Stuart monuments added context that Richmond 
has only just begun considering. 

In 2019, the “General Demotion/General Devotion” 
exhibit at the Valentine offered a variety of creative pitches 
on how to confront the monuments’ racism. In 2017, before 
being overshadowed by white supremacist violence in Char-
lottesville, a commission asked the public to weigh in. Its 
final report, issued in 2018, called for the removal of Jeffer-
son Davis and new context placed around the remaining 
Confederates.

There’s also been movement toward addition rather than 
subtraction. In January, City Council approved startup funds 
for a monument dedicated to the black Union soldiers who 
secured victory at the Battle of New Market Heights, among 
them 14 awarded Medals of Honor.

When Style posted a poll on Facebook in March asking if 
some or all of the monuments should come down, we knew 
that changing state law made it more than an exercise in fan-
tasy for readers. We had a few rules: The person must have 
lived in Richmond outside of wartime or contributed to the 
cause of freedom. And honorees must be dead. 

On June 2, Richmond learned that the governor would call 
for the state-owned Lee monument to come down. The mayor 
called on City Council to bring down the others.

The results of our reader poll below, from March, may 
or may not be surprising. They capture a snapshot of Rich-
mond from when the monuments coming down was a pos-
sibility rather than a certainty. We will conduct another poll 
of who Richmond wants on Monument Avenue soon. Con-
federates will not be eligible.

1. Arthur Ashe 
Sculptor: Paul DiPasquale
Dedicated: 1996

A quarter-century ago, both white supremacists and Ashe’s widow agreed on one thing: He did not belong on 
Monument Avenue. 

In 2020, voters put him first by a wide margin.
What changed? Jeanne Moutoussamy-Ashe’s alternative proposal for an African American Sports Hall of Fame 

has been forgotten. The Confederate revivalists who protested the dedication ceremony are losing battle after 
battle.

The sculpture itself remains polarizing. Some readers want it switched out. Others want it moved to the street 
that now carries his name, away from the Confederates. 

In 1996, Richmond Free Press publisher Ray Boone said Ashe didn’t belong with traitors. In 2020, one reader 
noted the new name for the Boulevard was another reason to put him elsewhere: “We put him on the periphery 
when he should be prominent. Considering that A.P. Hill and Columbus are on Arthur Ashe Boulevard but not the 
man himself, we should move him to his own street.”
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On the cover: There was a festive atmosphere around the Robert E. Lee statue on Sunday, June 7, as people fired up barbecues and posed for photos. Cover image by Scott Elmquist
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2. Matthew Fontaine Maury 
Dedicated: 1929
Sculptor: William F. Sievers

Readers tended to forgive Maury for his Confederate loyalties – including an 1868 plan to create a New Dominion in 
Mexico consisting of Virginia planters and “their freed slaves” while punishing those who carried swords and guns. He is 
remembered mostly for his contributions to oceanography, with his career eventually earning his name on geographic 
landmarks across the Commonwealth, U.S. naval ships and a bust in New York.

3. Elizabeth Van Lew 
Among many Richmond narratives beginning to 

emerge from the Lost Cause haze is one woman’s 
determination to aid the Union against long and 
dangerous odds. 

A member of 
Richmond soci-
ety, she feigned 
rebel loyalty 
while harboring a 
hatred of slavery 
and secession. 
Armed with a 
cipher code and a 
custard dish with 
a hidden compart-
ment, she volun-
teered as a nurse 
in Libby Prison, 
packed with Union prisoners, to feed intelligence 
about the Confederacy across enemy lines. During 
the war, she built a spy ring that included her freed 
servant, Mary Bowser, who had access to Jefferson 
Davis’ office and a photographic memory.

General-turned-President Ulysses S. Grant 
appointed her as the city’s postmaster after the war. 
Richmond society shunned her. After the appoint-
ment ended, she relied on rich Bostonians and other 
Union veterans until her death in 1900 – including 
funeral costs. Her home was torn down, with the site 
being used for Bellevue Elementary.

In 2020, Richmonders said they value her efforts 
above the Confederate generals she worked to 
stymie. “A badass woman,” one reader said. “We 
should be honoring people like her.” 

4. Maggie Walker 
Born as the Civil War was 

reaching its end to a former 
slave who served as a cook in 
Elizabeth Van Lew’s home, Mag-
gie Walker is easily the most 
recognized of many trailblaz-
ers who carved out new black 
political and economic power 
in postwar Richmond. Her 
involvement in the local Order 
of St. Luke chapter inspired her 
to charter a bank in 1901, not-
ing that to put money in white-
owned banks was to “feed the 
lion of prejudice.” She served 
on the board of a merged ven-
ture until her death in 1934. 

Jackson Ward saw a statue 
to her dedicated in 2017. Voters 
want more. 

“Her light is hidden on Broad 
Street where her statue is cur-
rently,” one wrote. “She forged a 
path in business, philanthropy, 
and community, that not only 
made a difference to her con-
temporaries, but continues to 
inspire today.”
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Sculptor Toby Mendez, left, 
watches Liza Mickens, the 
great-great-granddaughter 
of Maggie Walker, and 
Mayor Levar Stoney pull a 
cover off the new statue to 
Walker in 2017. 
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5. Oderus Urungus (Dave Brockie)
The Richmond Dairy building’s mid-’80s enclave of 

artists and musicians gave birth to a band of mutants 
descended from space with a 
mission to destroy humanity. 

Co-founder and frontman Dave 
Brockie, known by his Oderus 
Urungus avatar, led the Grammy-
nominated shock metal band 
through cult fame brought by 
legendary, fake-blood-spewing 
stage shows and a cameo in 
1995’s “Empire Records” as well as 
devoted praise from MTV’s Beavis 
and Butthead. 

 His sudden death in 2014 
makes him the only 21st century 
person to make Richmond’s list. 
His legacy is carried on through Gwar’s continued 
recording and performing, and a beloved Jackson 
Ward eatery, Gwar Bar. 

Mike Bishop, an early Gwar member who returned in 
2014 to fill lead vocal duties as Blothar, was not surprised 
to hear of the vote results.

“I’m grateful that people are thinking of Dave, and of 
Gwar, and his achievements as something important to 
the city,” he says. “We’re honored by that.”

Votes that came in were split between naming Oderus 
Urungus and Brockie himself. Bishop would rather see 
Brockie honored as a human. Brockie, he says, would 
have preferred Oderus represented.

Brockie was recently interred at Hollywood Cem-
etery, where Jefferson Davis, J.E.B. Stuart and thousands 

6. J.E.B. Stuart
Sculptor: Frederick Moynihan
Dedicated: 1907

The only Confederate on Monu-
ment Avenue who died within the 
city, he was wounded during a bat-
tle in Henrico County and brought 
to the home of his brother-in-law on 
West Grace Street, now the site of 
Richmond police headquarters. He 
was buried in Hollywood Cemetery.

In 2017, following the white 
supremacist violence in Charlottes-
ville, J.E.B. Stuart V, a Richmond-
based hand surgeon, wrote in the 
Richmond Times-Dispatch that the 
monument should remain: “Eliminat-
ing the details of past injustice has 
never been a successful means of 
healing; it has just led to making the 
same mistakes over again.”

Two years later, Kehinde Wiley’s 
“Rumors of War,” modeled on Stu-
art’s monument, was unveiled in New 
York’s Times Square. 

“Art and violence have for an eter-
nity held a strong narrative grip with 
each other,” Wiley said at the time. 
“‘Rumors of War’ attempts to use the 
language of equestrian portraiture to 
both embrace and subsume the fet-
ishization of state violence.” 

of other Confederate soldiers are buried. The constraints 
on how he could be memorialized were frustrating, 
Bishop says. A monument would be a new opportunity.

“I think it’d be hilarious if he was riding a giant cuttle-
fish, mocking the Confederate statues with a sword in his 

hand, raised above his head.”
Recently, Gwar weighed in on the pandemic with 

a public service announcement, simply following the 
words of the commander in chief and encouraging peo-
ple to drink bleach, as well as injecting and smoking it. 
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Stonewall Jackson 

Name We Would’ve Liked to See: 
John Mitchell Jr.

By the time John Mitchell Jr. organized a boycott of 
Richmond’s segregated electric streetcars in 1904, he had 
already earned a place on Monument Avenue two dec-
ades before.

He had already served on City Council and as a black 
newspaper editor fighting the emergence of Jim Crow. He 
had already survived an indictment over his reporting that 
a white police officer had beaten a black man to death.

Born during slavery in Richmond as the Civil War 
raged, 22 years later a story he wrote about a lynching 
yielded a letter sealed with a skull and crossbones: “If 
you poke that infernal head of yours in this county long 
enough for us to do it, we will hang you higher than he 
was hung.”

Mitchell first responded in his paper, the Richmond 
Planet, by quoting Shakespeare. Then he boarded a 
train, with two guns, and toured the scene of the lynch-
ing. “The cowardly letter writer was nowhere in evi-
dence,” he reported.

From his seat on City Council, he voted against fund-
ing the Robert E. Lee statue. When it was erected, he 
published an editorial titled What It Means, writing: “This 
glorification of States Rights Doctrine — the right of 
secession and the honoring of men who represented that 
cause fosters in this Republic the spirit of Rebellion and 
will ultimately result in the handing down to generations 
unborn a legacy of treason and blood.”

We’re not sure where he would go on Monument Ave-
nue, but he belongs there.  S

The Rest
The two most lionized Confederate generals, Robert E. Lee and Stonewall Jackson, share the seventh slot, which 

means there’s no room for them. 
One reader suggested Lee’s plinth remain in place while man and horse find a home elsewhere. 
“A monument, not to the Confederacy,” they wrote, “but to the people brave enough to undo the hatred of the past. 

Instead of a pristine grass lawn, barren and uninviting in our city, the grounds should be remade into a park where 
everyone can be together, constantly celebrating the failure of his cause.”

Confederate President Jefferson Davis also fell outside the top six. 
We asked the American Civil War Museum if it would consider taking them in.
“No, we have not entertained the idea of acquiring any of the monuments,” a spokesperson said. “From a practical 

standpoint, we simply do not have the space, financial resources or the expertise to care for monuments of these sizes 
and scope.” 

At least on paper, however, they’re gone. 

Seventh to 13th Place
(tie) Robert E. Lee, Stonewall Jackson 

Gabriel, the enslaved man whose called-off 
rebellion managed to shake Virginia to its core. 
Untold RVA’s Gabriel Week has become a new 
Richmond tradition.

Jefferson Davis

Edgar Allan Poe, much beloved literary inno-
vator. Ownership of his legacy also is claimed by 
Baltimore, Boston and Philadelphia. 

John Marshall, chief justice of the United 
States from 1801-1835. 

Oliver Hill, legendary civil rights lawyer cur-
rently in bronze on Virginia Capitol grounds.

Sister Rosetta Tharpe, Rock ’n’ roll originator 
who lived in Richmond for a decade. 

