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Charlie’s Challenge 
offers dinner, raffle, music for a good cause

By Dave Russell

Jackson County Neighbors in Need will 
host Charlie’s Challenge on Jan. 28 to 
raise money for the agency and celebrate 
Charlie McConnell, one of the nonprofit’s 
founders, and by all accounts, a great guy.

McConnell was a former superintendent 
of Jackson County Public Schools who 
created a dual career out of helping others 
in need.

Among other philanthropic endeavors, 
McConnell in 1995 co-founded New 
Century Scholars, a program that provides 
scholarships to students at Southwestern 
Community College and Western Carolina 

also coordinate a program for emergency 
assistance for minor needs, up to a couple 
of hundred dollars. For instance, it would 
help people who need a couple of new tires 
for their car so they can continue getting 
to work.”

COVID put a dent in the fundraiser, 
but the challenge still raised $10,239 in 
January 2022.

“Last year was more of a remote ap-
peal for funds, it wasn’t just the money 
coming in a single night,” she said. “We 
get some funding from local govern-
ment and from some community grant 

University.
He died in 2013 at age 69.
The need for a successful fundraiser has 

never been greater, said Jennifer Cooper, 
board chair of Neighbors in Need.

Requests for help with heating as-
sistance, the group’s biggest assistance 
program, are coming in rapidly.

The coordinator of the program, Ruth 
McConnell has received many requests for 
assistance since the heating assistance sea-
son began in early November, Cooper said. 

“We’ve helped 125 families for a total 
of about $27,000 so far,” she said. “We’re 
definitely seeing a lot of need. That is our 
largest program for helping people. We 

Town grant request met with opposition
By Beth Lawrence

The Jackson County Commissioners 
recently awarded three municipal grants 
but balked at a request from one town.

The board voted unanimously to ap-
prove grant applications for Dillsboro, 
Forest Hills and Webster that would pur-
chase new equipment, landscaping and 
park benches. They dithered, however, at 
supporting an art project for Sylva.

At the Jan. 10 work session, a repre-
sentative of each town presented requests 

local artists. The town has already invest-
ed in the arts including a Heritage Walk 
displaying historic photographs and the 
postcard mural downtown.

The grant money would pay for printed ma-
terials accompanying the new walks and three 
murals on Mill Street. The town would fund 
four kiosks, maps and website maintenance.

Chairman Mark Letson opened ques-
tioning.

“How many artists will be featured, or 
will it be stationary things?” he asked.

Peters informed him that the works 

explaining how funds would be spent.
When Sylva town board member Greg 

McPherson and Main Street Director Ber-
nadette Peters spoke, they were met with 
challenges from county commissioners.

“I mean this is a great idea and stuff, but I 
would rather see those funds go towards fixing 
Bryson Park,” Commissioner Tom Stribling 
said. “It’s been dilapidated a long time.”

The town requested $5,000 to fund 16 
art exhibits and the downtown art walk 
that would drive visitors to local galleries, 
restaurants and businesses and support 

Auction to benefit Center for Domestic Peace
By Beth Lawrence

Christmas shopping season is over, but 
the Center for Domestic Peace is asking 
residents not to put their checkbooks and 
credit cards on ice just yet.

The nonprofit that helps survivors of do-
mestic violence, sexual assault and human 
trafficking is hosting the Open Your Heart 
for Peace fundraiser next month.

“Fundraisers like this are the lifeblood 
for all nonprofits as they supplement the 
government funding we receive and allow 
us to quickly assist clients with their needs 
without restrictions,” CDP Director Wes-
ley Myers said.

The Center’s goal for the event is 
$10,000 which will go a long way toward 

would rotate.
Commissioner Todd Bryson wanted to 

know what artwork would be displayed.
McPherson explained a committee 

chooses regional artists and the pieces 
would likely be small murals displayed 
for six months to a year.

Commissioner Mark Jones inquired 
whether the town had considered recur-
ring costs.

He was assured by Peters that those had 

meeting the annual goal of $30,000.
Participants will enjoy hors d’oeuvres, 

drinks and dessert. While enjoying can-
apes and mingling, attendees can join 
other activities the center has planned to 
include a silent auction. Auction items 
collected so far are local art, food, restau-
rant experiences, wine and a getaway 
package.

Monies collected will go directly back 
into the work of supporting the center’s 
clients, especially crisis response and 
long-term recovery as survivors move 
forward and heal from traumatic expe-
riences.

Tickets are $100 but are already flying 
out the door, Myers said.

He understands that not everyone will 

be able to snag a ticket, be able to afford 
one or even want to attend but that folks 
might still want to support the work the 
nonprofit does. In that case, checks can 
be mailed to 26 Ridgeway St. Sylva NC 
28779.

“Any amount helps us towards our goal 
of eliminating interpersonal violence in 
Jackson County,” Myers said. “Just $20 
provides a meal for a family that we are 
sheltering in a hotel, no amount is too 
small.”

The event will be held at Quirky Birds 
Treehouse & Bistro, 148 Front St. in Dill-
sboro from 2-5 p.m. on Feb. 5.

To purchase a ticket, donate or learn 
more about the work the CDP does, call 
586-1237.

Depot Street 

restrooms 

taking shape

By Dave Russell

Everyone involved with governing Sylva over the 
past few decades agreed downtown needed restrooms. 
How to pay for them and where to put them were 
questions never answered until now.

The current town board found itself with the mon-
ey, leaving the location the only decision. Where 
those facilities would go took a year-long meandering 
discussion that landed them on Mill Street at the site 
of Sylva’s old railroad depot.

Town Manager Paige Dowling offered Sylva’s 

town board an update on the restrooms at last 
Thursday’s meeting. She had previously that day 
sent the board architectural renderings by the Sylva 
man the town charged with the design, “Mahaley 
Odell Thompson, Architect,” better known as simply 
“Odell.”

“We’re in the phase of the project where the en-
gineers are ready to discuss fixtures and design and 
building materials,” Dowling said. “After that we 
will contact the railroad again about the long-term 
lease.”

Blue Ridge Southern Railroad owns the depot site 

and tentatively agreed to the town’s plan.
Once stamped plans are completed, they will 

be submitted to Blue Ridge Southern for approval 
ahead of the lease application, Dowling told the 
board.

Going back to spring 2021, Spring Street, Bridge 
Park, the Ritz lot, a privately owned property on Mill 
Street and the site of Sylva’s long-gone train depot 
were all bandied about at town board meetings.

When the dust settled, the train depot site and 

The vision of downtown restrooms in Sylva is becoming closer to reality, with architectural renderings in the hands of the town board.
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