
Sylva Herald Sports Editor Carey Phillips (center) was honored Dec. 31 for 
covering his 1,000th consecutive women’s basketball game. Athletic Director 
Adam Phillips (left) and Coach Ollin Dunford presented him a commemorative 
sign and a basketball autographed by team members.

Two men on a list of priests accused of sexual abuse – Gino Vertassich and Peter Richardson – served at 
St. Mary’s Catholic Church in Sylva. The names were released by the Charlotte Diocese last month. Also 
accused was Al Behm, who was campus minister at Western Carolina University. The accusations were 
made prior to their assignments here. There have not been any claims of abuse in Sylva as yet.

Herald’s Phillips notches milestone
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By Erin Jenkins

Nov. 30, 1982, Sylva- Web ster’s wom-
en’s basketball team had a 43-39 win over 
Pisgah. Dec. 31, 2019, Smoky Mountain’s 
women’s basketball team had a 67-63 
win over North Henderson. The common 
denominator in the games, more than 37 
years apart, was Carey Phillips.

Phillips reached a career milestone of 
covering 1,000 consecutive women’s high 
school basketball games as sports editor of 
the Sylva Herald on the last day of 2019.

The streak wouldn’t have happened 
without a small fib, he said.

“It actually started in my third year 
when there was a conflict with boys’ and 
girls’ playoff games and I was planning 
to stay in Sylva to cover the boys’ game,” 
Phillips said. “Coach Cindi Simmons 
told me the girls wouldn’t understand if 
I went to the boys’ game and not their 
game. So, I changed my mind and went 
to Murphy that night with the girls’ team.

“I found out some years later that she 
made that up. But, if I would have gone 
to the boys’ game, the streak would have 
never happened.”

1,000 games seemed unachievable at 
the beginning, but a lot of notes, pictures, 
postgame interviews and relationships 
later, the day finally arrived.
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New restaurant 
spices up local 
business moves 
By Dave Russell

Renovations reveal an underground 
space for wine, acupuncture comes to 
town, a long-time eatery closes and the 
old Mill & Main location finally gets a 
tenant as Sylva’s business scene evolves.

Six floods in the last 12 months are just 
part of the reason WRGC AM 540 is in 
the process of moving from its Skyland 
Drive location to a new studio on Citrus 
Drive, just off N.C. 107.

“I hope I got high enough up the hill 
that I don’t have to worry about any more 
floods,” said Roy Burnette, the radio sta-
tion manager.

The station will be housed in a smaller 
space, but will make better use of it, Bur-
nette said.

“Most everything we are putting into 
the building is going to be brand new, state 
of the art type of stuff,” he said. “We will 
be able to perform at a superior level for 
the rest of my involvement with the radio 
station.”

Listeners won’t notice a difference ex-
cept the fiber optic system will improve 
reliability, he said.

The 1846 Skyland Drive building 
WRGC is vacating is up for sale.

Sylva Insurance has moved from 624 
W. Main to 447 W. Main to share a build-
ing with Howard Allman’s Nationwide 
Insurance agency. Zeb Allman, Howard 
Allman’s son, purchased the business 
from previous owners Boyd Sossamon 
and Tracy Bailey.

“Eventually my dad and I will combine 
the agencies, but for the time being keep-
ing the businesses separate is better for 
customers for understanding that they still 
have Sylva Insurance,” Zeb said.

No changes are expected until the sum-
mer, he said.

Off-street and handicap accessible 
parking played a role, he said.

“It’s also a little bit closer to the former 
Sylva Insurance location where the Wine 
Cellar is now,” he said. “It’s really neat 
that a business this old would be run by 
the Allmans, a family that goes back to 
the first census in Jackson County. We’re 
keeping things local and rooted.”

Sylva Insurance was founded in 1925 
by J.H. Morris, who served Jackson Coun-
ty as justice of the peace for more than 50 
years. It is the oldest continuously open 
business in Sylva, one year older than the 
Herald.