Superlatives:
Grossest Idea That Actually Works: “Newton 
Ancarrow [a boat builder and environmentalist] holding 
up a jar with a dead rat floating in it one hand, his other 
hand by his side clutching a sheaf of wildflowers.”

Most Cost-Effective: “Lose all the Confederates. 
Keep the horses. The horses didn’t know their riders 
were traitorous slavers.”

Not Playing Along: “No statues. Add playgrounds.”

Most Poignant: “I would dedicate a monument to 
the Afghanistan/Iraq war veterans. People sometimes 
forget about those wars, but I had lots of friends who 
fought in them.”
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A 
Richmond Circuit Court will hear 
arguments Thursday whether the 
governor may remove a statue of 
Robert E. Lee from Monument 
Avenue after a judge’s temporary 

order halted the potential action.
William C. Gregory filed an 18-page law-

suit seeking to prevent the removal of the 
statue. Circuit Court Judge Bradley B. Cavedo 
issued the 10-day injunction the same day, 
June 8. The state’s attorney general filed a 
notice two days later that his office will rep-
resent Gov. Ralph Northam.

“The Governor has both the authority and 
the moral obligation to remove this badge of 
white supremacy from its place of exalta-

tion, and Attorney General Mark R. Herring 
intends to defend the Governor’s decision 
and ensure the removal of this divisive relic,” 
says the filing that notifies the court of his 
office’s representation of the governor. The 
notice also complains that Gregory’s lawyer, 
Joseph E. Blackburn Jr., failed to contact the 
Attorney General’s Office before the hear-
ing that led to the injunction. The injunction 
ends on the day of the new hearing.

Protesters have not waited on legal nice-
ties, in Richmond or elsewhere. They top-
pled statues of Confederate Gen. Williams 
C. Wickham in Monroe Park, Christopher 
Columbus in Byrd Park, and the part of the 
Jefferson Davis monument that represented 

Lawyers, Tons and Money
A split has hit the Fan. by G.W. Poindexter

the former Confederate president. None 
were as large as the Lee sculpture, but the 
demonstrators still faced dangers. In Ports-
mouth, for instance, a man was hit in the 
head when protesters pulled down a similar-
sized part of a monument to Confederate sol-
diers. He suffered a serious injury.

On Monument Avenue, the state only con-
trols the Lee statue. The others are owned by 
the city, presumably placed on land that it 
already possessed.

Authorities repeatedly have warned 
demonstrators of the peril of toppling 
bronze. The statue of Lee on Monument 
Avenue weighs 12 tons and its stone base 
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A rainbow appeared 
behind the graffiti-
covered Lee statue 

on Monument Avenue 
last week. A lawsuit 

seeks to retain it after 
the governor said he 

planned to take it down.
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Lee from page 2
is 40 feet high. 

Real estate investor Otway S. Allen 
and his sisters, Bettie F. Allen Gregory 
and Martha Allen Wilson, gave the circle 
of land with a radius of 100 feet, accord-
ing to the March 17, 1890, deed in Hen-
rico County, transcribed on the Library 
of Virginia website. Allen Avenue, the 
cross street to Monument at the circle, is 
named for the family. The officers of the 
Lee Monument Association also signed 
the deed, donating the statue itself and 
the pedestal, both of which it had funded. 
P.W. McKinney, the then-governor, signed 
in acceptance on the part of the state. 

Allison Tait, a professor at the Univer-
sity of Richmond law school who special-
izes in trusts, estates and family law, says 
it’s far from clear how this might work out.

“It’s very rare for it to go back,” she says 
of a family’s charitable donation. Courts 
usually find a similar purpose for a dona-
tion of money or land when the original 
one goes away, she says. Once polio was 
cured, for instance, donations for its treat-
ment went to other medical causes.  

Among the matters for a court to 
decide are whether the statue and the 
pedestal upon which it sits were part of 
the donation from the family. The deed 
says the Lee Monument Association 
donated them. The bronze statue arrived 

in May 1890 after the deed was signed, 
but the stone pedestal was presumably 
under construction at least by March. Did 
it attach to the land and become property 
of the Allen family?

The document, found on pages 367-
370 in Henrico County’s Deed Book 129B, 
transcribed on the library’s Virginia Mem-
ory website, includes the language that 
the state, referred to by the female pro-
noun: “executes this instrument in token 
of her acceptance of the gift and her guar-
antee that she will hold said Statue and 
pedestal and Circle of ground perpetu-
ally sacred to the Monumental purpose to 
which they have been devoted and that 
she will faithfully guard it and affection-
ately protect it.”

That kicks off more legal wran-
gling about family members’ inten-
tions, Tait says.

“They basically made a charitable 
donation with a condition on it,” she says. 
But was the monumental purpose for 
only a statue of Lee? Tait says it’s possi-
ble a small sign saying the site formerly 
held a statue of Lee might be enough to 
satisfy the deed and keep the land in state 
hands. Another statue might satisfy the 
deed as well.

“For the heirs to get it back, they have 
to prove that there was no other purpose 
for the donation,” she says. If a court 

ordered the land’s return to the family, 
what would members do with it, statue 
or no statue, base or no base? Tate won-
dered who would want a building lot or 
lots in the middle of Monument Avenue. 

Still, sometimes land in such disa-
greements returns to the original own-
ers, or at least some people who are 
related to them. In 1751, James Cocke 
donated land to Henrico County for a 
courthouse at what became 22nd and 
East Main streets in downtown Rich-
mond, according to “Virginia’s Historic 
Courthouses,” a 1995 book by John O. 
and Margaret T. Peters. 

The last courthouse there was built in 
1896, but the county’s courts and offices 
were there through the 1960s. Henrico 
County, however, moved its courts, jail 
and county offices to the West End in the 
mid-1970s, eventually leaving the court-
house, now in the city, empty.

Heirs of Cocke sued the county in 1988, 
saying if the land and the attached court-
house were no longer used for that pur-
pose, they wanted them back. The lawsuit, 
James Cocke Memorial Society v. County 
of Henrico, was resolved in 1992 when the 
old courthouse was auctioned on its own 
steps, according the Peters’ book. 

More than 240 years after his donation, 
the 100 or so heirs of James Cocke split 
the money. S

“For the heirs 
to get it 
back, they 
have to 
prove that 
there was 
no other 
purpose 
for the 
donation.” 

– Allison Tait, 
professor at the University of 

Richmond law school
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As turmoil over police reforms and Richmond’s Confederate 
legacy continues, how will it impact the mayoral race?

by Rich Griset

Monumental Divide
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S
tanding around the Robert E. 
Lee monument in face masks, 
the protesters aren’t mincing 
words.

“Fuck that statue!” they 
chant, followed by the kind of rhyth-
mic clapping usually reserved for 
sporting events. 

They have reason to be angry. The 
evening before, June 1, this was where 
Richmond police tear-gassed many of 
them while they peacefully protested as 
part of the Black Lives Matter movement. 
Eventually, their chants turn to a question.

“Where is Stoney?” they shout, fol-
lowed by more clapping. 

And then, through the sea of protest-
ers, the man of the moment appears. 

Mayor Levar Stoney wades through the 
crowd and stands at the base of the mon-
ument. An uneasy scene ensues as hun-
dreds of angry protesters shout demands 
at him: Hold the Police Department 
accountable for yesterday’s tear-gassing. 
Remove the monuments. Create a citi-
zen review board of police. Release the 
arrested protesters.

That morning, Stoney had appeared 
outside City Hall to apologize for the tear-
gassing, but the crowd wasn’t having it. To 
demonstrate solidarity, he marched with 
protesters to the Lee monument that even-
ing, only to be met with more hostility.  

Holding a small megaphone, Stoney 
addresses the crowd’s demands, includ-
ing the creation of an alert system that 

would allow police to collaborate with 
mental health officials when responding 
to someone in crisis. 

“We need a critical alert, aka the Mar-
cus Alert, to de-escalate for mental illness,” 
says Stoney, referring to the 2018 police 
killing of 24-year-old high school teacher 
Marcus-David Peters while he was experi-
encing a mental health episode. “And so 
that means I have to work with the City 
Council to make that happen.”

“What’s been taking you so long, 
bruh?” shouts a woman as the crowd gets 
restless again.

Since the May 25 death of George 
Floyd at the hands of a white Minne-
apolis police officer, the resurgence of 
the Black Lives Matter movement has 

Representation Matters
With the Black 

Lives Matter 
movement 

reframing city 
politics, what 

will it mean for 
Stoney’s re-election 

chances?
by Rich Griset
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On the cover: Mayor Levar Stoney gazes out at the crowd at the Robert E. Lee monument on June 2. 
After addressing protesters by megaphone, Stoney was booed as he left. photo by Scott Elmquist

Protesters stand 
on top of the Lee 

monument June 2.
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upended more than just Confederate statues 
in Richmond. An all-out war has broken out 
between protesters, police and the Stoney 
administration during an election year.

In early March, it seemed that Rich-
mond’s mayoral race was shaping up to be 
a referendum on the previous milestones 
of Stoney’s first term, with issues like the 
aborted Navy Hill project, increased school 
funding and the real estate tax weighing on 
voters’ minds. 

But with a pandemic underway, a reces-
sion on and confrontations between protest-
ers and police taking place nearly nightly, 
these events have fundamentally reshaped 
city politics and the narrative of the mayoral 
race. Just last Tuesday, following two more 
nights of tear gas outside Richmond Police 
Department headquarters, Stoney fired 
Police Chief Will Smith and replaced him 
with interim Chief William “Jody” Blackwell, 
saying he wanted to take the department in 
“a new direction.” A week later, that direction 
appears to be a more authoritarian one, with 
Blackwell saying he was “going to get the city 
back” from protesters. Following a weekend 
of Juneteenth commemorations, protesters 
were tear-gassed and had nonlethal rounds 
fired at them Sunday evening for attempting 
to pull down the J.E.B. Stuart statue.

As Stoney comes under fire from both 
progressives and law and order propo-
nents, how will protests, police reforms and 
the monuments factor into his re-election 
chances in November?

I
n the sleepy former Capital of the Con-
federacy, change has suddenly come 
with lightning speed.

Statues commemorating Rich-
mond’s Confederate past have been 

toppled and defaced. Storefronts along 
Broad Street have had their windows 
smashed, their contents looted and, in some 
cases, set ablaze. Clashes between police 
and protesters have been violent at times. 
The graffiti-covered Lee monument has 
been unofficially renamed Marcus-David 
Peters Circle, and now serves as a space of 
reflection and remembrance for the Black 
Lives Matter movement.

And following last week’s skirmishes of 
tear gas, rubber bullets – and 
what police say were hurled 
asphalt and Molotov cocktails 
from protesters – outside Rich-
mond Police Department head-
quarters, concrete pillars have 
been erected on Grace Street, 
which some on Twitter are refer-
ring to as #StoneyHenge. 

