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The march to Raleigh is over.  
The business of strengthening voting 

rights and economic empowerment for 
lower-income North Carolina is under-
way. 

A three-day, 50-mile procession from 
Wilson to the state capitol led by Bishop 
William Barber II, founder and president 
of Repairers of the Breach, coincided 
with the start of early voting and high-
lighted extreme gerrymandering of the 
state’s congressional districts. The trek, 
which launched the Love Forward To-
gether movement, aims to raise aware-

ness of voter suppression and intimida-
tion leading to the 2026 election cycle. 

“Love has always won,” said Barber, 
who founding director of the Yale Center 
for Public Theology and Public Policy. 
“Not because it’s never been battered or 
bruised, but because it endures, it’s re-
membered, and it remains strong. Those 
who came before us fought to make this 
nation live up to its promises on paper, 
and we continue that struggle today be-
cause we love unity, truth and justice.” 

Marchers rallied to raise awareness of 
how Republican-led gerrymandering in 
the 1st congressional district in north-
eastern North Carolina stripped Black 

communities of political power by 
spreading them into the 3rd District, a 
GOP stronghold. The march through Bai-
ley – which is part of the 1st District – 
brought together clergy and impacted 
voters. The march ended on Feb. 14 with 
a Mass People’s Assembly & Moral March 
at the state capitol. 

A federal court on Nov. 26 upheld 
North Carolina’s new map, which gives 
Republicans a chance at holding 11 of 
the state’s 14 congressional seats. The 
panel voted to allow the redrawn lines, 
which changes Districts 1 and 3 and im-
proves the chances of bouncing U.S. Rep. 

The Bishop William Barber II, president and founder of Repairers of the Breach, led a 50-mile march from Wilson, North Carolina, to Raleigh, kicked 
off the Love Forward Together movement to raise awareness of voter suppression and intimidation

After march, focus turns to 
ballot and economic justice

The Post is celebrating Charlotte trailblazers and 
community builders for Women’s History Month. 

“Conversations: HER Story” is the publication’s sec-
ond annual series of presentations with women 
who’ve made an impact in the community in en-
deavors like the arts, social justice activism, com-
munity engagement and media. The weekly 

programs will be hosted at West Boule-
vard Library, 2157 West Blvd. All pro-
grams are from 6-7:30 p.m. and free 
admission. 

The lineup of conversations:  
• Ayisha Cravotta (March 3). Cravotta 

spent five seasons with Charlotte Ballet 
as a dancer, where her most memorable 
roles were as Tinker Bell in Jean-Pierre 
Bonnefoux’s “Peter Pan,” Alvin Ailey’s 
“The River” and George Balanchine’s “A 
Midsummer Night’s Dream.” After retir-
ing in 2007, Cravotta joined Charlotte 
Ballet’s marketing department and four 
years later, was appointed principal of 
the Charlotte Ballet Academy.  

• Monique Couvson Ed.D. (March 10). 
Couvson is an award-winning author, 
social justice scholar, and philanthro-
pist who focuses on education, civil 

rights, juvenile and criminal justice. She is president 
and CEO of G4GC, a philanthropic organization that 
resources movements and organizations that center 
the wellbeing of girls and gender-expansive young 

The Post celebrates 
Women’s History with 
March conversations

Johnson C. Smith University’s de-
bate team set a milestone in argu-
ment. 

JCSU is the first historically Black 
college or university to win the North 
Carolina Independent Colleges and 
Universities Ethics Bowl in its 15-year 
history. Teams from 18 schools com-
peted at the state legislative complex 
for two days of debate centered on 

the theme “Ethics in Leadership.” 
JCSU, the first HBCU to reach the final 
round, topped Catawba College in 
the semifinal and North Carolina 
Wesleyan University in the finale. 

“I looked at this historic win as a 
moment of progress for all students 
at JCSU,” said Marvin Brown, one of 
five team members along with cap-
tain Holiness Mhlanga, Alastair Park, 
Christian Smith and Jaslynn Vora-

Great debaters: JCSU the first Black 
college to win NC Ethics Bowl
By Herbert L. White 
herb.l.white@thecharlottepost.com

NORTH CAROLINA INDEPENDENT COLLEGES AND UNIVERSITIES ETHICS BOWL  

Johnson C. Smith University’s team of Jaslynn Vorachith, Holiness Mhlanga, Christian Smith, 
Marvin Brown and Alastair Park won the North Carolina Independent Colleges and Uni-
versities Ethics Bowl.

By Herbert L. White 
herb.l.white@thecharlottepost.com

Before the collaboration with 
Martin Luther King Jr., ordination 
as a Baptist preacher or ground-
breaking presidential campaigns, 
the Rev. Jesse Jackson was a Caro-
linas activist.  

Rev. Jackson, who died Feb. 17 at 
age 84, was hospitalized at North-
western Memorial Hospital in Chi-
cago on Nov. 12 for 
observation due to 
Progressive Supranu-
clear Palsy, a neurode-
generative disease 
that was initially mis-
taken for Parkinson’s, 
according to a Rain-
bow/PUSH Coalition 
statement. Because 
there is no cure, his treatment fo-
cused on alleviating symptoms. 

Public observances will be held in 
Chicago, with scheduling handled 
by Rainbow/PUSH. 

“Our father was a servant leader 
— not only to our family, but to the 
oppressed, the voiceless, and the 
overlooked around the world,” the 
Jackson family said in statement. 
“We shared him with the world, 
and in return, the world became 
part of our extended family. His 
unwavering belief in justice, equal-
ity, and love uplifted millions, and 
we ask you to honor his memory 
by continuing the fight for the 
values he lived by.” 

Born Jesse Louis Burns in Green-
ville, South Carolina, on Oct. 8, 
1941, to Helen Burns, who married 
Charles Henry Jackson when Jesse 
was 2. After attending the Univer-

Carolinas 
activism 
set stage 
for rise

Challenge to 
the EPA on 
air quality 
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A Charlotte nonprofit plans to 
sue the Trump administration for 
missing a court-imposed deadline 
to improve air quality.  

CleanAIRE NC joined 
nearly 20 environ-
mental, community 
and health groups 
suing the Environ-
mental Protection 
Agency for missing a 
Feb. 7 deadline to des-
ignate areas in vio-
lation of the 2024 national air 
quality standard for soot required 
under the Clean Air Act. The des-
ignations, established under the 
Biden administration, are designed 
to lower soot pollution levels in 
compliance with the 2024 stan-
dard EPA previously contended 
would save thousands of American 
lives yearly.  

“The Clean Air Act is not a sug-
gestion; it is a mandate to protect 
the very air we breathe,” said Jef-
frey Robbins, executive director of 
CleanAIRE NC. “By missing this 
deadline, the EPA is effectively 
choosing to leave millions of 
Americans in the dark about the 
safety of their air while delaying 
the urgent work of reducing deadly 
soot pollution.” 

