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Authorities arrest suspect in activist’s murder
BY WILLIAM F. WEST

Staff Writer

A Rocky Mount man is in cus-
tody in connection with the fatal 
shooting of a community activist 
more than a month ago.

Michael Edward Palmer, 42, is 
charged with first-degree murder 
of Johnny Cunningham, 60, and is 
jailed without bond in the Edge-
combe County Detention Center, 
District Court records in Tarboro 
said.

The Edgecombe County Sher-

iff’s Office late 
Wednesday af-
ternoon on Face-
book issued a call 
for public assis-
tance in helping 
locate Palmer.

Palmer was 
arrested late 
Wednesday eve-

ning in Rocky Mount by a member 
of the Edgecombe County Sher-
iff’s Office, as well as by the Nash 
County Sheriff’s Office and the 
Rocky Mount Police Department, 

Edgecombe County Chief Deputy 
E.W. Muse told the Telegram in an 
email.

Palmer was taken into custody 
without incident, Muse said.

Palmer is the lone suspect in 
the case and there was a motive 
for what happened to Cunning-
ham, but no further details will be 
released because an investigation 
is continuing, Muse said.

Cunningham, in addition to 
having long been an activist, fre-
quently spoke during the public 
input phase of Rocky Mount City 

Council regular meetings.
Edgecombe County deputies 

the morning of April 8 went to 
conduct a welfare check at Cun-
ningham’s residence in the 3000 
block of Old Battleboro Road, 
which is northeast of the city. Cun-
ningham’s body was found next to 
his truck in his driveway.

The District Court records list 
the date of the alleged offense as 
April 7.

State law specifies first-de-
gree murder as a killing carried 
out with a prior thought or prior 

plan. A conviction on a charge of 
first-degree murder can carry a 
sentence of life imprisonment or 
the death penalty.

A check of State Public Safe-
ty records shows a man with the 
same date of birth as Palmer hav-
ing a history of convictions, most-
ly in Nash County, although not in 
roughly a dozen years.

The records show convictions 
in Nash County:

 ■ • In 2008 for delivering/selling 

Rise in virus 
cases slows 
across area

BY AMELIA HARPER

Staff Writer

The COVID vaccine will 
soon be available to more 
teenagers in the area as vac-
cinations seem to be hav-
ing a positive effect on the 
health of the Twin Counties.

The federal Centers for 
Disease Control and Pre-
vention issued a statement 
Wednesday endorsing the 
safety and effectiveness 
of the Pfizer-BioNTech 
COVID-19 vaccine and its 
use in 12- to 15-year-olds. 
The CDC now recommends 
that this vaccine be used 
among this age population.

“I have already placed an 
order for more Pfizer vac-
cine that we will set aside 
for use for 12- to 15-year-
olds,” Nash County Health 
Director Bill Hill said in an 
interview Thursday. “We 
usually order the Moderna 

vaccine because it is easier 
to store, but the Pfizer vac-
cine is the only vaccine ap-
proved right now for young-
er people.”

Before this recommenda-
tion was issued, the Pfizer 
vaccine was approved for 
use in people 16 years of age 
and older and was the only 
vaccine approved for resi-
dents under the age of 18.

Hill said he hopes to soon 
be able to administer this 
COVID vaccine to children 
in this age range. This news 
is especially important as 
new COVID cases are be-
coming more apparent in 
younger residents in Nash 
County.

Since April 1, Nash Coun-
ty has reported 102 positive 
COVID-19 cases in 5- to 
19-year-olds, according to 
data reported Thursday by 

More eligible for vaccine

Judge sentences area 
tax preparer to prison

From Staff Reports

A Rocky Mount woman 
was sentenced Tuesday to 
serve 24 months in prison 
and to pay restitution for 
her past crimes of filing 
false tax returns on behalf 
of area clients.