Before the protests, this year’s mayoral race 
was shaping up to be a showdown between 
incumbent Stoney and City Council member 
Kim Gray. After all, Gray played a major role in 
defeating Stoney’s $1.5 billion Navy Hill devel-
opment plan to replace the aging Richmond 
Coliseum with a large, mixed-use develop-
ment. But in response to the current crises, a 
new challenger has emerged who appears to 
have juice.

Alexsis Rodgers, a 28-year-old who 
served as Gov. Ralph Northam’s policy 
director during his term as lieutenant gov-
ernor, has stepped into the ring, saying the 
city needs a progressive leader. Boasting a 
wide-ranging resume that includes expand-
ing access to health care at Planned Parent-
hood and working as the state director of 
the National Domestic Workers Alliance, 
she has the support of Richmond For All, a 
progressive group instrumental in torpedo-
ing the Navy Hill project.

Within a week of announcing her candi-
dacy, she received $58,440 from more than 700 
contributors. From April 1 to June 11, Stoney 
raised just under $5,600 with a balance of 

$77,548, and Gray had $42,800 in 
her war chest, about half of which 
was left over from her City Coun-
cil run. Fellow mayoral candidate 
Justin Griffin raised $13,843, and 
Tracey Mclean raised no money 
during this period with a balance 
of $514.

Rich Meagher, an associate professor 
of political science at Randolph-Macon 
College, says that Rodgers’ campaign 
announcement and the ongoing unrest has 
hit the reset button on the mayoral race, 
offering a rebuke to both Stoney and Gray.

“There’s a growing young political class 
in the city, and it’s challenging some of 
the older networks,” Meagher says. “That’s 
affecting the mayoral race most obviously 
with the recent entry of Alexsis Rodgers.”

Stoney and then-
Police Chief Will 
Smith address 
protesters the 
morning of June 2 
outside City Hall.
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Bob Holsworth, a veteran Richmond 
political analyst, is similarly impressed 
with the work of young activists, calling 
it “one of the most remarkable social 
movements that we’ve seen in Richmond 
since the Crusade for Voters,” referring to 
a voter education and registration organi-
zation founded in 1956 to further African 
Americans as a voting bloc in the city. 

Though noting that it can be hard to 
turn social activism into electoral action, 
Holsworth says Rodgers’ ability to quickly 
raise money from numerous contributors 
speaks to having “legions of volunteers 
that are going to enable her to run a city-
wide campaign.” Running an organized 
campaign is especially important in Rich-
mond, where the mayor is chosen not by 
the popular vote, but by winning five of its 
nine voter districts.

“The financial report [indicates] that 
Alexsis Rodgers is now the candidate of 
the progressive wing, the people who 
have been involved in the Navy Hill issue 
and some of the people who have been 
involved in the protests,” Holsworth says. 

Still, Holsworth says Stoney shouldn’t 
be discounted, and will raise money 
going forward.

“He’s somebody who has been 
brought up in the political realm, and 
understands it very well,” Holsworth says. 
“He’s a really good candidate. He under-
stands how to run a campaign.”

Meagher disagrees, saying it’s unclear 
who his constituency is, and that Stoney 
may now be at odds with people who pre-
viously voted for him.

“He has kind of turned his back on the 

young political class of the city,” Meagher 
says. “He has embraced the kind of devel-
oper and white business class, and still 
wasn’t able to deliver for them.” 

Chelsea Higgs Wise, a local activist 

involved with Richmond For All and host 
of “Race Capitol,” a weekly radio show on 
WRIR 97.3 FM that explores racial narra-
tives, is highly critical of Stoney.

“He’s still only continuing to take the 
measures that he feels he has to,” accord-
ing to Higgs Wise, who says she and other 
protesters have yet to sit down and meet 
with Stoney.

Asked about this, Stoney says via email 
that he’s “had multiple meetings with 
groups representing all aspects of this 
movement,” and the activists he has met 
with understand “that the violence and 
vandalism that has taken place has done 
nothing but undermine the BLM cause.” 

Higgs Wise says replacing the 
police chief does little to meet activists’ 
demands.

“We all knew that there was no good-
will with Stoney. We saw that from the 
Navy Hill project. We saw the type of 
deception and lies and marketing” he 
stands for, says Higgs Wise before touting 
Rodgers. “She’s been running campaigns 
for the Democrats, she’s been organizing 
for the Democrats, she’s been fighting 
for us to have a seat at the table with the 
Democratic Party in Virginia.”

Longtime local activist Arthur Burton 
says that many in Richmond have lost con-
fidence in Stoney’s leadership, and that 
people are tired of waiting for change.

“Stoney spent most of his political cap-
ital on Navy Hill, and so I think he basi-
cally went into the crisis politically bank-
rupt,” says Burton, director of Kinfolk 
Community Inc., a nonprofit that works 
to empower low-income Black neighbor-
hoods. “[The mayor] just finished spend-
ing two years on the largest economic 
development plan in the history of the 
city, one that really did not address the 
health and economic inequality of Black 
and brown people.”

Some also blame Stoney for what they 
see as slow movement on the monuments.

Nearly two years after the Monument 
Avenue Commission recommended that 
the Jefferson Davis statue be removed 
and signs be added to give context to 
other monuments, no change had taken 
place until earlier this month when 
Stoney said that he would introduce a 
measure at City Council to remove all of 
the street’s Confederate monuments on 
July 1, the day a new state law takes effect 
allowing localities to remove war monu-
ments that they control. 

Though she may criticize Stoney, Kim 
Gray isn’t exactly a perfect alternative for 
progressives.

The 2nd District councilwoman 
has gained kudos for her proposal to 
rename the Boulevard after tennis great 
Arthur Ashe last year, but her longtime 

SC
O

TT
 E

LM
Q

U
IS

T

SC
O

TT
 E

LM
Q

U
IS

T

Alexsis Rodgers, state director of Care in Action, has emerged as the progressive 
candidate in the mayoral race.

Councilwoman Kim Gray stands underneath the Lee monument. The majority of the Confederate memorials on Monument 
Avenue are in her district.
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opposition to removing Confederate 
monuments may come back to bite 
her. Previous to this past month, Gray 
said she was hoping to add to instead 
of subtracting from Monument Avenue 
by inserting a tribute to the 14 Afri-
can Americans awarded the Medal of 
Honor after the Battle of New Market 
Heights just east of Richmond during 
the Civil War.

“It’s going to be very difficult for Kim 
Gray to draw a contrast on that issue,” 
Holsworth says. “It’s hard to think that the 
activist community that was so involved 
[with Black Lives Matter] is going to be 
highly supportive or energetic and eager 
about her.”

Holsworth says that Gray’s fundraising 
isn’t what it should be, and that her “law 
and order” stance won’t garner support 
from progressives.

“She is talking about the looting, she is 
talking about the damage that has been 
done to businesses,” Holsworth says. 

As for Stoney, Holsworth says he’s 
been caught in the middle.

“He’s not in a position that’s been easy 
to please either side on this,” he says. “It’s 
by far the most challenging and difficult 
moment of his [time as mayor], because 
whatever action he takes is generating 
fairly substantial and passionate opposi-
tion on either side of him.”

Meagher says Stoney is trying to 
“thread the needle” between oppos-
ing sides.

“He’s pleasing nobody, and it’s the 
exact opposite of the story he likes to 
tell about himself as the bold leader 
who makes the tough choices,” Meagher 
says. “He’s hiding out and trying to gauge 
which way the wind is blowing.”

R
eached by Zoom two weeks 
ago, Stoney says that dur-
ing his tenure as mayor he’s 
proudest of investing more 
money in public schools, cre-

ating three new schools that will open 
next year and the expansion of after-
school programming for elementary 
and middle school students.

As for criticism of his response to 
the protests, Stoney says he’s on board 
with reforming the police, instituting the 
mental health alert, creating a civilian 
review board and other reforms. Every 
complaint against police, he says, will 
be investigated.

“There will be disciplinary action, but 
investigations are necessary before disci-
plinary actions take place, and I’m commit-
ted to bringing about that accountability 
for the people of this city,” says the 39-year-
old mayor, who has since announced a 
task force that will look at reducing the 
workload for police and divert nonviolent 
calls for service to other entities.

As for the monuments, he says it’s time 
for change.

“What removing those monuments 
will mean for us as a city is akin to the 
Berlin Wall, the fall of a racist system, 
but we as elected leaders have to do the 
remaining work to continue to tear down 
the racist infrastructure,” he says. 

Asked about his chances in Novem-
ber, he’s confident.

“I think voters in this city know that 
I’m going to continue to swing for the 
fence for our city, whether it’s Navy Hill 
or whether it’s my work to bring more rev-
enue from real estate taxes,” he says.

Gray, who was elected to City Coun-
cil four years ago after two terms on the 
School Board, says she decided to run 

because she’s frustrated with elements 
of how local government functions. As 
for her thoughts on Stoney, she says she’s 
“learned that he lacks the experience to 
run the city. I think he cares a lot about 
himself and his political future, but he’s 
kind of left us to fend for ourselves in terms 
of city services and care for the people.”

Regarding the monuments, she says 
that she voted against removing them 
twice because the legal process wasn’t 

in place yet, and that she was with her 
daughter in the hospital the third time the 
measure came before council. Now, she 
says we’re past the time when the monu-
ments can remain. 

On Rodgers, Gray says that some may 
like the idea of a younger candidate who 
looks more like them, but that local gov-
ernment experience matters, and she 
wants residents to have a better interac-
tion with City Hall and city services. As 

SC
O

TT
 E

LM
Q

U
IS

T

SC
O

TT
 E

LM
Q

U
IS

T
SC

O
TT

 E
LM

Q
U

IS
T

Melachi Cobbs attempts 
to dunk over his cousin 
Myles Bradley Cobbs at the 
Robert E. Lee monument on 
Juneteenth. The space has 
been unofficially renamed 
Marcus-David Peters Circle 
by Black Lives Matter 
protesters.

Justin Griffin, a lawyer, was a leading voice against the Navy Hill development. Tracey Mclean, a businesswoman, says she wants to be mayor because she’s “in 
touch with the community and knows what they want.”
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for the police, Gray says she’s behind 
“serious reforms” and wants the Rich-
mond Transparency and Accountability 
Project to draft legislation for what a com-
munity review board should look like.

Rodgers, who grew up in Hanover, 
says she entered the race because she felt 
that Stoney was putting community mem-
bers at a distance in a time of crisis.

“Right now, what we’re seeing is a 
breach of trust,” says Rodgers, who’s cur-
rently state director of Care in Action, a 
nonprofit that supports domestic workers. 
“Protest is great, [but] we shouldn’t have 
to put our bodies on the line to get this 
kind of change when it’s so unequivocal 
what’s right and wrong.”

Rodgers says Stoney’s reactions have 
been delayed, and that she wants the city 
government to focus more on people who 
have uncertain immigration statuses, are 
low-wage earners or are incarcerated.

“We need a mayor at this time who’s 
going to bring everybody to the table, 
stand for the right values and fight for a 
progressive agenda,” she says.

Holsworth says Rodgers may prove a 
real challenge to Stoney for the endorse-
ment of the Richmond City Democratic 
Committee in a heavily Democratic city 
during a presidential election year.