Soot pollution stems largely from 
burning fossil fuels for electricity, 
manufacturing, transportation, 
and agriculture. It causes prema-
ture death and is further linked to 

By Herbert L. White 
herb.l.white@thecharlottepost.com
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Supreme Court’s ruling in Alexander 
v. South Carolina NAACP, which raised 
the standard to show racial bias in 
voting rights.  

The movement, which includes 
clergy, organized labor and human 
rights advocates, focuses on North 
Carolina's 3.4 million poor and low-in-
come voters and their struggles to ac-
cess health care insurance and food. 
Activists argue are directly impacted 
by policy decisions without their 
input or representation at the ballot 
box. 

“We're focused on love and loving 
forward together,” Barber said. "That 
is why we are Black, we are white, we 
are indigenous, we are poor, we are 
working, we are wealthy conscious, 
we're young, we're old, we're straight, 
we're gay, we're from the east, we're 
from the west, we're from the North, 
we're from the South. But we are most 
of all lovers of justice and truth and 
lovers of humanity. We are not going 
anywhere.”

2A NEWS | The Charlotte PostThe Charlotte Post Thursday, February 19, 2026

cancer, asthma attacks, and hospitaliza-
tions and emergency room visits for se-
vere heart and lung diseases. 

“The EPA’s inaction isn’t just illegal; it’s 
a reckless forsaking of human health,” 
said Seth Johnson, senior attorney at 
Earthjustice, which represents the com-
munity groups. “The 2024 soot standard 
is the law, supported by EPA’s own scien-
tific evidence, so this is an indefensible 
move. It is absolutely EPA’s legal respon-
sibility to designate the areas that are not 
in compliance so that they can start tak-
ing the commonsense steps the Clean Air 
Act requires to ensure all Americans 
breathe clean air. Implementing the 2024 
standard is not about assigning blame, 
it’s about saving lives.” 

Last year, EPA asked a federal court to 
strike down the updated National Am-
bient Air Quality Standard limit for PM2.5, 
also known as soot, which EPA strength-
ened in 2024. The rule requires reduc-
tions in air pollution. The EPA didn’t 
dispute scientific evidence supporting 
the tougher standard, which is projected 

to save 4,500 lives in 2032 alone. 
“As physicians, nurses and respiratory 

therapists who treat patients with lung 
disease, we know air pollution kills,” said 
Dr. Alison Lee, chair of the American Tho-
racic Society Environmental Health Policy 
Committee. “Exposure to particulate 
matter pollution triggers asthma attacks, 
chronic obstructive pulmonary disease 
exacerbations, heart attacks, emergency 
room visits, hospitalizations, and prema-
ture death. The EPA has a duty to protect 
the American public from the dangers of 
air pollution by ensuring all communities 
meet the existing pollution standards.” 

Health, environmental, and community 
groups, along with a coalition of states 
led by California, have asked the federal 
court to uphold the 2024 standard. The 
case is pending, and the 2024 soot stan-
dard remains in effect. 

The Clean Air Act requires EPA to cite 
areas in violation of the particulate matter 
standard for remediation but missed the 
deadline. The most recent official data 
shows over 75 million people live in 
counties that violate the 2024 standard.  

Continued from page 1A

After march, focus turns 
to ballot, affordability
Don Davis, a Black Democrat, from 
the 1st by adding more Republican 
voters. 

The previous 1st District was 40% 
Black, 47% white and skewed slightly 
Republican. 

A lawsuit filed in October sought to 
block the changes by arguing the 
remap disproportionately impacts 
Black voters. Davis introduced the Re-
storing Electoral Stability to Enhance 
Trust, or RESET, Act of 2025, a bill that 
would prohibit statewide mid-decade 
redistricting legislation unless man-
dated by a state independent redis-
tricting commission created through 
a state constitution, a court order on 
constitutional grounds, or state refer-
enda. 

Voters and pro-democracy advocacy 
groups challenged the redraw, argu-
ing lawmakers intended to nullify 
Black voting power, especially in the 
northeast, where District 1 has elected 
Black Democrats to Congress since 
1992. The federal court cited the U.S. 

Continued from page 1A

chith. “It reminds us that 
excellence lives here at 100 
Beatties Ford Road. Hard 
work is being done here.” 

Debate teams typically 
consist of groups of stu-
dents who compete in 
structured arguments for 
or against a topic, usually 
with of two to three 
speakers per side. Teams 
research, prepare, and de-
liver speeches to persuade 
judges. The debaters ana-
lyze topics, research ev-
idence, and make 
arguments within a time 
limit in debate styles that 
include Policy, Lincoln-
Douglas, Public Forum, and 
Parliamentary debate. 

The competition for the 
first time used a digital 
scoring system in which 

JCSU makes debate history with 
NC independent colleges win

judges leveraged tablets 
for real-time submission 
and faster tabulation of re-
sults. 

“I am still in shock from 
the win,” Mhlanga said. “I 
believe this year worked 
not because of effort but 
because of passion. Each of 
us connected on a more 
personal level. We didn’t 
see each other as team-
mates we saw each other 
as people.  Because we saw 
each other as people, we 
appreciated the differ-
ences we all brought to the 
team.  Through channeling 
all these differences is 
what made us a unique 
team.” 

The tournament kicked 
off with a keynote address 
by North Carolina Superin-
tendent of Public Instruc-

tion Mo Green, who shared 
personal experiences on 
the challenges to ethical 
leadership. 

“The Ethics Bowl is a 
showcase of the NCICU ex-
perience, and Johnson C. 
Smith’s outstanding team 
presentations during our 
15th anniversary year were 
remarkable,” NCICU Pres-
ident A. Hope Williams 
said. “This event highlights 
the intellectual rigor and 
leadership potential across 
our 36 campuses. We are 
incredibly proud of all our 
participants for their abil-
ity to navigate difficult eth-
ical landscapes with 
integrity, collaboration, 
and profound critical 
thinking.” 

 

Continued from page 1A

sity of Illinois for a year on a football 
scholarship, the younger Jackson trans-
ferred to North Carolina A&T College 
(now North Carolina A&T State University) 
where he joined the local chapter of the 
Congress of Racial Equality. As a fresh-
man in 1960, Rev. Jackson and seven high 
school students were arrested after walk-
ing into the whites-only Greenville 
County Library in South Carolina to de-
mand its desegregation five months after 
A&T students launched the modern sit-in 
movement in Greensboro.  

He graduated A&T in 1964 with a socio-
logy degree. 

“Jesse Louis Jackson now rests with the 
angels and ancestors. His name in He-
brew means a gift from God because God 
exists,” Bishop William Barber, founder of 
Repairers of the Breach said in a state-
ment. “Indeed, Jesse Jackson was a gift 
from God and a witness that God exists 
in the ways he cared for and lifted all 
people, the way he called forth a rainbow 
coalition of people to challenge economic 
and social inequality from the pulpit to a 
historic presidential run, the way he 
dared to keep hope alive whenever the 
nation struggled with being who she says 
she is and yet ought to be. When I was a 
college student, he was a gift to me as a 
mentor, and it has been my great privi-
lege to have him walk alongside me 
through my whole public ministry. 