Speaking of The Wine Cellar, reno-
vations have it closed currently and have 
revealed the original brick walls and 
beams in the ceiling. Owners Ann and 
Craig Smith bought the former Papou’s 
Wine Shop last summer.

“We want to build upon the vibe that 
Sylva has going on right now,” Craig 
Smith said. “We’re going to have more 
live music, unique dining and wine-tasting 
experiences. We won’t have a kitchen, but 
we might offer charcuterie boards.”

Mary Furr will continue in her role as 
sommelier and manager.

“The biggest thing is to bring more peo-
ple into Sylva and help support the econo-
my of Main and Mill streets,” Smith said.

A renovation of a 2,000 square foot sub-

By Beth Lawrence

In December the Charlotte Diocese of the Catholic 
Church released a list of 43 priests they say have had 
credible accusations of sexual abuse lodged against 
them.

Of that number, 14 were accused in Western North 
Carolina after the Charlotte Diocese was formed in 
1972. Six with accusations served in WNC parishes 
prior to 1972, and three who served in Jackson County 
had allegations lodged against them in other states. 
Of those three, two are deceased, as are many others 
on the list.

The examination took more than a year, and inves-
tigators pored over 1,600 files going back 50 years, 
according to information from the Diocese.

No document or record was off limits to investiga-
tors, said Patricia Guilfoyle, public information officer 
for the Diocese.

The three former priests who served locally were 
Al Behm, who faced allegations in Kentucky; Peter 
Raymond Richardson, who faced allegations in Ken-
tucky and Mississippi; and Gino Vertassich, who was 
accused in Connecticut.

Two were assigned to St. Mary’s Catholic Church 
in Sylva. Vertassich was appointed to the region in 
the 1960s. He left the order in 1975 and died in 2003. 
Richardson was appointed to Sylva for one year in 
the mid-1980s. He left the church in 2007 and died in 
2014. Behm was appointed to Western Carolina Uni-
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Three on Catholic Church 
offender list worked in Jackson
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versity as campus minister 
in 1980. Behm left the area 
in 1984. He left the church 
in 1993.

The release comes as 
victims and advocate groups 
across the country bring 
lawsuits demanding that lo-
cal dioceses and the Vatican 
release the names of priests 
involved in sex abuse alle-
gations.

Information on the Dio-
cese’s accountability web-
site states the move is an 
attempt to give victims 
closure and “promote heal-
ing.”

However, a number of 
the priests on the list are 
deceased. Releasing those 
names leaves law enforce-
ment no recourse, according 
to District Attorney Ashley 
Welch.

Welch used the example 
of Adelbert “Del” Holmes, 
who was accused of molest-
ing three children in Mur-
phy in 1976. The church 
never notified law enforce-
ment.

“Unfortunately, the lack 
of notification by the Cath-
olic Church to law enforce-
ment authorities during that 
time period is not surpris-
ing,” Welch said. “Holmes 
died in 2013, and his death 

prevents the District At-
torney’s Office from being 
able to prosecute him for 
crimes he is alleged to have 
committed in 1976.”

Though the three who 
were assigned in Jackson 
County have not had any 
claims leveled against them 
here, that does not mean 
nothing happened. Often 
victims are reluctant to 
come forward.

Cases brought against 
Richardson and Vertassich 
would have to be civil cases 
because they are deceased.

If Behm had surviving 
victims, law enforcement 
could have recourse to 
charge him.

“If you have been a vic-
tim of child sexual abuse, 
we are committed to seeking 
justice for you,” Welch said. 
“North Carolina does not 
have a statute of limitations 
on these atrocious crimes 
which means we are able to 
prosecute individuals when 
there is probable cause even 
decades after the crime.”

In 2019, the District At-
torney’s Office prosecuted 
Howard Willard White Jr., 
a former Episcopal priest, 
for sex offenses against 
children in Waynesville 20 
years ago.