“People are going to come out in 
droves to vote against Donald Trump, and 

the question is, who do they vote for as 
mayor? In the past, if you had the endorse-
ment of the Richmond Democratic Party, 
even though it’s officially a nonpartisan 

election, you’re the mayor,” Holsworth 
says. “You’re going to see quite the fight 
within the Richmond Democratic Party 
about what to do here.”

R
ain is falling on the heads 
and umbrellas of protesters in 
Monroe Park, but that hasn’t 
deterred hundreds from com-
ing out.

Omari Al-Qadaffi, a community organ-
izer with racial justice group Leaders 
of the New South, addresses the crowd, 
mentioning their demands before refer-
ring to a quote from Martin Luther King Jr.

“He said that riots are the language of 
the voiceless,” says Al-Qadaffi on June 
16, not far from where protesters toppled 
the statue of Confederate Gen. Williams 
Carter Wickham a week and a half ear-
lier. “We have done everything that they 
said we should do. We have voted, we 
have shown up to City Council, we have 
protested and now we need a diversity of 
tactics to effect justice.”

Soon, the crowd marches downtown 
to the Miller and Rhoads building where 
Stoney lives.

“When we say we need to have a diver-
sity of tactics, we need to be up in peo-
ple’s homes,” Al-Qadaffi tells the crowd 
that will pull down the Confederate Rich-
mond Howitzers statue later that evening. 
“We need to visit them in their places 
of work, their places of play. No justice 
means no peace.”

Some protesters enter the apartment 
building lobby after being let in by a ten-
ant but leave when asked by security. 
On the street, people light fireworks and 
chant “Stoney’s a phony!” as some graffiti 
the building with anti-Stoney messages.

And the protest marches on. S
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Protesters march down Hospital Street bound for the city jail on June 5.

A phalanx of state troopers blocks Stuart Circle after launching tear gas and rubber bullets at protesters June 21. 
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8 see Monuments on page 8

A 
perennial argument for retain-
ing Richmond’s historically 
fraught monuments has been 
that they are essential to tour-
ism, an economic driver here. 

Some ask how could a town that has long 
prided itself as the City of Monuments pos-
sibly function without a string of Confeder-
ate statues along Monument Avenue? 

Such a thought is unimaginable to 
some, while many others find it long 
overdue and healthy, pointing to a more 
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Where Do the 
Lost Things Go?

How to move the 
not unimportant 

statues that have 
passed their 

expiration date.
by Edwin Slipek

inclusive future built on less controver-
sial attractions. The latter stance is true of 
demonstrators who have demanded the 
removal of politically incorrect pieces of 
heavy metal, or devised immediate exit 
strategies themselves, as with statues of 
Christopher Columbus and Confederates 
Williams C. Wickham and Jefferson Davis. 

In coming to grips with now empty 
public spaces long associated with such 
lightning rods as Columbus and Davis, 
important questions for our community’s 

stewards of history should focus on what 
happens when the winds of daily politics 
and passions subside? First, where will 
these debunked sculptures be housed 
until they can be cleaned (or not), con-
served and reinstalled securely for future 
examination and study? While some peo-
ple hope they never see the light of day, 
I suspect that once the considerable dust 
of the spring of 2020 has settled, they will 
find an afterlife. The century-old sculp-
tures will no longer proclaim the Lost 
Cause but serve as passive and invalu-
able artifacts from painful chapters in our 
community’s history.

While there are logical places for these 
metal pariahs to be resettled, a vexing 
question is whether or not local institu-
tions have the will and vision to take them 
on. There was a resounding silence for the 
almost two years that have elapsed since 
a municipal advisory panel suggested that 
the relatively modest-sized Davis image be 
removed and contextual enhancements 
be made to the other pieces on Monument 
Avenue. On July 1, the law changes allow-
ing localities to decide their fate – not a 
moment too soon.

The Valentine, a center long-dedicated 
to Richmond history, would be a logical 
space for Davis since the studio of its 
sculptor, Edward Valentine, is a major 
installation on the institution’s tightly con-
figured Court End campus.

In contrast, the grounds of The Vir-
ginia Museum of History & Culture and 
the American Civil War Museum, both 
private institutions, are large enough to 
serve as repositories for the equestrian 
Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson and J.E.B. 
Stuart sculptures. They would require 
enclosed facilities, for a variety of rea-
sons. The Civil War museum, however, 
has already begged off citing lack of funds 
and space. And the argument could be 
made that interpreting the post-Civil War 
era is not its institutional mission. The 
Virginia Museum of History & Culture, 
however, already possesses one of the 
most famous Lost Cause artworks, “The 
Four Seasons of the Confederacy,” paint-
ings made in the same time and spirit 
of the Monument Avenue statues. The 
museum, which recently signaled that it 
might accession fragments of a GRTC bus 
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The Robert E. Lee statue 
on Monument Avenue 
(designed in 1890 by 
Parisian artist Antonin 
Mercie) as it appeared 
earlier this month.



9

June 24
, 20

20
   sty

le w
eek

ly

Monuments from page 7
destroyed by protesters, has been quiet 
on the fate of the historic statues. 

As for the J.E.B. Stuart monument at 
Monument and Lombardy: In light of 
the positive reception given the Kehinde 
Wiley sculpture, “Rumors of War” at the 
Virginia Museum of Fine Arts, would this 
contemporary work lose any of its highly 
charged power if its aesthetic inspira-
tion/counterpart were far removed? It’s 
a question worth asking when deciding 
Stuart’s fate. 

The Lee statue, complete with pedes-
tal, might find refuge at Stratford, a not-for-
profit museum complex on the Northern 
Neck in Westmoreland County. This was 
the Confederate general’s ancestral home 
and birthplace. Richmond, however, the 
former capital of the Confederacy, would 
lose an important artifact.

Leaving empty pedestals, while mak-
ing a bold statement that their occupants 
have fallen from grace, is ultimately unsat-
isfactory. Recently, I visited the German 
city of Weimar and came upon an empty 
pedestal in the center of a prominent 
town square. While I was curious, I didn’t 
inquire as to the identity of the missing 
figure. With Germany’s often checkered 
history, I could only imagine.

In Rome there are a number of colos-

sal columns, 60 to 100 feet tall, that once 
supported statues of ancient rulers. With 
the rise of Christianity and the Vatican, 
these pagan rulers were replaced by holy 
figures. St. Paul, for instance, now lords 
over the neighborhood from the perch 
that Marcus Aurelius once occupied.

Another option might be for the statues 
and their bases to be moved to a neutral, 
privately owned site off the beaten path. 

A number of years ago in Budapest, 
Hungary, I came upon an intriguing solu-
tion to resettling banished monuments. As 
I wandered through the stately city with 
its crisscrossing and majestic boulevards, 
there were numerous empty traffic cir-
cles or plazas with paved areas that had 
obviously once held sculptures. When I 
inquired as to where the figures had been 
taken, a few locals explained they were in 
Memento Park. Few knew its whereabouts. 

Eventually, an elderly woman explained 
that a train and two buses would take me 
to an open field some 12 miles beyond the 
city. Here, private investors had moved 42 
mostly huge – no, make that overwhelm-
ing – statues to leaders of Hungary’s Com-
munist era, which lasted from 1949 to 
1989. Upon arriving, the only other folks 
my brother and I found were a hunched 
woman selling Soviet era souvenirs and 
an attractive young family from Califor-

nia. It was an otherwise dispiriting and 
forlorn place. 

But Budapest’s Memento Park sparked 
a question: Are 50 acres available along 
U.S. Route 360 in Amelia County? S

Edwin Slipek, Style Weekly’s senior 
contributing editor and architecture critic, 
is an adjunct instructor in the School of the 
Arts at Virginia Commonwealth University.  

The “Workers’ Movement Memorial” 
(foreground, designed by Kiss Istvan in 
1975) and the “Captain Miklos Steinmetz 
Statue”  (sculpted by Mikus Sandor in 
1958 to honor a Hungarian-born Soviet 
Red Army officer) are among 42 heroic 
sculptures that were removed from 
prominent Budapest sites after the fall 
of communism in 1989 and reinstalled in 
Memento Park on the city’s outskirts .  

The historic Alumni House
located on the campus
of William & Mary has
completed renovations

and recent expansion. The
original House was built in
the 1860’s, first expanded in
the 1990’s, and with the new
addition, the Grand Ballroom,
renovated Terrace and brick
Plaza account for 55,000

square feet of gathering space.

Open to all, the Alumni
House can accommodate
small intimate weddings
and events of up to 400
guests, with both indoor
and outdoor space. Our
preferred caterers and

associates will provide the
classic historical experience.

Call Today to Reserve Your Day
Cynthia Gillman, 757-221-1168,

or email cbgill@wm.edu
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Elegance
&History

ThThThTheeee hihihihiststststororororicicicicic AAAAAlululululumnmnmnmniii HoHoHoHoususususeee
lololocacacatetetedddd onononon ttthehehehe ccccamamampupupupupussss
ofofof WWWWilililillililiamamamam &&&&MMMMarararary has
cococompmpmpmpleleleletetetedddd rerererenonononovavavavavavavatitiononons

andddd rerererececececentntntnt eeeexpxpxpxpanananansisisisisision. The
origigigininininalalal HHHHouououousesesese wwwasasasas built innnnn
the 1818186060’s’s, firsrstt exexexexpapapapapandeded iiinnnn
ththththeeee 19191919909090’s’s’s’s,,, anananandddd wiwiwiththth tthehe newewew
adadadadadaddidition,, ththee GrGranandd BaBallroom,
rererenonovavavavatetedd TeTeTeTerrrrrrrracacacee anananandddd brick
PlPlPlPlazazazazaaaa accounununtt for 55,0,00000

sqsqsqsqsquauauauauauauarerererererere ffffffeeeeeeeet ofof gatheheheheheheririririringngngngngngngngng ssspapapapapapacececece.

OpOpOpOpOpOpOpenenenenen ttttttooooo all, the AAAAAAAAlulululululumnmnmnmnmnmnmnmni
HoHoHoHousususeeee cacacacacan accocommmmmmmmmmmmmmmmododododododododatatatatatatatatatatateeee
smsmsmsmalalll ininintitimamamatetete wwwwwedededededededededdidididididididididingngngngngngs
anananananddd evevevevevevevenenenenenentstststs ooooofff upupupup ttttoooooo 404040404040400000
gugugugugugugugugugueseseseseststststststs,,, wiwiwiwiwiwiwiwiwithththththth bbbotototothh inininininindododododododoororororororor
anananananananananananddddddddd ouououououououououtdtdtdtdtdtdtdtdtdoooooooooooooooooooooorrrrrr spspspspspspspspspacacacacacace.e.e.e.e.e.e.e.e. OOOOOOururururururururur
prprprprprprprprprprprprprprefefefefefefefefefeferererererererererererrerererererererererereredddddddd cacacacacacacacacacacateteteteteteteteteterererererererererersrsrsrsrsrsrsrsrsrsrsrs aaandndndndndnd

asasasasasasasassosososososososososociciciciciciciciciciatatatatatatatatatateseseseseseseseses wwwwwwwwwwwilililililililillllllllll prprprprprprprprprprprovovovovovovovovovidididididideeee thththththththeeeeeee
clclclclclclclclclclasasasasasasasasassisisisisisisisisiccccccccc hihihihihihihihihiststststststststststststststororororororororicicicicicicicicalalalalalalalalalal eeeeeeeexpxpxpxpxpxpxpxpxpxpxperererererieieieieieieieiencncncnce.e.e.e.e.e.e.