“Now his eternal hope is realized as he 
takes his place among the ancestors in 
the presence of God. May we all take up 
his hope for the America that has never 
yet been but nevertheless must be.” 

In 1965, Rev. Jackson was active in the 
Southern Christian Leadership Confer-
ence led by the Rev. Martin Luther King 
Jr. and a student at Chicago Theological 
Seminary. Responding to King’s call to 
rally support for activists beaten in 
Selma, Alabama, by state troopers in the 
“Bloody Sunday attack, Rev. Jackson 
drove south with a group of students for 
a follow-up march. That led SCLC to hire 
him for initiatives in the urban north.  

When King arrived in Chicago to advo-
cate for the end of racial discrimination 
in 1966, Jackson transitioned to SCLC’s 
economic development and job prepara-
tion program, which became Operation 
Breadbasket. 

Rev. Jackson was one of King’s top lieu-
tenants and at age 26 was in Memphis 
working on the Poor People’s Campaign 
when King was assassinated on the bal-
cony of the Lorraine Motel. Rev. Jackson, 
who was in the courtyard during the 

Carolinas activism set stage 
for Rev. Jesse Jackson’s rise

shooting, was tasked with calling Coretta 
Scott King to deliver the news.  

“Those eight or 10 steps to that phone 
was like a long journey,” he recounted. 

In 1971, Rev. Jackson founded Opera-
tion PUSH (People United to Save Human-
ity) an economic advocacy group that 
encouraged corporations to hire more 
Black workers and collaborate more with 
Black entrepreneurs.  

“The Reverend Dr. Jesse Louis Jackson 
was not simply a civil rights leader; he 
was a movement unto himself,” the Rev. 
Al Sharpton in a statement. “He carried 
history in his footsteps and hope in his 
voice. One of the greatest honors of my 
life was learning at his side. He reminded 
me that faith without action is just noise. 
He taught me that protest must have pur-
pose, that faith must have feet, and that 
justice is not seasonal, it is daily work.” 

In 1984, Rev. Jackson organized the 
Rainbow Coalition, a diverse collection of 
progressive voters that laid the founda-
tion for his groundbreaking presidential 
campaign in which he earned 3 million 
votes and won five Democratic primaries 
despite limiting funding and little sup-
port from the national party. He finished 
third behind former Vice President Walter 
Mondale and U.S. Sen. Gary Hart. 

Rev. Jackson was criticized for remarks 
made in a private conversation that were 
regarded as antisemitic as well as his re-
lationship with Nation of Islam leader 
Louis Farrakhan. He apologized for the 
comments but refused to break with Far-
rakhan.   

Four years later, Rev. Jackson finished 
second to Michael Dukakis for the Demo-
cratic nomination and won the Michigan 
primary as well as four caucuses while re-
ceiving 6.9 million votes. Those cam-
paigns helped lay the groundwork for 
another Black presidential contender 
from Illinois – Barack Obama – to win in 
2008 and 2012. 

“I’m often asked, ‘Jesse, why do you 
take on these tough issues? They’re not 
very political. We can’t win that way,’ he 
told Democrats at the 1988 national con-
vention. “If an issue is morally right, it 
will eventually be political. It may be po-
litical and never be right. Fannie Lou 
Hamer didn’t have the most votes in At-
lantic City, but her principles have out-
lasted every delegate who voted to lock 
her out. Rosa Parks did not have the most 
votes, but she was morally right. Dr. King 
didn’t have the most votes about the Viet-
nam War, but he was morally right. If we 
are principled first, our politics will fall in 
place.”

Continued from page 1A

the nonprofit’s mission. 
• Debbie Mann Gibbs (March 24). Gibbs 

is Charlotte’s first Black 
woman television reporter. 
She was recruited to WBTV 
in 1975 shortly after taking 
a job at the Charlotte Ob-
server. A print journalist in 
her native St. Louis, Gibbs’ 
writing and editing skill 
paved the way to her Char-
lotte transition, where she 

covered breaking news and politics at 
Channel 3. 

The Post celebrates women’s 
history with March conversations

Charlotte nonprofit threatens EPA lawsuit

people of color. 
• LaRita Barber (March 17). 

Barber has been involved in 
community endeavors in the 
Charlotte community since 
1987. As Goodwill Industries 
of the Southern Piedmont’s 
chief advancement officer, 
she is responsible for identi-
fying and cultivating rela-
tionships and strategies that 
establish and sustain Goodwill’s rel-
evance in the community and advance 

Continued from page 1A

GibbsBarber

The Rev. Jesse Jackson (right), who died Feb. 17 in Chicago at age 84, was one of Martin Luther King’s 
top lieutenants during the 1960s Civil Rights Movement. Rev. Jackson, a native of Greenville, South 
Carolina, became an activist as a student at North Carolina A&T State University and was arrested in 
1960 after walking into the whites-only Greenville County Library and demanding its desegregation.

STANFORD UNIVERSITY LIBRARIES
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Marchers from across North Carolina walked 50 miles to the state capitol in Raleigh to raise 
awareness of voting rights security and economic mobility.

Primary battles for Democrats 
who vote with NC Republicans
By Sarah Michels  
CAROLINA PUBLIC PRESS

North Carolina State Rep. 
Rodney Pierce, D-Halifax, 
didn’t have time to eat as 
he campaigned ahead of 
this year’s primary elec-
tion.  

By the time he greeted 
the various preachers and 
community leaders dis-
persed throughout Mozine 
and Walter Lowe’s lake-
front home in Littleton, 
N.C., it was showtime.  

A bit later, at a fundrais-
ing event at the Acorn 
Center, Pierce spent his 
time chatting with donors 
before his second speech 
of the day. He never made 
it to the dinner buffet. 
Eventually, in the final 
hours of the evening, he 
sat down for a meal with 
his campaign team at a 
local restaurant. It was a 
successful — but exhaust-
ing — day on his path to 
reelection, he thought.  

In North Carolina, pri-
mary candidates have a lit-
tle over two months 
between the filing deadline 
and Election Day to make 

their case to voters. Elec-
tion Day is March 3, early 
voting begins in mid-Feb-
ruary and absentee ballots 
go out starting in January.  

That’s not much time for 
challengers to make their 
name known. The short 
runway means incumbent 
state legislators don’t 
usually have to break their 
necks to secure a primary 
win.   

Pierce may be an excep-
tion. He’s up against 
former legislator Michael 
Wray,who is back with a 
vengeance after being re-
nounced by his own party 
in the 2024 election over 
several controversial votes 
with the Republican cau-
cus.  

State Rep. Shelly Willing-
ham, D-Edgecombe, may 
have reason to sweat, too. 
He faces a primary chal-
lenger in Patricia Smith 
after his own series of 
high-profile votes that 
helped the Republican ma-
jority override the past two 
Democratic governors’ ve-
toes. This election cycle, 
Willingham has spent over 

$3,000 on gas traveling be-
tween the state legislature 
in Raleigh and his district 
to campaign, he told Caro-
lina Public Press.  