In a press release, the 
Diocese says it coordinated 
with a Lay Review Board 
and the firm U.S. Investi-
gative Security Services 

of Charlotte to locate in-
formation on priests who 
were “credibly accused” 
of sexual misconduct with 
minors.

“In the fall of 2018, the 
Diocese set in motion a 
multi-layered process to 
publish the names of clergy 
credibly accused of child 
sexual abuse,” the release 
stated. “The Diocese auto-
matically placed on its list 
clergy who had admitted to 
allegations or were charged 
by law enforcement with 
child sexual abuse offens-
es. In addition, the Diocese 
placed on its list all clergy 
who were determined by its 
Lay Review Board to have 
been credibly accused.”

The Charlotte Diocese 
Lay Review Board includes 
a pastor and members from 
the fields of counseling 
and psychology, law en-
forcement, investigation, 
business, law, community 
affairs and advocates for 

child victims’ rights. 
According to the ac-

countability website, a cred-
ible accusation contains a 
“semblance of truth” and is 
“supported by information 
worthy of belief.” Criteria 
considered credible were:
• The accused cleric admit-
ted the abuse, an allegation 
corroborated by external 
information.
• Allegations from more 
than one identifiable person.
• The accused was publi-
cized or named on a list of 
credibly accused clergy by 
other dioceses or religious 
orders.
• Information obtained 
through criminal, civil or 
ecclesiastical proceedings.

The website states that 
in allegations of sexual 
abuse of minors the person 
was relieved “from minis-
try and any other assigned 
duties unless and until it is 
determined the allegation is 
not credible through civil or 

ecclesiastical adjudication.”
The Diocese says it now 

has a zero tolerance rule 
since the Catholic Church 
enacted the Charter for the 
Protection of Children and 
Young People in 2002.

“No clergy may serve in 
ministry who are known to 
have a credible allegation of 
child sexual abuse against 
them,” the website states. 
“The Diocese’s 2019 file 
review confirmed that no 
clergy in ministry here have 
credible abuse allegations 
against them.”

David Fortwengler of 
Charlotte, a member of 
Survivors Network of those 
Abused by Priests (SNAP), 
thinks the list is too little 
too late.

“The Diocese of Char-
lotte does not get a gold star 
for doing what they should 
have done decades ago,” 
he said.

He concedes that the ef-
fort may do some good.

“An inaccurate and in-
complete list is better than 
no list,” Fortwengler said.

A big issue for Fort-
wengler and others is the 
decades of coverups and 
shuffling priests from one 
diocese to another when a 
problem arose.

“Not on the list is an ex-
planation of almost half a 
century of behavior by the 
Diocese that was incompe-
tent, immoral, grossly negli-

gent and criminal,” he said.
He has not been contact-

ed by any WNC survivors, 
but hopes the release of 
accused priests will help 
someone who has not told 
their story and give them 
strength to come forward.

Fortwengler believes the 
list is inaccurate and incom-
plete. 

“The list is clearly not 
comprehensive and com-
plete; it is the bare mini-
mum,” Fortwengler said. 
“It should be expanded to 
include diocesan employees 
publicly accused of abuse 
and those convicted of ob-
structing investigations.”

Fortwengler points to the 
case of John Schneider and 
Paul Berrell.

Schneider was convicted 
of obstruction of justice in 
2011 for his part in covering 
up evidence in the case of 
Paul Berrell.

Berrell was accused of 
sexually abusing children 
dating to 2002, well after 
the Catholic Church put the 
Charter for the Protection of 
Children and Young People 
in place. The abuses became 
public in 2009 when a par-
ent accused Berrell of coerc-
ing a child into performing a 
sex act, which he recorded. 
The child was a student at 
Asheville Catholic School. 
Berrell pleaded guilty in 
2010 to production of child 
pornography.

terranean cellar begins after 
the upstairs renovations are 
complete.

