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Fairfax County’s Sports Scene: Chelsey Dunham is South County’s Star Softball Pitcher and High School Scholar
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It had been a wet spring, but on Friday, May 15, no rain was falling. The temperature was 75 at 7 p.m. game time. Humidity hung in the air like a midsummer night. It was perfect for softball, especially for a pitcher trying to keep her arm loose.

Chelsey Dunham, star right-hander for South County Secondary School, stood on the mound. Her team needed a win to go on to the Patriot District championship game, scheduled for the following Monday. With head down, Dunham appeared to be in deep concentration. Then, head up, a stare toward home plate, she placed her right foot on the pitching rubber. In one fluid motion, Dunham’s arm swung into her windup as she pushed off her right leg and shifted her weight to her left thrusting towards home plate. In what seemed like a split second, the ball landed in the catcher’s mitt with a resounding thud. “Strike,” yells the umpire.

For almost 13 years, 17-year-old high school junior Chelsey Dunham shared twin passions—dancing and softball. But then, she says, “Softball took over. I just love the game.”

By the time the 115-pound, 5 6 teenager pitched her team into the semifinals against West Potomac on that Friday evening, the South County Stallions had compiled a 2009 record of 20 and 1. In all 20 wins, Dunham was the winning pitcher. Stallions coach Al Thompson says to that point she had pitched 15 shutouts and four no-hitters, including three perfect games.

So after Dunham struck out the first batter she faced, the West Potomac coach called for a bunt, hoping to get a runner on base. But South County is a good fielding team, and the result was a putout at first. Dunham struck out the next batter for the third out. South County scored three runs in their half of the first, and Dunham and her team kept the Wolverines from scoring for the next six innings. South County added two runs in the fifth inning for a final score of 5-0. Dunham had her 16th shutout of the 2009 season.

The 2009 season was no fluke. In 2008, Dunham pitched six shutouts and five no-hitters. In 2007 and 2008, Dunham was named All District Pitcher of the Year; and All Region Pitcher of the Year in 2008. She was named to the All State 2nd Team in 2008 and named the All Region Tournament Team Pitcher and MVP, 2008. The night before Dunham took the mound in the semifinals against West Potomac, she was named All District Pitcher of the Year for 2009, achieving that distinction for three years running.

When asked if she could recreate one dramatic moment, one highlight of her 2009 season so far, Dunham said, “For me its one game, one batter, and one pitch at a time; no one game stands out. I play a lot of ball, spring, summer and fall. I pitch multiple times per week. In winter, I practice almost every weekend.”

Dunham started playing softball when she was six, and started pitching when she was eight. She played in the Northern Virginia Girls Softball Association House League from 1998 to 2003. Now, in addition to high school softball, Dunham plays elite travel softball.

“Hard work and dedication, lots of practice, great coaches, conditioning, stamina, athleticism and an aggressive approach to the game,” says Dunham about her success on the softball diamond. But if she had to pick one outstanding attribute, she says it is “the ability to focus.”

It has been plenty of hard work. The high school softball season is taxing enough with two to three seven-inning games per week, in addition to regular practice with the team. In the off season, Dunham puts in pitching practice every other day, takes private pitching lessons, trains with the Velocity Sports Performance system two days per week and plays tournament travel softball every weekend.

With all that, one might marvel that she is also an A+ student with a 4.0+ grade point average, but that ability to focus translates into successful academics as well. Math and science are her favorite courses. This year, she is taking an honors course in pre-calculus, advanced placement chemistry, anatomy, advanced placement language, a history honors course, Spanish 4 and computer graphics.

When asked how she felt about going into the championship game on Monday, Dunham said with obvious delight in her eyes, “I’m excited.”

She remained excited, but focused. On Monday, May 19, she went up against Annandale High School. Dunham pitched a one-hitter, giving up only one walk. It was a near perfect game, which is what South County needed, since Annandale sophomore Isabelle Yaroch pitched two-hit ball. But both those hits came in the first inning, leading to the only run of the game.

Dunham went to work, getting her 17th shutout of the 2009 season and her team the championship of the Patriot Division.
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