In the eyes of the North 
Carolina Democratic Party, 
voting against the caucus 
in any circumstance is a 
red flag. Voting with the 
Republicans to override 
the governor’s vetoes is as 
good as a mortal sin. Par-
ticularly when, as in the 
current North Carolina 
House of Representatives, 
Republicans are one seat 
shy of a supermajority. 
That means that they need 
at least one Democrat’s 
support to defy Gov. Josh 
Stein’s will.  

Willingham has been that 
one Democrat before. More 
often, he and Wray have 
been one of a handful of 
defectors that often in-
cludes former State Rep. 
Cecil Brockman, D-Guil-
ford, Garland Pierce, D-
Scotland, and Mecklenburg 
Democrats Carla Cunning-
ham and Nasif Majeed. 
With the exception of 

Please see PRIMARY |4A
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Pierce, all represent fairly 
secure Democratic dis-
tricts.  

For Pierce, Wray, Willing-
ham and Smith, the pri-
mary is the real election. 
Who wins the battles may 
determine more than two 
seats; it might impact 
whether Stein’s vetoes will 
stand.  

Willingham vs. Smith 
There’s much talk about 

tables in the House District 
23 primary contest be-
tween Willingham and 
Smith.  

The pair are vying to rep-
resent a trio of poor, rural 
counties in northeastern 
North Carolina: Bertie, 
Edgecombe and Martin. 
Willingham has been in of-
fice since winning his first 
election in 2014. Before, he 
was a school board 
member, election board 
member and county com-
missioner. Smith is an ac-
countant, minister and 
Martin County Democratic 
Party treasurer.  

At a recent primary can-
didate forum at E.J. Hayes 
Alumni Center in Williams-
ton, Willingham and Smith 
sat side by side, taking 
turns pitching themselves 
to Martin County residents.  

Smith went first. She 
highlighted the district’s 
issues. First and foremost, 
health care. Martin County 
lost its hospital a few years 
ago. East Carolina Univer-
sity Health needs $220 mil-
lion and a halt to Medicaid 
cuts to bring it back in a 
limited capacity, which 
seems unlikely without a 
Medicaid deal or state 
budget. There’s no EMS or 
urgent care either, as of 
January.  

Smith is also concerned 
about the state’s education 
system, rising insurance 
premiums and small busi-
ness survival in the dis-
trict.  

“Our future at this point 
is at stake,” Smith said. 
“We’ve been under the 
same representation for 
over a decade now, and 
we’re not progressing. So, I 
believe at this point, we 
need change.” 

She also criticized Will-
ingham for being disloyal 
to Democrats.  

During the 2025-26 ses-
sion, Willingham has voted 
with Republicans to over-
ride vetoes six times, in-
cluding on House Bill 193, 
which allows certain pri-
vate school employees and 
volunteers to conceal carry 
on school property; House 
Bill 549, which expands the 
state auditor’s investi-
gative scope to any entity 
that receives state or fed-
eral funding; and Senate 
Bill 266, which removes an 
interim 70% carbon emis-

sion reduction goal for 
electric public utilities like 
Duke Energy, previously 
set for 2034, on the way to 
2050 carbon neutrality. It 
also allows those utilities 
to charge ratepayers for 
the construction costs of 
electric generating facil-
ities before the projects are 
complete.  

“We need someone that’s 
going to be strong, bold 
and that’s not going to 
sway,” Smith said.  

Willingham is unapolo-
getic. He told CPP that he 
listens to proponents and 
detractors of each bill, con-
siders each side along with 
his inside knowledge, 
makes a decision, and 
sticks with it. He doesn’t 
ask how the governor or 
his caucus feels about it. 
He also doesn’t “trade” 
votes for influence among 
the Republican caucus, he 
said. He’s willing to accept 
the consequences of his in-
dependent streak.  

If HB193 dealt with pub-
lic schools, he wouldn’t 
have supported it, he said. 
But he thinks private 
schools should have the 
freedom to do what they 
want. He voted for SB266 
because he doesn’t think it 
will cause energy rates to 
increase on its own. In re-
cent years, he’s been a pro-
ponent of charter school 
legislation because he sup-
ports all types of educa-
tion, he said. He doesn’t 
see eye-to-eye with most of 
his fellow Democrats, who 
think state money to 
charter schools comes at 
the expense of public edu-
cation.  

“When the governor asks 
me to change my vote, 
well, why would I change 
my vote?” he asked. “I 
mean, the bill didn’t 
change.”  

When it was Willingham’s 
turn to wield the micro-
phone to address potential 
primary voters, he was 
matter-of-fact. One person 
can’t make anything 
happen at the General As-
sembly, he told the crowd. 
Democrats can introduce 
all the bills they want, but 
they won’t go anywhere. 
The only way to operate as 
an influential member of 
the minority party is to 
build relationships and 
compromise with the other 
side, he said. 

A decade of that strategy 
has earned Willingham a 
spot on 23 legislative com-
mittees — more than any 
other legislator — and 
chairmanship of the House 
Ethics Committee. He 
serves on the Rules Com-
mittee, which sees every 
bill before it hits the floor 
for a vote. This year, he is 
a member of the budget 
conference committee. 

Throughout his tenure, he 
said he’s secured $62 mil-
lion for Martin and Edge-
combe County school 
systems, funding for the 
Edgecombe County mega-
site and water mitigation 
aid, among other appropri-
ations.  

As for the Martin County 
hospital? Willingham is 
working on it “24/7,” he 
said. He’s asking for hospi-
tal money in the budget. 
While every district has 
health care needs, not 
every Democrat is in his 
position, with the relation-
ships he’s developed.  

“If there’s nobody at the 
table advocating for you, 
nothing’s going to 
happen,” Willingham told 
attendees. “I’m at the table. 
So, what is the alternative 
to take me away from the 
table?” 

Smith prefers a seat at a 
different table. To her, the 
governor is the president 
of North Carolina. She 
wants to be a part of his 
house, sitting at his table.  

“If I can’t be with him, 
then I don’t need to be in 
the house,” she said. “I’m 
not going to be that one 
Democrat (who votes with 
Republicans). I’m not going 
to sway, I’m not going to 
bend, and I’m not going to 
betray my party. I’m going 
to be a team player.”  

Smith was appalled when 
she heard Willingham 
voted to allow certain pri-
vate school employees to 
conceal carry. What 
happens if a child gets 
hold of a gun? Or a teacher 
has a particularly bad day? 
She also doesn’t buy that 
getting the Martin County 
hospital back is as compli-
cated as Willingham makes 
it seem. Schools are dis-
appearing, educators are 
leaving because of low pay, 
and she thinks she could 
do a better job at stem-
ming the losses.  

“When I started thinking 
about running, I knew it 
would be a hard race,” 
Smith said. “But, as I look 
at the record, his perform-
ance being in there a dec-
ade, it’s not so hard. I think 
the hardest part of the race 
is just getting the people 
educated so that they will 
come out and vote.”  