CalCalCalCalCalCalCalCalCalCalCalCalCalCall Tl Tl Tll Tl Tl Tl Tl Tl Tl Tl odaodaodaodaodaodaodaodaodaoday ty ty ty ty tyy o Ro Ro Ro Ro Ro Reseeseeseeseeserverververververve YoYoYoYoYoYoYoururururururururururururur DayDayDayDayDayDayDayDayDayDayDayDayDayDayDayDayDayDayDayDay
CynCynCynCynCynCynCynCynCynCynCynCynCynCynthithithithithithithithithithithithia Gaa Ga Ga Ga Ga Gaaa illillillillillillillillillmanmanmanmanmanmanmanmanmanmanmanmanmanmanman 7, 7, 7, 7, 7, 7, 7, 77, 7, 757-57-57-57-57-57-57-57-57-57-57-57-57-57-57-57-57-221221221221221221221221221221221221221221221221221221-11-11-11-11-11-11-11-11-11-11-11-11-11-11-1168,68,68,68,68,68,68,68,68,68,68,68,68,68,68,68,68,68,68,68,68,68,68,

orororororororororororororor emaemaemaemaemaemaemaemaemaemaemaemaemaemaemaemaemaemailililililililililililililililililililil cbgcbgcbgcbgcbgcbgcbgcbgcbgcbgcbgcbgcbgcbgcbgcbgcbgcbgcbgcbgcbgcbgillillillillillillillillillillillillillillill@wm@wm@wm@wm@wm@wm@wm@wm@wm@wm@wm@wm@wm@wm@wm@wm@wm@wm@wm@wm@wm@wm@wm@wm.ed.ed.ed.ed.ed.ed.ed.ed.ed.ed.ed.ed.ed.ed.ed.ed.ed.ed.ed.ed.ed.eduuuuuuuuuuuuuuuu

ONE ALUMNI DRIVE, WILLIAMSBURG, VA 23185 | ALUMNIHOUSE.WM.EDU

& istory

styleweekly.com.

always at your fingertips



A
ug

us
t 

5,
 2

0
20

   
st

y
le

 w
ee

k
ly

2

S
ince the killing of George Floyd 
on May 25, the Virginia chapter 
of the American Civil Liberties 
Union has emerged as a power-
ful resource in asserting protest-

ers’ legal rights to demonstrate and pursu-
ing accountability for police violence and 
abuses of power.  

While not an activist organization, the 
ACLU’s commitment to upholding civil 
liberties has been a critical arm of resist-
ance against increasingly militarized state 
power. Currently, the ACLU is involved 
in active lawsuits against police depart-
ments that the organization believes 
have violated protesters’ civil liberties 
in at least 18 municipalities. Defendants 
in these lawsuits include the Richmond 
Police Department, the Virginia State 
Police and the Charlotte-Mecklenburg 

Style Weekly: How do you see your 
role in the ongoing protests for justice for 
Black Lives?

Gastañaga: We see ourselves locally 
playing three roles. One is to defend the 
right of individuals to engage in free 
speech, protest and demonstrations, and 
also to challenge police misconduct. We 
are doing that both in advocacy and in 
the courts. The second is to lift up the 
demands of the communities we work 
with in collaboration and different coali-
tions to help create policy change at both 
the state and local level. And the third is 
to use our resources, which are relatively 
significant, including our communica-
tions team, to help elevate and amplify 
the voices of the people in the commu-
nity we’re working with. 

How are those goals translating to leg-
islative actions?

Khanna: We know that there is a lot 
of talk about a legislative special session 
that will be addressing policing. We are 
very active in coalition with partners 
across the state to build momentum and 
hold legislators accountable to the values 
we want to see, so that the laws facilitate 
equitable policing. 

We are ensuring that we are enforcing 
police accountability, that we are elimi-
nating the legal protections that let police 
officers escape consequences, especially 
when it comes to unethical misconduct. 

Part of that is looking at how can we 
end qualified immunity. When looking at 
the entire system, we have to look at how 
to reduce interactions, and more specifi-
cally, racist interactions with Black and 
brown community members between 
police and communities. Part of that has 
to do with the conversation about police 
in schools, part of that has to do with 
being involved in the war on drugs and 
making sure policy reform is being done 
with an equitable lens. 

Gastañaga: When Mike Carey did his 
study on the root causes of crime in Rich-
mond a couple of years ago, we stood up 
and said, “Hey, you know the No. 1 root 
cause of crime is what you choose to call 
a crime.” So if you’re going to call posses-
sion of drugs a crime, instead of decrimi-
nalizing like Portugal has done, then you 

Know Your Rights
Leaders of the 
Virginia ACLU 

discuss the recent 
protests and their 

goals. 
interviewed by               

David Dominique

County Police Department, the former 
department in North Carolina of new 
Richmond Police Chief Gerald Smith.  

The ACLU is actively involved in advo-
cating legislation. In the conversation 
below, Virginia Director Claire Gastañaga 
discusses the possibility of revoking 
qualified immunity for police officers in 
Virginia. Style also interviewed Ashna 
Khanna, the group’s legislative director, 
and Phuong Tran, its digital communica-
tions manager. In short, qualified immu-
nity is a broad limitation on pursuing 
damages against individual police offic-
ers in civil court. Gastañaga believes 
there is a legislative pathway to revoke 
qualified immunity in Virginia. Such a 
change could enable Virginians to pur-
sue lawsuits against police officers in 
state courts.  
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Claire Guthrie Gastañaga, 
executive director of the 
ACLU of Virginia, and Phuong 
Tran, digital communications 
manager, stand in the area 
rechristened by protesters as 
Marcus-David Peters Circle. 
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create the root cause of crime. We are the root to 
the extent that we tolerate that. 

Tran: We have a huge platform that we can 
elevate people and uplift Black and brown queer 
leaders in the community. I think these people 
have been there, speaking out against police vio-
lence for years but they didn’t get the [response] 
they needed. Now we have a momentum – we 
have great energy and we also have a platform 
here with a lot of social media followers. We 
want to elevate the voices that need to be ele-
vated. We want to connect people to local lead-
ers that have been doing the job for a long time, 
like Chelsea Higgs Wise, like Naomi Isaac, like 
the people Style Weekly featured in your “Race 
Capitol Roundtable.”

Another thing that we’ve been doing is to 
share resources like “Know Your Rights” to let 
people know what they can do in police inter-
actions, telling people to use our mobile justice 
app to record police interactions and send it to 
us, and it’s been very helpful to view video. Even 
if we can’t be on the ground every night, we are 
on social media every night. Claire and I work 
closely together to try and find a way to respond 
and to also keep our legal team in the loop with 
what’s going on. 

I want to highlight the importance of social 
media because we are living in the time of a pan-
demic and not everyone is able to be out protest-
ing. People rely on local journalists and every-
one to take pictures of the police to stay vigilant 
of them and to show the video to the public and 
put the problem in the spotlight. 

Is qualified immunity something that can be 
revoked by the Virginia legislature?

Gastañaga: In the case of qualified immu-
nity, that’s a federal law concept that has to do 
with the interpretation of the federal Constitu-
tion. We have a Virginia Constitution, and we 
have Virginia state courts and we have the abil-
ity to say, look, if Congress can’t get their act 

together and fix this nationally, we can 
give Virginians the ability to sue in state 
court over these kinds of things. And we 
can give Virginia the right cause of action 
to enforce the Virginia constitutional 
guarantees. So that’s a good example of 
looking at how much could be resolved 
by policy change locally or just by chang-
ing practices locally and empowering 
local advocates. 

Does your office feel that a change is 
needed in the mayor’s office in November? 

Gastañaga: We don’t do that kind of 
electioneering work, but we are going to 
continue to look at the structural change 
that’s needed and obviously we are going 
to help people understand who is leading 
in the right direction, and who is not lead-
ing in the right direction.

Do you believe that the declarations of 
unlawful assemblies over these past two 
months are fundamentally illegal?

Gastañaga: We believe that there are 
substantial parts of the regulations that 
they’re using as their predicate for the 
unconstitutional police actions they’re 
taking. We have said so since we did our 
big white paper on permitting protests and 
demonstration and filed our comments on 
the original emergency regulations that 
Governor [Terry] McAuliffe proposed. 

What kind of ripple effects are there 
if a civil court agrees that some of these 
enforcements are illegal, but the police 
continue to arrest protesters, as well as 
cause injuries through the deployment of 
chemical weapons, flash-bangs and rub-
ber bullets?

Gastañaga: Well, again the problem 
is with the ways that qualified immunity 

is interpreted in the federal courts now. If a 
court hasn’t said clearly, unequivocally, and 
exactly the right words – that what you did 
was “unconstitutional,” then you can’t be held 
liable until the second time you do it. You 
never have the opportunity to get a court to 
agree if you’re suing for damages when what 
happened was unconstitutional because 
they always deal with qualified immunity 
first. So, you never get the court decision you 
need to go back if they do it again.

What do you see as the stumbling blocks for 
the commonwealth’s attorney in Marcus-David 
Peters’ case, and how have you been involved?

Gastañaga: We were party to a conver-
sation with the commonwealth’s attorney 
where she committed at least to review the 
case again, she refused to commit to any-
thing beyond that in that conversation, but 
that’s where that has to start. We obviously 
support the Marcus Alert idea and the con-
cept that the person that shows up in that 
circumstance needs to be somebody who is 
not a police person and somebody that can 
actually interact with the person who is hav-
ing a mental health crisis. 

I watched that videotape and my personal 
view was that an untrained person got out 
there and did some things that a properly 
trained person would never have done. That 
means he should have been held account-
able for it, and the department should have 
been held accountable. A man who needed 
help was killed. You compare what hap-
pened to him with what happened to the 
white guy who killed three people and ran 
around naked down southwest and man-
aged not to get killed being taken into cus-
tody and arrested for murder. S

Corrections
In the recent Best Of Issue, there was 

an error in the Hair Stylist category: Win-
ner Stephanie Dore is now owner and 
stylist at Meraki. Under Best Barbershop, 
we mistakenly included that Karl’s Bar-
ber Shop offers wet shaves; and Best 
Lawyer winner Michael La Fratta’s cor-
rect address is 1108 E. Main St., Suite 
1002. Style Weekly regrets the errors. 