“We’re going to turn that 
into a private cellar and 
tasting room,” Smith said. 
“People can buy their wines 
and store them in the locker 
in the perfect temperature 
down below and then we’ll 
have special wine events or 
wine and food events.”

Smith hopes to partner 
with his new next-door 
neighbors. 

On the other side of his 
east wall, a new Italian 
restaurant will open in the 
triangular property where 
Mill and Main meet – or 
split, depending on which 
way you’re going. The site 
has housed restaurants, in-
cluding Mill and Main and 
Meatballs, in the past.

Crystal Pace and her hus-
band, Santiago Guzzetti, are 
moving down from New 
York City to open Ilda, 
named after Guzzetti’s Si-
cilian grandmother who 
taught him to cook.

Guzzetti takes the apron 
as chef while Pace will 
serve as sommelier.

Fresh, handmade pasta 
and local ingredients will 
be the highlight of the 35-40 
seat restaurant. Plans call 
for a deck in front of the 
building.

Karen Martar, who ran 
Meatball’s from 1983-2000, 
was Pace’s stepmother and 
a dish slated for the menu 
is Karen’s Meatballs, in her 
honor.

“We have quite a bit of 
restoration to do, but we 
hope to be open by the end 
of May,” Pace said. “We’re 
very excited to be part of 
the community. We’ve met 
wonderful people and have 

a lot of support.”
The 1,242 square foot 

building was constructed 
in 1950.

Meanwhile, Soul Infu-
sion Tea House & Bistro is 
closing Saturday after a 19-
year run at 628 E. Main St.

Haley Milner and Tori 
Walters, co-owners since 
2010, have heavy hearts, 
they said.

“We’ve kind of outgrown 
the space for Haley to grow 
and be creative in a kitchen 
this small,” Walters said. 
“And business has not af-
forded us the ability to be 
profitable. We have our 
regulars who come in, but 
it’s not enough to keep our 
head above water.”

Downtown’s four brew-
eries, all offering live music, 
have cut into the bistro’s 
business, Milner said.

“I can’t tell you the num-
ber of bands that have cut 
their teeth in the Soul In-
fusion yard,” Walters said.

Good news for folks 
craving a vegan bruschet-
ta or a wasabi roast beef 
sandwich is that Mary Beth 
Gruzbick has purchased the 
intellectual property of Soul 
Infusion and plans to open 
a restaurant in Dillsboro, 
perhaps in June.

“She’s going to offer Soul 
Infusion food, but she will 
have a full service restau-
rant,” Walters said.

Soul Infusion will host 
three musical acts Satur-
day – Alma Russ at 5 p.m., 
Positive Mental Attitude at 
7 p.m., with Judaculla Blue 
closing out the evening.

Sylva Yoga has a new-
ish owner in Stephanie 
Rayburn, who bought the 
business in May and ex-
panded the services of-

fered.
Yoga classes have grown 

from four to 10 a week.
A community acupunc-

ture clinic began Jan. 3, 
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“I knew 1,000 was a longshot,” Phillips said. “Each 
season went by and I didn’t miss a game. There were 
times when I was sick, but the players come to play 
when they’re sick, so I expected myself to do the same.”

Previous and current players remember Phillips 
being the one steady at their games throughout the 
years. Carol Christopher Thompson of Plano, Texas, 
started her basketball career the same year Phillips 
started his reporting career in 1982.

“I counted on Carey like clockwork to be at the 
games,” Thompson said. “He was like the 11th man 
on the team.”

Phillips’ favorite game was the 2007 state champi-
onship game. The game was an honor for the program 
and players. It was also an honor for Phillips, said Amy 
Haggard, a pivotal player on the championship team.