Rematch: Pierce vs. Wray  
What is a “real” Demo-

crat? The question is more 
than philosophical in the 
primary for District 27, 
which spans Halifax, 
Northampton and Warren 
counties in northeastern 
North Carolina.  

Wray, a former state 
legislator and small busi-
ness owner, argues that a 
real Democrat “is willing to 
work across party lines to 
get things done for his con-
stituents and his district,” 

he said in a Facebook post.  
“My opponent criticizes 

me for voting with the Re-
publicans on the state 
budget, but those votes 
gave pay raises to state 
employees and teachers, 
and it provided more than 
$200 million to our county 
governments, our cities 
and towns and local non-
profits,” the post stated. 

Wray declined an inter-
view and chose not to re-
spond to a list of emailed 
questions from CPP.  

For Pierce, the definition 
is a bit different.  

“Real Democrats don’t 
vote to take money out of 
public schools,” he said. “A 
real Democrat will not rep-
resent the birthplace of en-
vironmental justice in 
Warren County and have 
an anti-environment voting 
record. A real Democrat 
won’t take the power of a 
sheriff to determine who 
can legally purchase a fire-
arm in their county. A real 
Democrat won’t vote to 
raise the cost of living by 
raising your energy bill, by 
raising your homeowners 
and auto insurance rates.” 

Most importantly, a 
“real” Democrat won’t 
override the governor’s ve-
toes, Pierce said.  

Wray served in the state 
legislature from 2005 until 
his 2024 primary election 
loss to Pierce by 34 votes. 
In the 2023-24 legislative 
session, he was the Demo-
crat who voted with Re-
publicans at the highest 
rate. The session before, he 
voted with Republicans at 
a higher rate than two ac-
tual Republicans.  

His aisle-crossing ten-
dencies included key veto 
override votes on the 
North Carolina Farm Act of 
2023, which stripped wet-
land protections; the Fair-
ness in Women’s Sports 
Act, which banned trans-
gender girls and women 
from competing in female 
athletic categories; House 
Bill 808, which barred 
gender transition proce-
dures for minors; and 
House Bill 10, which re-
quired sheriffs to cooper-
ate with federal 
immigration officials and 
funded the state’s private 
school voucher program.  

The ice from the pre-
vious week’s winter storm 
still coated the backroads 
leading to the Lowe’s 
household. Inside, several 
dozen faith leaders caught 
up over chicken salad 
sandwiches and fruit.  

Former U.S. Rep. Eva 
Clayton — the first Black 
woman to represent North 
Carolina in Congress — sat 
in the front row to listen to 
Pierce speak. Former Rep. 
G.K. Butterfield was also 
present.  

Founded on March 16, 
1827, as a four-page, four-
column standard-sized 
weekly, Freedom’s Journal 
was the first Black-owned 
and operated newspaper in 
the United States and was 
established the same year 
that slavery was abolished 
in New York.  

Begun by a group of free 
Black men in New York 
City, the paper served to 
counter racist commentary 
published in the main-
stream press. 

Samuel E. Cornish 
and  John B. Russwurm 
were respectively, senior 
and junior editors.  

Freedom's Journal was 
similar to other ante-bel-
lum reform papers in that 
its pages consisted of news 
of current events, anec-
dotes, and editorials and 
was used to address con-
temporary issues such as 
slavery and “colonization,” 
a concept which was con-
ceived by members of The 
American Colonization So-
ciety, a mostly white pro-
emigration organization 
founded in 1816 to repatri-
ate free black people to Af-
rica.  

Initially opposed to col-
onization efforts, Free-
dom’s Journal denounced 
slavery and advocated for 
black people’s political 
rights, the right to vote, 
and spoke out against 
lynchings. 

Freedom's Journal pro-

Freedom’s Journal: Black America’s first publication
vided its readers with re-
gional, national, and inter-
national news and with 
news that could serve to 
both entertain and edu-
cate. It sought to improve 
conditions for the over 
300,000 newly freed black 
men and women living in 
the North. The newspaper 
broadened readers' knowl-
edge of the world by fea-
turing articles on such 
countries as Haiti and 
Sierra Leone.  

As a paper of record, 
Freedom's Journal pub-
lished birth, death and 
wedding announcements. 
To encourage Black 
achievement, it featured 
biographies of renowned 
black figures such as Paul 
Cuffee, a Black Bostonian 
who owned a trading ship 
staffed by free Black 
people, Touissant L'Ouver-
ture and poet Phyllis 

Wheatley. The paper also 
printed school, job and 
housing listings. 

Russwurm became sole 
editor of Freedom’s Jour-
nal following the resigna-
tion of Cornish in 
September 1827, and 
began to promote the col-
onization movement. The 
majority of the news-
paper’s readers did not 
support the paper's radical 
shift in support of col-
onization, and in March 
1829, Freedom’s Journal 
ceased publication.  

Soon after, Russwurm 
emigrated to the American 
Colonization Society of 
Liberia and became gov-
ernor of the Maryland Col-
ony. Cornish returned and 
attempted to revive the 
newspaper in May 1829 
under the new name The 
Rights of All, but the paper 
folded after less than a 

year. Freedom's Journal’s 
two-year existence, ho-
wever, helped spawn other 
papers.  

By the start of the Civil 
War, over 40 black-owned 
and operated papers had 
been established through-
out the U.S. 
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An increasing chorus of voices is warning us that 
the future of this great republic is being threat-
ened.  

These alarmists are saying our country is going 
in the wrong direction and their message is res-
onating with large numbers.  

A 2025 Politico Poll found 49% say-
ing America’s best days are behind 
us. A September CNN survey had 54 
percent agreeing with that statement. 
And a just-released Gallup poll indi-
cates that the number of people who 
anticipate a high quality of life in five 
years is only 59%; it was 68.3% in 
2020. 

These survey results cut across all 
age groups, races, sexes, and political 
parties, although Republicans are less 

pessimistic than Democrats and Independents. 
Even in North Carolina, where our economy re-
mains quite healthy, there is a sense of forebod-
ing.  

People are worried. But are how concerned are 
they and what are they willing to do about it? Do 
we just want to gripe and complain, or have we 
reached a place where we are willing to take ac-
tion? And, if action is advocated, what action is ap-
propriate and necessary? 

There was a moment in America’s history, 250 
years ago, when colonists were similarly upset 
with the way things were headed. A Parliament in 
England made laws with no consideration for the 
colonists’ feelings or positions. A King refused to 
acknowledge the colonists were subjects with 
rights equal to his subjects in England. 

Following the infamous Boston Tea Party and 
other taxes imposed just upon the colonies, many 
refused to continue in the direction they were 
headed. What did they do?  

The movement in our colony began in Wilming-
ton. Led by Colonel Samuel Harnett, they formed 
a Committee of Correspondence, where members 
shared information with other colonies, as well as 
within our own colony. 