On a broader note: As our full-time edi-
torial team has gotten smaller in recent 
years, we’ve asked for your ideas to add 
new categories to the Best Of readers’ 
poll. This year, there was more response 
than usual, particularly calling for addi-
tional categories for Black restaurants 
and news figures. In response, we plan 
to add some categories to address this 
disparity and are strongly considering 
bringing back editorial picks next year. 
If you have any additional ideas, you can 
email brent.baldwin@styleweekly.com. 

Thanks for the feedback. 
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Ashna Khanna, legislative director of the ACLU of Virginia, speaks downtown.
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T
he installation of New York artist 
Kehinde Wiley’s “Rumors of War” 
sculpture in front of the Virginia 
Museum of Fine Arts is looking 
more prophetic every day. 

The public sculpture of a modern Afri-
can American man astride a horse took 
its name from a series of paintings Wiley 
created in the early 2000s, while the piece 
was modeled on the nearby J.E.B. Stuart 
monument. Nationally, it was billed as a 
major American artist’s response to Rich-
mond’s nearby Confederate statues, most 
of which have been taken down since 
then – some more gracefully than others. 

Wiley’s statue is the highest profile 
work of art unveiled in Richmond this 
century, so it’s not surprising that one of 
the most memorable signs from the local 
street protests after the killing of George 
Floyd makes reference to Wiley’s work. 
The handwritten, two-sided sign by art-
ist Clifford Chambliss III reads “Rumors 
of War Wasn’t a Rumor.” It was shared 
across countless Instagram feeds and 
captured in news photographs that trave-
led around the world. 

Now the sign has been bought by the 
VMFA for $1,500 and is being archived 
as an artifact from this summer’s social 

unrest. The piece won’t sit on the walls 
of the museum, but anyone who wants to 
research the Wiley work should be able 
to find it.  

“It will be part of the context that 
arises in the aftermath of this installation 
– how the world really responds to this 
piece,” explains Valerie Cassel Oliver, the 
Sydney and Frances Lewis family curator 
of modern and contemporary Art. “This 

artist created it as 
a way of vocalizing 
his own frustrations 
and to speak to the 
moment.”

Oliver agrees the 
VMFA was lucky it 
wasn’t beaten to the 
punch in acquiring 

Chambliss’ powerful sign. Several other 
artifacts from the protests have been 
secured by the Valentine and the Virginia 
Museum of History & Culture. 

The Valentine has collected numerous 
rubber bullets fired at protesters on June 
14, two metal projectiles used against pro-
testers June 26, as well as posters, a spray 
paint can and “one print depicting the 
Lee monument sans horse.” 

Eric Steigleder, marketing director at 
the Valentine, says these kinds of items 
are essential to that museum’s role. 

“[They] become a part of the historic 
fabric of our city and tell profound, impor-
tant and often painful stories,” he says, 
adding that preserving these objects “will 
make it possible to provide context, con-
vey significance and explore this trans-
formative moment in our community for 
future generations of Richmonders.”

For its holdings, the Virginia Museum 
of History & Culture has requested a 
piece of the burned out GRTC bus, as well 
as collecting signs, posters and other per-
sonal artifacts from the protests. 

Regarding the VMFA purchase, Oliver 
refuses to give credence to anyone who 
might read the Rumors sign as a kind of 
encouragement of racial conflict or war.

 “I did not see this as a rally cry for any 
kind of civil war,” she says, adding that nei-
ther Wiley or Chambliss are calling for that. 
“The moment we’re living in is fraught, with 
strong feelings on all sides. But there is no 
doubt that systems set up over the course 
of centuries have served to suppress, 

Artifacts of Change
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The story of one 
of the most visible 

signs from this 
summer’s social 
unrest, recently 

acquired by VMFA. 
by Brent Baldwin

Cliff Chambliss 
holds the sign 
he created while 
standing on the 
pedestal of the 
Robert E. Lee 
statue on June 6.  
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the security that would be needed, she 
adds. Instead she believes that Lee has 
become “the people’s monument” and 
that it should stay where it is, re-contex-
tualized as a people’s park. 

“Just like the Berlin Wall stood for 
a long period of time,” she says. “The 
monuments had to be dismantled. … 
but I personally think that dismantling 
everything is somewhat problematic 
because people need to see what was 
there before.”

She mentions the movement to 
rename the Edmund Pettus Bridge in 
Selma, Alabama, after Rep. John Lewis, 
noting the congressman expressly did 
not want that honor, preferring it to stand 
“as a historic symbol of oppression.” 

The museum laid off 32 part-time 
workers at the end of April because 
of the pandemic. Asked if, as a per-
son of color, Oliver finds the atmos-
phere at the museum diverse enough, 
she says it’s doing better than most 
national museums. 

“We have women of color in lead-
ership capacities – can there be more 
diversity, yeah. But line us up with 
anyone and we will be doing better 
than most, we’re a leader,” she says. 
“Museums are not neutral, they never 
have been.”

National media pundits have 
remarked on the puritanical zeal of 
this moment; that widespread protests 
have taken on a religious fervor. 

Interestingly, the title of Wiley’s 
work likely was taken from a biblical 
passage in Matthew 24: “Ye shall hear 
of wars and rumors of wars: see that 
ye be not troubled: for all these things 
must come to pass, but the end is not 
yet. For nation shall rise against nation, 
and kingdom against kingdom: and 
there shall be famines and pestilences, 
and earthquakes in diverse places. All 
these are the beginning of sorrows.”

With his title, Wiley intended “to 
cast a wide net,” Oliver says.  

“He talks about in a circular way: the 
heroicness of those who are engaged 
in battle. He really doesn’t want to 
close the interpretative space. It speaks 

to the underdog, the believer, that you 
will be persecuted, there will be wars and 
rumors of wars. But in the end, if you’re a 
believer, you will be victorious.”

For his follow-up, Chambliss says he 
will be launching the online shop Trin-
ity, which he describes as “small-batch 
apparel, photography and wall art.” 

For now, he’s simply humbled this his 
sign has become closely associated with 
this moment in our nation’s history. 

“I know my ancestors are looking down 
and feeling very, very proud,” he says. S
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undermine and disenfranchise the 
African American community. [These 
are] now being scrutinized and seen 
in ways they never have been seen 
before. I think you have to see it within 
that context.”

A native of Richmond, Chamb-
liss, 36, comes from a long line of 
civil rights activists, so it’s under-
standable that he prefers the term 
patriots to protesters. 

He attended Richmond Public 
Schools through the eighth grade, 
then Maggie L. Walker Governor’s 
School for high school, where a 
photojournalism class had a strong 
impact, he says, teaching him to tell 
stories through images. 

After attending Hampton Univer-
sity for college and grad school, he 
worked in marketing and advertising 
in Richmond before studying intellec-
tual property at the Catholic Univer-
sity of America. He currently works 
for the U.S. Copyright Office in Wash-
ington, but still lives in Richmond. 

Chambliss has been involved 
in the local arts community since 
he was young, he says, first playing 
music then transitioning to visual 
arts with his photography in high 
school. In college, his work turned 
to apparel and sewing as well as 
screenprinting. His interest in Wiley 
has been developing for years. He 
first became acquainted with the 
“Rumors of War” painting series dur-
ing a retrospective show of Wiley’s 
work at VMFA in 2016.  He says that 
he photographed the “Rumors of 
War” statue in New York before it 
was moved to Richmond, where he 
shot the local unveiling. 

Chambliss went out shirtless to 
protest June 3 to “let his Black skin 
be a part of the sign,” he says. He was 
hoping photographers and other art-
ists would notice. 

“Coming from a family active in 
the civil rights movement, I knew I 
had to get out there and be a part of 
the peaceful protests,” he recalls. “I 
was thinking about themes of Richmond 
and thought of ‘Rumors.’ The war on 
police brutality, the war on Black lives, it 
all resonated that rumors of war wasn’t a 
rumor.”

However, he was shocked when his 
sign garnered worldwide exposure and 
he got requests for an interview from 
Agence France Presse. The image went 
everywhere from Canada and France to 
Kenya, he says, covered by ABC, NBC 
News and Forbes.  

Most of the feedback was positive, 

though some people had questions.  
“[In person] a couple people had more 

questions about it, they weren’t necessary 
expressing dissatisfaction,” he says, add-
ing that it was eye-opening to see the com-
ments on the museum’s online post about 
the purchase. “I’m not trying to incite a 
war, but there is some kind of prophecy 
in it, or foresight, even in the statue itself. 
Some people are asking, is it really art? 
You have to look at it as a thread within 
the larger artwork.”

“That’s what art is supposed to do. 

Shake things up, create a dialogue, and I 
would say that was achieved.”

Is there is any work of living art 
more important in Richmond right now 
then the Lee statue, covered in layers of 
contextual graffiti? 

When asked if the VMFA would ever 
consider acquiring it, were it available 
from the state -- Oliver laughs and says 
there would have no place to put the 
60-foot-high monument. And that’s not 
taking into consideration moving it or 

Chambliss and VMFA curator Valerie Cassel Oliver in front of Kehinde Wiley’s “Rumors of 
War” statue in a more recent photo provided by the museum. 
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A longtime activist 
and voice against 
racism gives his 
thoughts on how 

Richmond can 
move forward. 
by Peter Begans

Toward 
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As the nation approaches the 
most critical election in memory, 
one in which race plays a dominant 
role, many are wondering how Rich-
mond can move forward from fiery pro-
test to permanent progress. 

We asked the Rev. Ben Campbell, 
an Episcopal minister, author and for-
mer director of Richmond Hill Retreat 
Center, now in his 50th year advocating 
for racial justice. 

He began by explaining the differ-
ence between insult racism and struc-
tural racism. 

“It’s one thing to be called a name, to 
be stopped by a cop for no reason. Those 
are degrees of insult racism,” he says. “But 
we are dealing with this other thing that is 
so baked into the culture.” 

Just as a sore on your face might 

Toward HEALING
One of the city’s 

best-known 
activists and 

scholars talks 
about what needs 

to be done to fix 
systemic racism in 

Richmond. 
by Peter Begans

indicate whether your body has cancer, 
the Lee Monument is an indication of a 
deeper problem underneath. “The big 
issue of Black Lives Matter and George 
Floyd is whether [the movement] can go 
deeper,” he says. 

Now approaching 80 
years old, Campbell is a 
vibrant and respected white 
voice against racism, distin-
guished by his groundbreak-
ing authorship and untiring 
activism. 

He can still be found at public meetings 
proposing solutions to unite metropolitan 
Richmond, whether through new subur-
ban bus routes he champions as chairman 
and president of the board of directors 
for Greater Richmond Transit Co., or addi-
tional housing for low-income residents as 

an alternative to the Navy Hill project. 
 “What we’ve done in the last 50 years 

in America and last 10 years in the metro 
Richmond area is to get rid of super-
ficial signs of the underlying cancer,” 

he explains. “Not in an insig-
nificant way. We have greater 
racial mixing in employment 
... in public officials and even 
in some classrooms, although 
very slightly.”  

