
By Leah Fabel
Examiner Staff Writer

Catapults will sling and hackey-
sacks will soar this afternoon as the 
University of Maryland hosts a na-
tional engineering design compe-
tition focused on attracting high 
school-aged minorities to the grow-
ing profession.

But “catapult” is too imprecise a 
term for these fledgling physicists.

 “A catapult is pulled and then let 
go,” explained Tariq Blakey, a soph-
omore at Bethesda-Chevy Chase 
High School. “A trebuchet works on 
its own weight.”

Blakey and his team huddled 
around a large table in a universi-
ty physics lab strewn with wood-
en blocks, screw bolts, hot glue and 
twine, putting the finishing touches 
on their 2-foot contraption to go up 
against more than a dozen others in 
today’s battle.

Nearby, another team experiment-
ed with attaching a sling to a piece of 
rope tied to their trebuchet’s arm, es-
sentially extending the arm and gain-
ing critical leverage for the launch.

“If we could see whose could 
knock the other ones down, that’d 
be pretty cool,” said Jacob Lefler, a 
junior at Silver Spring’s Kennedy 
High School. 

Behind the medieval-style ex-
citement, the university is using 
the event to attract more blacks 
and Hispanics to its engineering 
programs.

Current minority enrollment 
numbers are depressing, said Bruk 
Berhane of the university’s Center 
for Minorities in Science and Engi-
neering. Of 600 students in next fall’s 
freshman engineering class, only 47 
are Hispanic and only 25 are black.

To combat the trends, the center 
is focusing on reaching minority stu-
dents at a younger age through ini-
tiatives like this summer’s first-time 
engineering camp for 30 area stu-
dents, culminating in today’s com-
petition.

According to groups like the Ar-

lington-based National Society for 
Black Engineers, the efforts are 
paying off. In two years, their mem-
bership has doubled to 30,283, said 
coordinator Latoya LiGonde. Ju-
nior membership for middle and 
high school students has tripled, 
she said. 

“It’s our generation’s job to get 
more minorities in engineering,” said 
Annekia Harding, a trebuchet-build-
ing junior from Springdale’s Flowers 
High School. “We have to be force-
ful about it.”

Harding rattled off physics formu-
las, without forgetting the most im-
portant task at hand.

“We going to storm some castles 
later,” she said.
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Fledgling physicists fire away at U.Md.
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U.S. ARMY

By William C. Flook
Examiner Staff Writer

A site favored for the U.S. Ar-
my’s national museum would wipe 
out half of a Fort Belvoir golf course 
touted as one of the region’s only af-
fordable facilities for many military 
retirees, prompting the vets to push 
for saving the endangered holes.

The Gunston Course, one of Bel-
voir’s two 18-hole courses, is the top 
candidate to be home to the Na-
tional Museum of the U.S. Army, 
planned to contain about 150,000 
square feet of exhibits and cost 
$200 million.

Patrons of Belvoir’s recreational 
facilities are distressed by the ex-
pected destination of the museum, 
especially after they lost the base’s 
South 9 course to construction of a 
new military hospital.

“There are many retirees who go 
to the golf courses — they consider 
it a way of life,” said Ronald Snyder, a 
retired Army colonel and member of 
Concerned MWR Patrons, a group 
seeking to preserve the course.

“When the South 9 course was 
lost, there were many people that 
were very disturbed, very up in 
arms over it,” he said. “We just feel 

that to take and erode military ben-
efits when there is a viable alterna-
tive is not the right thing to do.”

Both sides say they’re working to-
gether toward a mutually beneficial 
resolution that could involve moving 
the lost 9 holes at Gunston to an ad-
jacent spot. But it’s unclear exactly 
who would carry out the relocation 
and pay for it.

“We’re just trying to build a mu-
seum,” said museum spokeswoman 
Lt. Col. Diane Varhola. “We consider 
the golfing community. ... We’re just 
kind of limited in what we can do.”

The Army is considering three 
sites at Belvoir for the museum, 
though the Gunston site is consid-
ered the best. A report detailing 
all three is expected by the end of 
July.

The museum was once slated to 
sit across the street from the South 
9 course. But after a scandal involv-
ing shoddy outpatient care broke at 
Walter Reed Hospital, Congress or-
dered construction of the medical 
facilities that would replace Walter 
Reed at its 2011 closure to be expe-
dited. 

That meant the Army needed to 
find a quick, suitable spot for the 
new DeWitt hospital, and chose the 
South 9 course. 
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Golfers, museum 
fight over Belvoir

By Scott McCabe
Examiner Staff Writer

Four D.C. residents have filed a 
lawsuit to stop the District’s contro-
versial military-style checkpoints 
used to bar outsiders from crime-
ridden neighborhoods.

The lawsuit asserts that the road-
blocks are unconstitutional, and 
seeks to eliminate the data collect-
ed from law-abiding residents who 
tried to drive through the Trinidad 
neighborhood early this month, said 
plaintiffs’ attorney Mara Verheyden-
Hilliard of the Partnership for Civ-
il Justice.

“The complete program is flatly 
unconstitutional,” she said.

The District created the first 
“neighborhood safety zones” in the 
Trinidad neighborhood in North-
east Washington earlier this month 
to fight crime.

Police used roadblocks to fun-
nel vehicles to a checkpoint at 
1400 Montcello Avenue, where offi-
cers demanded drivers’ IDs, asked 
where they were going and turned 
away those who didn’t live there or 
have a “legitimate purpose” for vis-
iting, such as a doctor’s appointment 
or a church visit.

Police say they turned away 46 
of the more than 700 vehicles that 
tried to pass through checkpoints. 
One person was arrested for driving 

with an open alcoholic container.
William Robinson, a retired 

teacher who for 50 years has lived 
on Montello Avenue, one block from 
the checkpoint, was told he could 
not drive to his home without pro-
viding his driver’s license, accord-
ing to the lawsuit.

Community organizer Linda 
Leaks told police she was taking 
political materials to a meeting 
but was barred from proceeding 
when she would not provide infor-
mation about the meeting, the law-
suit said.

“The District’s military-style 
roadblock system ... is neither con-
stitutional, nor effective,” the law-
suit said. 

“There is an urgent need to tack-
le the problems of violence, street 
crime, unemployment and educa-
tion. This roadblock does not ad-
dress any of them.”

District officials defended the 
program, noting that there were no 
shootings in the neighborhood dur-
ing the six-day operation. D.C. Po-
lice Chief Cathy Lanier testified ear-
lier this week that she would use the 
checkpoints again. 

Interim Attorney General Pe-
ter Nickles said the complaint read 
more like an editorial than a legal 
document.

“It’s overblown and full of rheto-
ric,” Nickles said. “This is not a po-
lice state.”
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Residents sue over D.C. checkpoints
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High school students launch a tennis ball with their trebuchet at the University of 
Maryland’s Center for Minorities in Science and Engineering. – Andrew Harnik/Examiner
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