In August 1774, they called together the First 
Provincial Congress in New Bern, passing The New 
Bern Resolves to denounce laws persecuting Bos-
ton and affirming this colony’s solidarity with 
Massachusetts. They staunchly affirmed their loy-
alty to King George and their rights as British cit-
izens, however the emphatically stated that 
duties, tariffs and taxes imposed upon them with-
out their consent were “illegal and oppressive.”  

Further, in a direct challenge to the King and Par-
liament, this body proclaimed that unless their 
rights were acknowledged and their grievances ad-
dressed by October 1775, North Carolina would 
neither import nor export products with England. 
They took decisive action, also forming a Commit-
tee of Safety to organize militias and assert their 
rights.  

Other colonies took responded similarly. We 
know what followed: The American Revolution. 

Nobody would presume to assert that people 
today are as concerned as those colonists 250 
years ago. But how concerned are we? 

Let me suggest one way of measuring our con-
cerns. Our votes have always been considered a 
bellwether of the temperature of the state and na-
tion. Let’s put that to a test in the primary election 
in which early voting has already begun. 

The primaries rarely generate large voter turn-
outs, but in years when there is a presidential elec-
tion more voters cast ballots. In 2024, only 24.1 
percent of the voters cast ballots. The largest re-
cent turnout was in 2008, when 36.86 percent of 
registered voters showed up.  

Turnout remained in the 30-plus percent range 
in 2012, 2016 and 2020 but in non-presidential 
primaries, turnout hovered in the mid-teens, peak-
ing at 19.7 percent in 2022. 

It is logical to assume that the larger the primary 
turnout the more interest there is in the election. 
A corollary might be that the larger the turnout the 
more concern is being voiced. We’ve seen large 
numbers of voters casting ballots in other state 
elections and many consider these turnouts to be 
a repudiation of the current situation. 

Here’s the challenge for us in North Carolina. A 
large turnout would signify a high level of concern 
among voters.  

What can we do to ensure that large turnout? 
Just as in colonial days, we can rally friends, neigh-
bors, church and club groups, asking them not 
only to vote but to get five others to vote in the 
primary. The goal is not necessarily to promote 
one candidate or one party over another but to get 
large numbers to the polls. 

If more than 30% of registered voters cast ballots 
in the March 3 primary the message would be sent. 
The more voices raised, the more politicians will 
pay attention.  

Exercise your voice by voting. Who knows what 
may happen as a result!  

Tom Campbell is a Hall of Fame North Carolina 
broadcaster and columnist who has covered North 
Carolina public policy issues since 1965.  

Primary battles for Dem lawmakers

How concerned 
are you about the 
future of America? 
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Charlotte Hornets guard LaMelo Ball drives to the basket against the Detroit Pistons in a Feb. 9 game. The Hornets are 15-7 since the start of 2026, including 11 of their last 12.
NBAE

Hornets gear up for stretch run
Winner of 11-of-12 games before the All-Star break, Charlotte picks up pursuit of playoff position 

Do Wilfried Zaha and Charlotte FC have a 
future together? 

The forward’s loan runs through July – 
which coincides with a key segment of the 
MLS season where the best teams try to po-
sition themselves for the postseason. As the 
campaign nears, the question is whether 
Charlotte and Zaha, who scored 10 goals in 
31 matches last season share enough interest 
to close a new deal. 

“We have (spoken),” Zaha said last month. 
“We plan to speak in more depth, probably 
after preseason. Just sit down and find out if 
we can come to some sort of agreement. So 
yeah, I’ve spoken to [sporting director Zoran 
Krneta], but we plan to speak in depth, prob-
ably in the preseason times.” 

Zaha isn’t tipping his hand as to whether 
he’s leaning toward staying in Charlotte or 
moving on to another club. There are family 
considerations as well as the business aspect 
to deciding on his future with the Crown. 

“That I don’t know,” said. “I have to have 
the talk. Like I said before, I feel comfortable 
here. My family are good. My son loves the 

Please see 49ERS | 6A

Please see ZAHA | 6A
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Charlotte 49ers alumni await new direction in athletics leader

Golden 
Bulls hire 
Massey as 
assistant
Former WSSU, 
Shaw coach is 
Garinger grad

In or out? Zaha and Charlotte FC mull the future 

Youth baseball initiative aims to improve access

Please see IMPROVED | 6A

The Charlotte 49ers can’t afford to miss on 
their next athletic director. 

After the dismissal of Mike Hill in October, 
the fan base has been left in 
limbo with little transparency as 
to when his successor would be 
hired. For a school in the middle 
of ACC country, Charlotte can’t 
afford to wait too long or run 
the risk of falling further behind 
the curve in fundraising.  

Chancellor Sharon Gaber said 
there was no timetable set when 

Hill was fired as to when the next AD would 
be hired. Fast forward four months and fans 
and supporters are still in the dark as to when 
the hire will be made. 

Dexter Hayes saw a need for baseball, and 
plans on filling it. 

The game teaches fundamental principles 
for life. In west Charlotte, the lack of fields, 
interest and other issues has driven baseball 
out of communities. Hayes wants to bring it 
back. 

“Back in the 1980s I had a Babe Ruth base-
ball program,” Hayes said. “We did that for 

about 10-12 years. And now I guess you could 
say I am coming out of retirement. Baseball 
is a good sport that a lot of inner-city kids 
don’t take advantage of, and that is really the 
push behind me right now and what has 
driven me to come out of retirement.” 

Hayes is launching the Fellowship Royals, a 
12-and-under travel team, because he feels a 
mission to instill the values baseball teaches 
and the foundation of teamwork. The goal is 
to start playing tournaments May. 

“I'm going with the younger kids, so the 
kids can be introduced to the game of base-
ball,” he said, “and then we can take the base-
ball and use it as somewhat as a tool to get 
the kids interested in some other things. Use 
it for other positive things that come about 
in their lives.”  

Hayes said the program, which would be af-
filiated with the North Carolina Amateur Ath-
letic Union, is in the early phases but a 

Jimmy Touchstone, an alumnus and donor, 
said he is more patient, but knows the depart-
ment needs to get the hire right.  

“I think everybody feels like we got to get 
this hire right,” Touchstone said. “That might 
also be on [Gaber’s] mind. Let’s not move fast. 
Let’s move right. And, quite candidly, I think 
those are the things that we have control 
over. … Charlotte has a lot of opportunity and 
a lot of potential. They’ve done a lot with lim-
ited resources. But, at the end of the day, I 
feel like Sharon has shown she is a great chan-
cellor in many regards. So, I put faith in her 
with this AD search.” 

Touchstone hopes the next AD will be in 
touch with the modern college sports land-
scape. One that understands name, image 
and likeness fundraising techniques that have 
been proven to work.  

“I don’t really have an exact ideal candidate 
in mind, but what I do know is that it needs 
to be someone that understands the NIL land-
scape,” he said. “They have to either have 
fundraising in their blood or they know how 
to put people in place who have fundraising 
in their blood. What I don’t know is if a person 
like that can make inroads in the Charlotte 
community without having had connections 
here before. So, I don’t know how to gauge 
someone with previous relationships in the 
area, or someone new to come in and have 
fresh ideas and ways to engage the commu-
nity.” 