“The state championship win was so special for our 
community, fans, coaches, players and also Carey,” 
said Haggard of Tallahassee, Florida. “We kept Carey 
on his toes that season with pregame rituals and lights 
out scoring, but I know that win in the Dean Dome was 
special as he got to cover the first Smoky Mountain 
women’s basketball championship.”

Seven years later, Haggard and Phillips were 
inducted together into the Jackson County Athletic 
Hall of Fame.

Though the wins are important, Phillips’ support for 
the athletes extends beyond what happens on the court.

“Win or lose, Carey was there,” Haggard said. “He’s 
covered hundreds of wins and hundreds of heartbreaks, 
but the true heartbreak will be when he is no longer 
covering women’s basketball.”

Kyra Fowler, current Smoky Mountain player, has 
struggled through injuries as a Lady Mustang, but 
Phillips has been the biggest supporter through it all, 
she said.

“I never thought I would play ball again and neither 
did anyone else,” Fowler said. “Carey was the one 
person through it all that believed I would play again.

“This week I did get to play again, and when I saw 
him after the game he gave me the biggest hug. We 
both had an emotional moment together.”

He has always been just like an old friend to cur-
rent and former players on the women’s basketball 
squad. Kevonna Tushka, a second-generation player 
at Smoky Mountain, has experienced Phillips’ legacy 
herself, as well as through her mother, 1992 graduate 
Stephanie Maney.

 “When I first met him, he started talking like he 
already knew me,” Tushka said. “I told my mom and 
she then started to explain who he was and how he 
covered her when she was a player.”

It is evident that Phillips’ legacy will live on in the 
players’ lives well past the days of basketball.

“He wasn’t just a fan of us as athletes, he was a fan 
of us as people,” Thompson said. “It is easy for him 
to keep up with us now even outside of basketball 
because he cared about us as individuals.”

Fowler said she plans to stay in touch upon grad-
uation.

“There is no doubt that Carey and I will stay in close 
contact after I graduate,” Fowler said. “Carey will be 
invited to my wedding and will be known as Uncle 
Carey. He has made that big of an impact on my life.”

Phillips hopes to continue the streak, but when it 
ends both he and the players will be at a loss, he said.

“I know I will miss out on knowing a lot of great 
kids that come along in the future,” Phillips said. “I’d 
like to think that in a small way, they’ll be missing out 
on getting to know me as well.”

For Phillips, this milestone is all about the players 
he has covered over the years.

“In my career, there have not been many things that 
I’ve been proud of, but this is something I am proud of 
because it’s been all about the kids,” he said. “I have 
been so blessed to make so many lifelong friendships 
through the years with those kids.”

Jenkins is a junior journalism major at UNC-Chap-
el Hill. She was a Herald intern in summer 2019.
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Sheds Hunting Supply, at 472 E. Main St., held a going-out-of-business sale on Dec. 21. The store opened in 
the former Roberson’s Supply building in August 2014.
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Quin Milner, the son of Soul Infusion co-owner Haley 
Milner, mixes ranch dressing at Soul Infusion Tea 
and Bistro. The eatery’s final day of a 19-year run is 
Saturday, with three bands playing.
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with appointments avail-
able from noon until 5 p.m. 
Wednesdays and 1-6 p.m. 
Fridays with Audrey Elling-
ton, Rayburn said. 

Payment is set on a slid-
ing scale, from $20-$40, 
with a $15 intake fee.

Massage therapy is also 
new on the menu. Rachel 

Barnes offers massage any 
time, Rayburn said.

A small tea-room offers 
a place to sip hot tea and 
relax, she said.

The building has a West 
Main Street address, but the 
entrance is on Mill Street 
beside The Cut Cocktail 
Lounge.

“If you have been a victim of child 
sexual abuse, we are committed 
to seeking justice for you. North 
Carolina does not have a statute 
of limitations on these atrocious 
crimes which means we are able to 
prosecute individuals when there is 
probable cause even decades after 

the crime.”
— District Attorney Ashley Welch Welch