He cites the naming of 
Arthur Ashe Boulevard, the Vir-

ginia Museum of Fine Arts’ installation 
of “Rumors of War,” the contextualized 
exhibits at the Virginia Museum of His-
tory & Culture and the growth of the Black 
History Museum and Cultural Center of 
Virginia as signs of progress. He applauds 
emerging examples of regional coopera-
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The Rev. Benjamin 
Campbell, author 
of “Richmond’s 
Unhealed History,” 
is in his 50th year 
of advocating for 
racial justice. 
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Volume XXXVIII, No. 42tion such as new bus routes to the suburbs 
and the sharing of a health director, Danny 
T.K. Avula, between Richmond and Henrico, 
enormously helpful during the coronavirus 
pandemic. 

Most important, in the wake of the sum-
mer uprisings “we are going to have some 
significant results in terms of police account-
ability,” he points out. But Campbell adds 
there seems to be “a tremendous rigidity” 
against changing anything beyond that. 

As an example, he cites Armstrong High 
School in the city’s East End: “In 150 years, 
Armstrong High School has not moved. In 
fact, it has moved backward, which is stun-
ning, but that gives you a sense of what we 
are dealing with. That’s cultural racism.”

Campbell says he would trade four Lee 
statues for one properly funded Armstrong 
High School. 

“I have made that statement to Black and 
white friends over the last three years and 
everyone has always nodded their heads, 
‘of course.’”

I first met the Rev. Ben Campbell 
through the University of Richmond’s 
Osher Lifelong Learning program. His 
course, along with his book “Richmond’s 
Unhealed History,” from 2011 offered a bril-
liant examination of what the European 
conquerors and their descendants had 
done, generation after generation, to seize 
and retain power on the banks of the James, 
starting in 1607. From auction block to plan-
tation, Campbell relayed how whites built 
their thriving pre-Civil War economy on the 
backs of Blacks.

Perhaps most revealing in Campbell’s 
six-week course was what happened after 

the Capital of the Confederacy collapsed in 
flames, its enslaved people now free. There 
arose from the ashes the Lost Cause move-
ment, conceived in part by a senior editor of 
the daily newspaper Richmond Examiner, 
which brought the Confederate statues to 
Monument Avenue and more importantly, 
established a rigid caste of second-class citi-
zenship for Blacks. 

The post-Civil War generation wove 
an ingenious web of laws to gerrymander 
blacks into jurisdictions like Jackson Ward 
and strip them, via poll tax and literacy test, 
of the right to vote. Succeeding generations 
of whites defunded the schools, segregated 
the transportation system and destroyed 
Black neighborhoods through redlining 
and slum clearance. In place of histori-
cally Black neighborhoods came “urban 
redevelopment” -- public housing in tightly 
configured areas ringed by interstates that 
acted like barbed wire to keep low-income 
Blacks inside. 

Campbell revealed how much of this 
strategy -- from the Lost Cause to Massive 
Resistance, championed by the city’s two 
daily newspapers, was conceived in Rich-
mond for export throughout the South. He 
outlined how much of it, from segregated 
schools and public housing to limited public 
transportation, remains intact today. 

Campbell is a seventh generation Virgin-
ian, deeply entwined with his state’s his-
tory. His great-grandfather taught geology at 
Washington College, now Washington and 
Lee University, in Lexington and lived next 
door to its president, Robert E. Lee. Lee died 
of a stroke in 1870, becoming the lasting face 
of the Lost Cause. The Campbells chose a 
much different path. Ben’s father became a 

civil rights lawyer who litigated the desegre-
gation of the Norfolk public schools in the 
late 1950s, the only integration case brought 
by whites in Virginia. Campbell’s mother, the 
daughter of a Moravian bishop, served on the 
Arlington County School Board that voluntar-
ily desegregated its schools in 1956. An angry 
state legislature soon stripped the board of its 
charter and reinstated segregation to achieve 
its goal of massive resistance.  Campbell’s 
father repaid the Byrd Machine by winning 
the state’s one-person, one-vote case in 1964.

Young Campbell received his undergrad-
uate degree in political science at Williams 
College and a master’s degree in theology 
as a Rhodes scholar from Queen’s College, 
Oxford. Ordained an Episcopal priest in 
1966, he arrived in Richmond in 1970 as 
federal courts were pressing to desegregate 
its public schools. The courts also struck 
down Richmond’s at-large selection of City 
Council members and created the current 
geographic districts, giving control to the 
Black majority, something white Richmond 
had avoided for decades. Many whites voted 
with their feet for the suburbs and counties 
soon persuaded the legislature to eliminate 
the city’s ability to annex additional land 
and population. That locked the inner city 
within its present boundaries and limited 
Richmond’s economic growth. Debt accu-
mulated. Schools quickly re-segregated. 

Amid the turmoil over school integration 
and political control, Campbell determined to 
play a role. He placed his children in the city’s 
public schools. He also became an active com-
batant against construction of the Downtown 
Expressway for environmental, economic, 
preservation and transportation reasons. 

“I became convinced that you couldn’t 
talk about Christianity without talking about 
racial equity,” he explains. “Virginia claim-
ing to be Christian and following racial dis-
crimination was unbearable hypocrisy. I 
decided I had to work as a servant of Christ 
for the healing of the community.” 

This mission immediately proved difficult. 
Appointed to the board of the not-for-profit 
Historic Richmond Foundation, Campbell 
says he recommended integrating the group 
and was bounced as a director after his term 
expired. Over the ensuing years, Campbell 
helped to form two community groups – the 
Richmond Urban Institute and Home Base 
Inc. – to bring whites and Blacks together to 
improve education, housing and transporta-
tion. While the report he produced on redlin-
ing in 1985 proved to be groundbreaking, 
other efforts met with only mixed success. 

These setbacks were accompanied by 
personal challenges – divorce and a battle 
with alcoholism. Campbell was feeling at the 
end of his rope. He says that he appealed to 
God to grant him a pass on his public com-
mitments. God refused, Campbell says, and 
told him to get back to work. 

Campbell does not know how, exactly, 
Campbell at Richmond Hill in September 2010. 
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but his personal crisis resolved itself and 
he was instrumental in raising $11 million 
to create the Christian interracial group, 
Richmond Hill. Over the next decades, 
this residential community and spiritual 
retreat center would begin to help heal 
the city’s racial injuries through prayer 
and action. Campbell and his interfaith 
allies mobilized thousands of volunteers 
to aid Richmond’s public schools through 
the Micah Initiative. It created grassroots 
support for regional public transporta-
tion now known as RVA Rapid Transit. 
Perhaps closest to Campbell’s heart, 
Richmond Hill formed the Armstrong 
Leadership Program to mentor, tutor and 
financially support young leaders in the 
area’s most challenged high school.

“It was quite remarkable the things 
he championed,” says the Rev. Joel 
Blunk, who is now Richmond Hill’s 
co-pastoral director. “So many times it 
looked like they were going to fail. But 
Ben is a unique person with a lot of 
energy and perseverance.”  

Campbell retired in 2016. Today Rich-
mond Hill carries on the programs he 
founded, and the community continues to 
pray daily for the city’s healing. Campbell 
believes that complete healing will not 
occur until the entire metro region – 1,200 
square miles and 1.2 million people – 
share the greater city’s common problems 
and common wealth. In Campbell’s per-
fect world, metro Richmond would be one 
political and tax jurisdiction, governed by 
one set of political leaders, responsive to 
all residents. He understands that struc-
ture is currently prohibited by state law 
and will not happen soon, or perhaps ever. 
But the people within those separate juris-

dictions – rich and poor, Black and white, 
urban and suburban – must find ways to 
ameliorate the “systemic racism (that) is 
like an enormous dam that has been built 
around the races.” 

 Together, leaders must find ways to 
heal the city.

Campbell at the launch of the GRTC Pulse service in 2018. Today he notes that 
Richmond has the smallest public transportation footprint for any city of more 
than a million people worldwide. He would remedy this with a fully effective 
network, some 120 to 150 miles, across major metropolitan arteries. 

Campbell believes that a museum at the Lumpkin’s Jail site is necessary “to tell the truth about the Constitution and the 
ideals of this country and their failings, and the need for redemption.” He also believes the site would become a major 
tourist attraction. 

Six Ways to Reduce Structural Rac-
ism in Richmond

First, Campbell would challenge the 
funding mechanism for public education. 

“The amount of money necessary to 
support equitable public education is 
inversely proportional to the income of 
the persons receiving it,” he explains. 
“That’s because income is a direct indica-
tion of literacy.”  Campbell would require 
a portion of the property tax in all metro 
Richmond jurisdictions go into a com-
mon pool and be distributed by need. It 
is separate tax jurisdictions which, Camp-
bell says, enshrine inequality. 

Second, Campbell would develop a 
fully effective network of public transpor-
tation – 120 to 150 miles in all – across all 
major metropolitan arteries. 

“What that does is enable effective 
economic sharing without jurisdictional 
change,” he says. Campbell posits that 
public transportation is worth $5,000 a 
year to a low-income employee by elimi-
nating the need to own and maintain a 
car. That could increase take-home pay 
by 20 to 30%, he asserts. Bus expansion 
opens both education and economic 
opportunities.

“Do you know that until this [recent] 
Chesterfield [bus] line was put down 
Jefferson Davis Highway, that our major 
community colleges were not accessi-

ble by public transportation?  And those 
[institutions] are created to help people 
get their first job. But it’s Catch-22. You 
can’t get there. I’m saying this stuff like it’s 
normal – but it’s criminal!”

A third goal for Campbell would be 
housing. He cites federal housing policy 
from the 1930s through the 1980s that pro-
vided whites with capital through favora-
ble home loan programs while subjecting 
Blacks to redlining and urban renewal. 
Today, the national median wealth of 
a white family is 13 times that of a Black 
family, according to the Pew Research 
Center, using figures from the 2016 Federal 
Reserve Survey of Consumer Finances.

 “That’s what we are talking about when 
we talk about structural inequity. We have 
to find some way to deliver housing equity 
to this generation of Black folks.”  Camp-
bell would advance affordable housing 
by requiring that all jurisdictions mandate 
builders to include low- and moderate-
income dwellings in exchange for multiple 
unit building permits. 

“You just can’t build middle and upper 
income [housing]. You have to build 
something else as well and try to mix 
it in.” Citing a deficit of 20,000 units of 
affordable housing in the Richmond area, 
Campbell insists: “This is a public need. 
We can’t afford not to do that.” 

A fourth Campbell proposal directly 
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concerns the state as a Richmond landlord.
“I would make the State of Virginia 

pay the equivalent of property taxes in 
the City of Richmond. To have your larg-
est employer pay no taxes is “just devas-
tating.” 

Though acknowledging that the state 
does make a payment in lieu of taxes, 
Campbell argues “that’s under 5% of the 
equivalent, for police and fire. It’s not 
a serious contribution – and nobody 
thinks it is.”

Fifth, Campbell would transition Rich-
mond’s overflowing prison population to 
productive work. 

“I honestly believe that at least 50 to 
60% of the people we have in prison, if 
they were employed tomorrow, would be 
no public issue,” Campbell says. 