Rodney Graves, a 1997 graduate, wants the 
administration to ultimately get this hire 
right, first and foremost, but would have liked 
to get a few more updates along the way. 

A longtime CIAA football rival 
is now on Johnson C. Smith’s 
coaching staff. 

Former Winston-Salem State 
head coach Robert Massey, 
who lost three in a 
row to JCSU dur-
ing Maurice Flow-
ers’ tenure as 
coach and 1-3 
overall, will assist 
with cornerbacks, 
the position he 
played at North 
Carolina Central 
before going to an NFL career 
with the Detroit Lions and New 
Orleans Saints. A 
Garinger High 
graduate, Massey 
is in familiar terri-
tory. 

“A lot of times as 
a head coach, you 
get away from 
what you were re-
ally good at, what 
you cut your teeth with,” Flow-
ers said. “For Robert Massey, he 
was coaching corners, and he’s 
just hungry to get back home. I 
say get back home in a couple 
of different ways. Him being a 
Charlottean, a graduate of 
Garinger High School, he’s 
coming back home, so I’m just 
excited because it's not often 
that you get a chance to add 
someone of his caliber. He’s re-
ally a lot like (former lineback-
ers coach David) Bowser – 
someone that’s been a head 
coach … but also, we’re bring-
ing someone on board that is a 
hometown hero from Char-
lotte.” 

Massey a longtime CIAA 
coach, resigned in November 
after going 25-34 over six sea-
sons at WSSU after a 16-45 
record in six seasons at Shaw. 
Although Massey is under .500 

The All-Star break is over, and the 
Charlotte Hornets are in position to 
pick up where they left off. 

After their nine-game win streak 
ended Feb. 9 with a loss to Detroit, the 
Hornets bounced back with a 110-107 
victory against Atlanta. Charlotte (26-
29) is ninth in the Eastern Conference, 
a half-game ahead of Atlanta (26-30) 
and two behind Miami (28-27). Char-
lotte coach Charles Lee feels the early-
season growing pains have helped 

form a strong team identity.   
“With 27 games to go, we have built 

this mindset,” he said. “We’ve built 
some resolve. We’ve built an identity, I 
really, truly believe. And so as they get 
a day or two to let their bodies recover, 
think about what we want to accom-
plish when we come back here, and I 
think I know the answer, but it’s a per-
fect time for us to be able to kind of re-
flect on everything we’ve done and 
figure out how we can stay hungry and 
take advantage of a couple days to kind 
of rest and recover.” 

Since the calendar turned to 2026, 
the Hornets are 15-7 and have won 11 
of their last 12 games. A big piece to 
the puzzle has been the play of rookie 
Kon Knueppel, who was named Eastern 
Conference rookie of the month for the 
third straight time.  

Knueppel, who is averaging 18.9 per 
game, is second in the NBA in three-
pointers made, trailing only Cleveland 
guard Donovan Mitchell. Knueppel is 
headed to all-star weekend to compete 
in the Rising Stars Challenge and the 
three-point contest.  

Knueppel — like Lee — feels the Hor-
nets have an identity he attributes to 
defensive tenacity that has propelled 
them to turn the corner.  

“I really think just defensively, our at-
tention to detail and our competitive-
ness on that end,” Knueppel said. 
“We're a pretty good offensive team, 
but I think also on the offensive end, 
trust in the pass, early pass-aheads in 
transition that have really made our of-
fense pretty efficient. But I think the 
biggest reason is just our change of 

Please see YOUTH  | 6A
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CHARLOTTE FC

Charlotte FC forward Wilfried Zaha, who scored 10 goals in his first season with the Crown in 2025, 
is out of contract in July. He and Charlotte are talking about an extension, but nothing has been 
decided.

Gaber

Massey

Flowers
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By Herbert L. White  
herb.l.white@thecharlottepost.com 
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mindset a little bit on the defensive 
end.” 

The Hornets return from the All-Star 
break to face Houston, Cleveland and 
Washington in their first three games. 
Charlotte won its first meeting against 
the Rockets in Houston and have won 
all three meetings with the Wizards. 
Cleveland — fourth in the East— has 
been an issue for Charlotte, which has 
won just one of three meetings.  

Hornets center Moussa Diabate and 
forward Miles Bridges will miss all three  
games due to suspension for fighting 
Monday against Detroit. The NBA sus-
pended them for four games while giv-
ing Pistons’ centers Jalen Duren and 
Isaiah Stewart two- and seven-game 
suspensions respectively. 

Grant Williams started in place of 
Bridges against Atlanta while Ryan 
Kalkbrenner started in place of Diabate. 
Center P.J. Hall also contributed big 
minutes off the bench with a double-
double and leading the Hornets in re-
bounding with 10. Kalkbrenner had six 
rebounds and Williams added eight.  

“I think we come into every game as 
the hunters, and I think that's kind of 
flipped from the beginning of the sea-
son,” Knueppel said. “We were building 
good habits, but now we come in ex-
pecting to win games. I think that’s 
what you need to be successful in this 
league. It’s really hard to win, and so 
the appreciation of how hard it is, is 
something that I think we have a good 
grasp on right now and what it takes.” 

 

Youth baseball advocate works 
on making the sport accessible

49ers await new direction from AD

school. I’m good. It’s just how the conver-
sations go.”  

Regardless of those conversations, Zaha 
said he’ll put forth his best effort on the 
pitch. Although there’s no deal yet, he’s fo-
cused on achieving the shared goal of win-
ning with a team that set club records for 
points (59) and wins (19) in 2025.  

“To be honest, I can only speak for my-
self,” he said. “I feel like the way I’m just 
made up is once I step on a pitch, I give 
100% and then anything else that needs to 
be spoken about regarding the club, or 
whatever that can be done after. But once 
I step on a pitch, I give 100% to the team, 
to my players, where we’re all trying to 
reach one goal.  

“I’m not the type of person that will be 
on a pitch and just be disinterested. I’m too 
passionate about the game. I want to win 
so much that loyalty to my teammates, 
that's 100% once we step out on a pitch. 
Whatever goes on with the club that’s got 

nothing to do with the guys that I'm work-
ing day in, day out with.” 

Still, business is business. Zaha under-
stands clubs are looking out for their best 
interests and it’s imperative for players to 
do likewise. Supporters might focus only 
on who is on the pitch, but Zaha under-
stands it doesn’t happen in a vacuum. 

“That is I just how I feel,” he said. “People 
talk negatively about players and stuff, and 
when players want to go somewhere, all 
I’m saying is the truth. We have one career. 
Clubs churn out players day in, day out. 
There’s only one Wilfred Zaha; there’s only 
one whoever. So, if that player feels like he 
wants to go and he’s done, he’s given what 
he could to the club. Because realistically, 
on the other hand, if you’re not good 
enough, you’re out the door, and then 
there’s no sympathy outside. No one’s cry-
ing, no one cares. 