Priscilla Evans, 65, con-
spired with others to file 
false tax returns for the 
2011 through 2016 tax years 
for clients of Community 
Tax Services LLC in Rocky 
Mount. According to court 
documents, Evans and her 
co-conspirators filed tax re-
turns that claimed false edu-
cation credits, among other 
illegitimate items, in order 
to fraudulently generate cli-
ents’ tax refunds.

On July 14, 2020, Evans 
pled guilty to the charge. 
According to the sentenc-
ing Tuesday, Evans will 
be spending the next two 
years in prison. She also is 
required to pay $229,000 in 
restitution for her crimes.

According to the IRS, 
the three-year scam Evans 
participated in resulted in a 
loss of more than $2 million 
in tax dollars.

G. Norman Acker III, act-
ing U.S. attorney for the East-
ern District of North Caroli-
na, made the announcement 
Tuesday after sentencing by 
U.S. District Judge Louise W. 
Flanagan. The Internal Reve-
nue Service Criminal Investi-
gations unit assisted in this 
investigation.

Council hears plan to reopen meetings
BY WILLIAM F. WEST

Staff Writer

Assistant City Manag-
er Elton Daniels outlined 
a plan to the City Council 
that would reopen coun-
cil meetings to in-person 
viewing starting early next 
month.

The specifics would end 
a more than year-long pro-
cedure of the council con-
ducting business without 
the public allowed in the 

audience 
s e a t i n g 
area of the 
c o u n c i l 
chamber.

Daniels 
told the 
c o u n c i l 
that in the 
c o u n c i l 

chamber, 20 seats would be 
made available to the pub-
lic and three seats would be 
designated for members of 
the media, with consider-

ations for social distancing 
as a safety measure against 
COVID-19.

Daniels also said that 
municipal department 
heads and support staff 
would be allowed to return 
to the council chamber and 
would be in reserved seat-
ing.

He said that people 
wanting to speak during 
the public comment period 
of council regular meet-
ings would continue to be 

escorted into the council 
chamber one at a time.

Daniels provided the de-
tails of the plan near the 
end of the council work 
session on Monday after-
noon.

Daniels also said that 
the plan would be for the 
council to continue having 
work sessions in the coun-
cil chamber. Prior to the 
spread of the coronavirus, 
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Carlos Padilla Euceda was part of a crew doing exterior work Tuesday on the May & Gorham Building at the Five 
Points intersection. Real estate developer Jesse Gerstl said the plan is to restore the two-story structure.
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Deputy nabs suspect after high-speed chase
BY JOHN H. WALKER

Staff Writer

A 41-year-old Kinston 
man was arrested on 
multiple charges after he 
crashed his vehicle follow-
ing a brief, high-speed pur-
suit by Edgecombe County 
Deputy Majorr Spruill.

While Spruill was con-
ducting business checks 
about 1:30 a.m. Sunday 
during a routine patrol in 
the area of N.C. 43 and 

B u l l u c k 
S c h o o l 
Road, he 
noticed a 
vehicle in 
the park-
ing lot of 
the Dollar 
General.

The dep-
uty made contact with the 
driver, identified as Her-
man Lee Barnes, who was 
asleep in the driver seat. He 
got Barnes, who appeared 

to be intoxicated, to wake 
up. However, when he 
asked Barnes to shut the 
vehicle off, Barnes sped out 
of the parking lot onto N.C. 
43 headed toward Rocky 
Mount.

Spruill initiated a vehicle 
pursuit that reached speeds 
of more than 100 mph and 
continued until Barnes 
crashed his vehicle on N.C. 
43 near Nobles Mill Pond 
Road. Barnes was transport-
ed by EMS to the hospital.

Barnes was charged 
with felony flee to elude; 
reckless driving; no opera-
tor’s license; driving while 
impaired; resist, obstruct 
and delay; failure to heed 
to blue lights and siren; and 
open container.

Barnes was treated and 
released where he was 
brought before the mag-
istrate and served on his 
charges. He was released to 
a family member due to the 
extent of his injuries.

BARNES
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