He envisions a group of public or 
nonprofit programs as bridge employers, 
targeting a public purpose. They could 
incorporate training modules to transi-
tion people to the next step. “We’ve got 
to find ways to help people lead a straight 
life and a decent life when they come 
out,” he says.

Finally, Campbell says that we need to 
build a major museum to the downriver 
slave trade in Shockoe Bottom. 

Over the years, Campbell has sup-
ported the Richmond Slave Trail Com-
mission’s work, including the excavation 
of Lumpkin’s Jail where thousands of 
slaves were held before auction. Camp-
bell believes that not only is a museum at 
the Lumpkin site needed “to tell the truth 
about the Constitution and the ideals of 
this country and its failing, and the need 
for redemption,” but he believes it will be 
a major tourist attraction and good for the 
local economy. 

This summer Mayor Levar Stoney 
committed between $25 million to $50 
million in seed money to advance the 
museum. Writing in the Sept. 15 issue of 
Style, Campbell proclaimed: “Monument 
Avenue has had its day. Monument Valley 
(Shockoe) is Richmond’s future.”

All this begs the question: Would 
Campbell advocate for reparations?

“The business of reparations is mis-
stated,” he says. “We don’t need to hand 
money to people. But we do need to 
find some way of building a more equi-
table context.”

Surveys show the Black Lives Mat-
ter movement and the coronavirus 
pandemic have made Americans more 
dissatisfied with how Blacks are treated 
in this country. 

But has it convinced enough of us, 
especially those who are white, to “pen-
etrate the dam” that Campbell sees sepa-
rating the races? 

Despite the Democrat-dominated 
Virginia legislature’s progress on police 
policy, the city has yet to fulfill Camp-
bell’s expansive vision, expressed in 
“Richmond’s Unhealed History,” of a met-
ropolitan city with “the power to claim 
its destiny in the world as a laboratory of 
racial and social justice – a city of once-
great division and injustice where the 
races were reconciled by honesty, integ-
rity and truth.”  

There is a great deal of work left to do, 
he admits. 

“So many white people spend so much 
time trying to prove they’re not racist. But 
we are embedded in this [racist] system … 
this sickness” that “is part of our history.”  

Citing the work of author Ibram X. 
Kendi, who grew up in Prince William 
County, Campbell advises that the only 
question is whether you’re opposed to 
racism or not. 

“It takes risk to help change it,” Camp-
bell says. “You have to be prepared to 
get beat up if you want to do anything of 
value, and you have to know it may not 
have anything to do with you. Black peo-
ple have had to learn that or they wouldn’t 
have stayed with it. 

“White people have to learn that, too, 
and not be so upset about it, because it’s a 
nasty deal and it’s bigger than all of us.” S
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chairman and 
president of the 
board of directors 
for GRTC. 



3

D
ecem

ber 30
, 20

20
    sty

le w
eek

ly

see 2020 on page 4

T
he year 2020 started off hope-
ful enough. We’d welcomed 
our third son three days before 
Christmas 2019. The new year 
found me and my husband slog-

ging through the newborn days bleary 
eyed, exhausted, but entirely enamored 
with our healthy baby boy. In January, 
our family enjoyed “our” month as we 
always do. All of us except the baby – me, 
my husband and our two oldest sons – 
were born in January, my birthday last in 
the lineup. Our wedding anniversary is 
the third day of the month. For us, Janu-
ary sets a tone of love, celebration and 
unity that buoys us through the first part 
of the year, brightening even the grayest 
days of winter.

This year was altogether different.

Kobe Bryant and his daughter Gianna 
perished with seven others in a helicop-
ter crash in California on Jan. 26, the day 
before my 34th birthday. Though far from 
a basketball fan, the dramatic death of 
the sports superstar – a tragedy like that 
so early in the new year – shook me. It felt 
like an omen.

I started hearing and reading about 
the mysterious new virus developing in 
China in February. Conflicting reports 
made it hard to discern fact from fiction, 
and, busy caring for our new baby and 
juggling parenting duties for our 5-year-
old and 2-year-old boys with my husband, 
I didn’t dig too deep. I wanted to tune out 
of the news for a bit anyway, honestly, 
tired of hearing about the president’s lat-
est capers and his impending impeach-

ment. I told a friend around that time that 
many Americans, including me, probably 
have political post-traumatic stress disor-
der from the horrifying clown show that is 
our presidential administration. 

Over the last four years, we all wit-
nessed the White House 
erupt in scandals, again 
and again. We all wit-
nessed at least 26 women 
accuse the president of 
sexual assault over a span 
of several decades, and 
we witnessed the president deny, dodge 
and ignore their claims. We witnessed 
thousands of brown-skinned children 
forcibly separated from their parents at 
the U.S. border with Mexico and dumped 
into cages inside detention facilities, at 

the direction of our government. We 
witnessed the president call violent 
white supremacists “nice people,” 
and we witnessed his administra-
tion’s dismantling of hard-fought 
civil and human rights protec-
tions. There are too many taumas 
to name. Even so, what I could not 
have known in January was how 
much more trauma was to come. 

In February, 25-year-old Ahmaud 
Arbery, while jogging, was chased 
down and shot dead like a rabid 
dog in the street. His killers, a 
white father and son, would not 
be arrested for months. Meanwhile 
the untimely death of another unarmed 
Black man enraged me and millions of 
other African Americans. We are tired 
of seeing Black people die like Ahmaud 
Arbery, like Phildando Castile, like 
Michael Brown, like Botham Jean, like 
Bronna Taylor, like George Floyd, like 
Marcus-David Peters – these terrifying, 
sudden, violent deaths, wholly unde-
served. “To be a Negro in this country 
and to be relatively conscious is to be in 
a state of rage almost, almost all of the 
time. ...” Never have the words of writer 
and intellectual giant James Baldwin felt 
more real to me. When the coronavirus 
bloomed full force in March, I was indeed 
enraged and exhausted. 

It didn’t take long to realize that the 
virus was disproportionately impacting 
Black and brown folks in America. Five 
cousins on my dad’s side of the family con-
tracted COVID, two dying from it before 
the end of the summer. Several members 
of my small, rural Hanover County church 
caught it; some were hospitalized, and 
some died. It seemed like every Black per-
son I talked to knew someone personally 

who died from COVID-19. 
In Richmond, as of April 15 
every person who died from 
coronavirus was Black. The 
pandemic became a singular 
challenge for Black people, 
already daily navigating sys-

temic racism in every sector, limited socio-
economic opportunities, and a justice 
system that left us with no justice, just us. 
Is it any wonder, then, why thousands of 
organized protests nationwide demanded 

P
ER

S
O

N
A

L 
ES

SA
Y

A Year of Rage 
and Reflection by Samantha Willis

Hundreds gathered at 
City Hall on June 2 to 
protest the police’s 
use of tear gas on 
protesters. 
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2020 from page 3
justice for us this year, louder than ever 
before?

As coronavirus spread like Califor-
nia wildfire this spring, schools and day 
cares shuttered, along with most offices 
and nonessential businesses. With all 
three of our young children at home full 
time, it was impossible for me and my 
husband to work at first. All of us felt a 
bit adrift, untethered from the routines 
of our life. Those spring days were long 
and hard for everyone. It always seemed 
to be mealtime, and I felt like I was clean-
ing constantly because the kids’ messes 
only added to our household’s stress. The 
government’s botched deployment of 
pandemic relief measures left many fami-
lies without recourse when it came to 
education and child care. I was one of the 
2.2 million women who left their careers 
this year, many of us forced to care for 
our children full time. I feel fortunate that 
I was able to start writing again in the 
summer, my boys often interrupting my 
phone interviews or Zoom meetings with 
editors. Some moms will never return to 
their careers, the effects of which remain 
to be seen.

By autumn, our family had gotten our 
groove back, settling into a new normal 
that included home schooling, socially 
distanced play dates and virtual events 
galore. I didn’t get my stimulus check until 
the day before the presidential election in 
November. Our family has been financially 
secure this year, thankfully. Staring at that 
measly check emblazoned with the presi-
dent’s signature, I wondered how other 
people who’d lost their jobs or racked up 
medical debt during the pandemic would 
make it on a one-time payment of $1,200? 
Experts agree that the pandemic’s eco-
nomic fallout is unprecedented.

This is usually the part of the essay 
where the writer ties everything together 
and points out the silver lining. Though 
I’m not inclined to gloss things over, 2020 
hasn’t been all bad, surely. In my home-
town of Hanover County, leaders finally, 
if reluctantly, changed our racist school 
names. I am heartened by community-
driven efforts to heal and help, like the 
Resiliency Garden Initiative, which builds 
raised garden beds and supplies them to 
Richmonders who may be facing food 
insecurity, at no cost. We’re learning hard 
lessons about health disparities here in 
Richmond and how the coronavirus exac-
erbated the unequal care Black and Latino 
people recieve. I’m hopeful these lessons 
will transform into action. 2020 was a year 
unlike any we’ve ever seen, but with its 
end comes a familiar, fresh beginning. 

The new year, as always, offers us the 
chance to learn, to grow, to change as we 
must. When 2021 comes, I’ll be ready. S

T
he prospect of death and death 
itself have been unifying themes 
in both our nation and region 
this year like no time since 
World War II or Vietnam. 

Too many people have suffered 
or been lost to the coronavirus. But 
as 2020 becomes history we are also 
reminded of others who moved to differ-
ent seats in the bleachers of the universe 
after long careers and fruitful service. We 
each can make our own lists of those we 
will miss, but the following is a list of a 
few late personalities who shined espe-

cially brightly in our community. 
Gloria Weiner-Adams, who died at 

89 on Feb. 5, created a nexus of fashion 
and retail at Saxon Shoes, the retailer that 
her first husband, Jules “Jack” Weiner, 
opened in 1953 on East Grace Street 
downtown. Over the years, the stylish 
Casablanca, Morocco, native expanded 
the family business’ retail mix to become 
the suburban draw it remains at Short 
Pump Town Center.

Preddy D. Ray Sr., who died at 69 on 
March 14, was into historic preservation. In 
1981, the Richmond native and Carver resi-

dent founded the nonprofit Task Force for 
Historic Preservation of the Minority Com-
munity. Ray secured a grant from the Ford 
Foundation to assist in his work in Church 
Hill and Jackson Ward. Establishing com-
munity gardens was also a passion. 

Tazewell County-born businessman 
and contemporary art collector William 
A. “Bill” Royall Jr. died June 25 at 74. 
He settled here in 1969 while promot-
ing the gubernatorial campaign of A. 
Linwood Holton and later served in the 
Gov. John Dalton administration. Soon 

In Memoriam: 2020
Our community is the sum of its parts. Here’s part one of a 

look back at some special individuals we lost in 2020. 
by Edwin Slipek

see In Memoriam on page 5
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Gloria Weiner-Adams William A. “Bill” Royall Jr.

Daryl Grove John H. Hager Dr. Diane Elaine Harris Marsh