“It will just be ‘Oh yeah, he was such a 
nice guy.’ But who cares about nice guys 
in football?” 

Zaha: I’m dedicated to winning 
regardless of contract situation

as a coach, Flowers insists his resumé and 
experience are an asset to a program that 
won a school-best 10 games, the CIAA title 
and earned its first Division II playoff berth 
in 2025. 

“You’re getting somebody that’s good, 
that’s bringing so much credibility to the 
staff having sat in the head coach chair, 
someone that knows how to recruit and 
someone that knows the lay of the land in 
Charlotte,” Flowers said. “The Charlotte 
area’s a big-time recruiting area for John-
son C Smith University football, and you’re 
bringing a guy that can coach the corner-
back position like no other. He’s been away 
from it for a little while having been a head 
coach, but I’m just so excited.” 

Massey’s arrival gives the Golden Bulls 
three coaches in the secondary. Chi-Emeke 
Worthington will move from safeties to 
nickel corners while James Lott will move 
to safeties from cornerbacks. There are a 
couple of open coaching positions – line-
backer, where Bowser worked before tak-
ing the top job at Albany State, and 
defensive line, where Kevon Fly moved on 
to pursue other opportunities. 

Massey “is very familiar with our 4-2-5 
system, and coach Lott, who’s been our 
corners coach … has been a defensive co-
ordinator and a very successful one, so he 
now moves to the safety position,” Flowers 
said. “And with coach Worthington going 
to nickels, it really is going to benefit our 
staff in a way that we’re going to have 
more quality coaches that will be coaching 
our players, and that's what it's really all 
about.” 

Even with the staff transition, Flowers is 
excited about the arrangements. 

“We’re having some change in our pro-
gram,” he said. “But one thing’s for sure – 
if you just look at what we’ve done, you 
know we have not (gone) backwards. 
Everything about us has been about mov-
ing forward and keeping positive produc-
tivity moving forward and that’s what 
we’ve said about adding coaches.  

“We might have lost a couple, but we’re 
going to get better because we’re not going 
to stay the same. We're not going to go 
backwards. We must keep getting better. 
And adding Robert Massey to the staff is a 
sign that we're getting better as a staff.” 

 
Charlotte Hornets forward Kon Knueppel has played beyond expectations as a rookie, 
averaging 18.9 points per game and second in three-point shots made, trailing only 
Cleveland’s Donovan Mitchell.

passion he will see through. 
“Right now, the goal is to bring the kids 

together,” he said. “And to be perfectly 
honest with you, right now, I only have ac-
cess to a few kids. But that is OK. It is a start 
and we just got another coach. So, we have 
a few kids now and we just want to be able 
to bring them in, teach them the impor-
tance of teamwork and then run the team 
under these principles. We hope to teach 
them the proper behavior and ways to con-
duct themselves not just at games, but 
when they are out in the community as 
well.” 

A deterrent to accessing baseball is the 
monetary strain on families. Baseball is 
widely considered one of the most expen-
sive sports with costs ranging from $1,500 
to upwards of $7,000 to play on a compet-
itive travel team. Much of that cost come 
from the money it takes to actually travel, 
but factoring in the cost of equipment, it 
drives the price up.  

“Forty years ago, when I was doing Babe 
Ruth baseball, I have always worked on 

this principle we put this league together 
for the kids,” Hayes said. “I feel it is my ob-
ligation to hustle up this money so the kids 
can be provided for. I know a lot of times 
in travel organizations the costs can be re-
ally high. I have a little financial backing. I 
have been a professional waiter for about 
50 years now. I have met some people 
amazed by [the program] and I will be hus-
tling up some money, believe that.” 

Hayes added that 30-40 years ago there 
were registration fees — sometimes ex-
ceeding hundreds of dollars — that some 
parents couldn’t afford. In those cases, 
kids couldn’t play. 

Not anymore. 
“The money is not the purpose of this 

program,” he said. “The purpose of the 
program is to get westside kids back play-
ing baseball. If you want to play, we will 
make sure you can play. … I know all of 
our fees will not be over $75 but no kid will 
be turned away because of the lack of abil-
ity to pay to register. If kids want to come 
out and play, they will play. It is that sim-
ple.”

JC Smith hires former 
WSSU coach Massey

Improved Hornets learn 
to expect winning effort

The Charlotte Post
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“Would I, along with my 
fellow members of Niner 
Nation have liked a bit more 
transparency regarding the 
overall search process re-
garding a time frame, char-
acteristics of what they are 
looking for an AD, and peri-
odic updates? Of course,” 
he said. “But at the end of 
the day, getting the hire cor-
rect is the only thing that ul-
timately matters to me.” 

Graves said that his ideal 
candidate must know that 
the current college athletics 
landscape doesn’t need an 
AD with a mindset of 20, 15 
or even 10 years ago. The 
candidate needs to have a 
firm grasp of the modern 
landscape and engage the 
community around them. 

“The next AD needs to be 
able to not only connect, 
engage, and tap into the re-
sources of the current and 
future alumni base,” he 
said. “They need to be able 
to do the same with the 
Charlotte community as a 
whole. Tap into the movers 
and shakers of Charlotte, 

where you’d go to get your 
education and leave and go 
back home.” 

Touchstone hopes alumni 
don’t get too discouraged. 
He understands the reality 
that it is hard to donate 
when you aren’t seeing suc-
cess. But, with the right per-
son connecting with the 
corporation community, 
the future has a chance to 
be bright.  

“The new AD is going to 
have to have a full under-
standing of where we are 
right now [financially],” he 
said. “The second thing is 
that they absolutely must 
tap into those people that 
do know Charlotte and the 
people that have connec-
tions. The new AD, he or 
she needs to leverage the 
resources we do currently 
have to strengthen the rela-
tionships we have with the 
current donors, whether 
they give $49 a year or 
$49,000 a year. And I think 
third, they need to have a 
strong conviction as to what 
their plan is to leverage the 
city.”  

the financial institutions in 
Uptown, the CEOs of Char-
lotte’s Fortune 500 compa-
nies, local, state, and 
national politicians. Con-
nect, engage, and energize 
local residents, high school 
students, marching bands, 
athletes, youth, etc.” 

Touchstone, a 1993 grad-
uate, has seen the college 
athletics landscape change 
since then as well as the 
narrative of enrolling at 
UNC Charlotte as the last re-
sort to becoming the top 
choice for some students. 
He believes there are 
alumni to make significant 
strides in raising money for 
NIL — the school needs an 
AD that understands this. 

“For someone who gradu-
ated in 1993, it wasn’t cool 
back then to be a Niner,” 
Touchstone said. “Sorry, 
but that’s the truth. …Peo-
ple didn’t buy the gear; they 
didn’t stick around after 
they graduated. We did. My 
friends and I tried to insti-
tute change. But it used to 
be called the suitcase 
school or whatever. It’s 
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Video on YouTube

Audio on Queen City Podcast Network, 
Spotify and Apple Podcasts
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