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Post 455’s season ends with second-round exit. PAGE 4

Cardinals fall to Mint Hill

Artist offers retreats at 

Lincolnton’s Burris Home

Michelle T. Bernard / Lincoln Times-News

ABOVE: Donna Downey (right) assists Kirsten Pirko with her art during a retreat in Lincolnton. BELOW: Artist Donna 
Downey.

Nationally renowned artist shares gifts with public
MICHELLE T. BERNARD

Staff Writer

A nationally renowned oil paint-
er and author recently relocated from 
Huntersville to what is known as the 
Old Burris Home in Lincolnton. At 
this magnifi cent estate, Donna Downey 
offers artists a sanctuary and the free-
dom to be artists. Situated on 23 wood-
ed acres, the 7,000-square-foot house 
has high ceilings with reclaimed wood 
beams and trusses, massive windows 
and skylights to let the outside in, stone 
fi replaces and an in-ground swimming 
pool.

The home and property are beautiful 
and serene, but it’s the artist’s creative 
spirit that makes the setting whole.

“I’ve always offered retreats,” 
Downey said. “It was a different type 
of thing in Huntersville. I had a brick 
and mortar store on a main street. Giv-
en it was a retail store, there was more 
walk-in traffi c. This property is stun-
ning and even though it’s in the middle 
of Lincolnton, no one knows it’s here. 
When I found it – it was just ‘yes.’ It’s 
set up so beautifully.”

Downey’s paintings are hung 
throughout the house. There are vari-
ous series of work, such as one called a 
“Hundred Faces.” 

“Anybody can paint a face and it 
can be as loose and as arbitrary as you 
want it to be as long as it’s got eyes, 
nose and a mouth,” she said. “Painting 
real people is really daunting for people 
who are just beginning. It’s the idea of 
practice and you can’t learn how to do 
something once. If you do it 100 times 
in 100 different ways you start to own 
what it is about your style.”

There are two classrooms in the 
home. One has easels and the oth-
er worktables. On Wednesday, two 
women were working in the classroom 
with tables, Sue Spencer and Elizabeth 
Bellmer. The women, who live in two 
different parts of the country, met each 
other through other workshops they’ve 
attended and have kept in touch.

“I’ve watched Donna’s YouTube vid-
eos and you can see that her work has 
changed and evolved, which really im-
pressed me,” Spencer said. 

Bellmer, who fl ew to attend the re-
treat from Seattle, said that she admired 
Downey’s work and technique but was 
really attracted to her ability to allow her-
self to be herself and to open up.

“That’s what I needed to learn,” she 
said. “I paint small so I’m continuously 
learning how to paint larger and not so 
tight and confi ned.”

All supplies are provided in the cost 
of the retreat so attendees don’t have to 
carry supplies with them. During retreats, 
Downey employs a professional chef to 
cook meals.

Busy at work on an easel, Kirsten Pirko 
is a relatively new artist. She lives out-
side of D.C. and had been a stay-at-home 
mother devoting herself to her family.

“I’ve never done anything like this,” 
she said. “I’ve only been painting a year 
and a half. I saw a picture of this place on 
the website and I had to come – it was my 
dream.”

Life changed for Downey during a re-
cent divorce and this is refl ected in her 
newest body of work, consisting of 12 
paintings, entitled simply, the “O Series.” 
Married for 25 years to an alcoholic left 
its scars on the artist but she managed to 
turn the negativity into empowerment. In 
addition to the paintings, offering these 

retreats, which are mostly attended by 
women, have been both empowering and 
healing for Downey.

“I hadn’t painted in a year,” she said. 
“I was just running the business. I was 
that wife who didn’t pay the bills, he did. 
I did the art. Then all of a sudden these 
paintings started coming out with these 
strong, beautiful women. They were de-
sirable and vulnerable. It’s just changed 
the course of my life.”

Women have come to her home and sat 
in the room where the “O Series” is hung 
and cried.

“Either they remember the guy that 
they should have married, or the guy that 
made them feel that way, or the guy they 
wished they had that kind of relationship 
with,” she said. “This work represents 
who I am now.”

Downey is a former elementary school 
teacher and a self-taught artist who start-
ed out with scrapbooking before picking 
up a paintbrush. 

“For some reason, I love broken people 
and feel like artists somehow have a little 
bit of brokenness and they want to share 
it,” she said. “They come here and it’s a 
safe haven. The women who come here, 

See ARTIST, page 2

Board of 

Ed. hires 

new LHS 

principal
MICHELLE T. BERNARD

Staff Writer

During a closed session 
held after the Lincoln County 
Schools Board of Education 
meeting on July 9, the board 
voted to hire Preston Clarke as 
the new principal at Lincoln-
ton High School to replace 
Tony Worley, who was arrest-
ed on July 8.  According to a 
press release sent by associate 
superintendent Dr. Aaron Al-
len, Clarke is a graduate of Ap-
palachian State University and 
is coming to Lincoln County 
after spending fi ve years as the 
Valle Crucis School (K-8) in 
Sugar Grove. He was a former 
high school teacher at Maiden 
High before moving to Watau-
ga County to serve as assis-
tant principal at Watauga High 
School for three years before 
becoming the principal at Val-
le Crucis School.  Clarke was 
selected as Watauga County 
Schools Principal of the Year 
in 2017.  He is currently seek-
ing his doctorate degree from 
East Tennessee State Univer-
sity.  

Also voted on during closed 
session was the hiring of 
Casey Oakes as the new as-
sistant principal at Lincoln-

ton Middle School.  Oakes, 
who did his student teaching 
at North Lincoln High School 
and is a former NC Teaching 
Fellow, has been conducting 
bands/theater since 2010 at 
Southwestern Randolph and 
Maiden High Schools and has 
been leading the band at St. 
Stephens High School since 
2013.  

At the regular board meet-
ing, the following year end 
IGNITE Awards were given: 

 ■ Lincolnton Middle 
School: Golf Team won the 
year-end IGNITE Award for 
Middle School Academic Ex-
cellence with a 3.54 GPA.

 ■ North Lincoln High 
School: Marching Band won 
the year-end IGNITE Award 
for High School Performing 
Arts Academic Excellence 
with the highest GPA (3.51).

 ■ North Lincoln High 
School: Women’s Softball 
Team won the spring semester 
athletic IGNITE Award with a 
GPA of 3.82.

 ■ West Lincoln High 
School: Women’s Volleyball 
team won the year-end IG-
NITE Award for High School 
Athletic Academic Excellence 

See LHS, page 2
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The Lincoln County Board of Education during Monday’s 
regular meeting.


