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By Dave Russell

A resolution passed 
4-1 at Sylva’s last town 
board meeting of 2020 
asks the Jackson County 
Commissioners to change 
the namesake – not the 
name – of the county.

Board member Ben 
Guiney wrote the reso-
lution and last Thursday 
presented it to the board. 

“On October 29, the Eastern Band of 
Cherokee Indians passed a resolution re-
questing the namesake of Jackson County 
be changed from President Andrew Jack-
son to Walter S. Jackson,” Guiney said. 
“By my reading, he is someone who is 
a very remarkable individual and very 
important to the tribe.” 

Walter Jackson was a World War II vet-
eran, the Cherokee chief of police and the 
18th principal chief, Guiney said. Jackson 
served as principal chief from 1967-71.

“He was born, raised and died in Jack-
son County,” Guiney said. “He was instru-
mental in doing a lot of stuff for the tribe, 
like bringing in the tribe’s health service 
and getting the hospital set up there. The 
tribe felt very strongly about this and they 
really make a great case for changing it.

“Sylva is the county seat of Jackson 
County and I think it’s something that 
would show a lot of unity in Jackson 
County to support the tribe’s request that 
the Jackson County commissioners move 
to change the namesake,” he said.

Board member Barbara Hamilton knew 
the man.

Sylva OKs 
resolution 
to change 
Jacksons

Jackson

Harris OK in COVID-19 crisis, for now
By Dave Russell

As hospitals across the country burst 
at the seams with COVID-19 patients, 
at this point, Harris Regional Hospital 
in Sylva is in pretty good shape. 

“Generally speaking our hospital 
capacity is incredibly fluid and changes 
rapidly, and at this time, our hospital 
has adequate capacity to meet patient 
needs,” Harris CEO Steve Heatherly 
said. “We want to assure our communi-
ties that it is safe to come to the hospital 
should you or your family need care.”

The intensive care unit consists of 
nine beds.

“ICU beds at Harris could be fully 
occupied on any given day for non-
COVID reasons,” he said.

The New York Times reports eight 
of Harris’ nine ICU beds are filled with 
COVID-19 patients.

The hospital has created a COVID-19 
containment unit designated for posi-
tive patients. Should their units reach 
capacity, they can reach out to other 
hospitals in the area, he said.

“We make every effort to serve pa-
tients locally and work with our regional 
hospital partners to get patients where 

they need to go if conditions warrant a 
transfer,” Heatherly said. “During non-
COVID and COVID times we work with 
hospital partners in the region to care for 
patients who need ICU-level care.”

Hospital personnel have risen to the 
occasion in the crisis, he said.

“Everyone is managing well, sup-
porting each other, and staying in hourly 
contact through communication huddles 
and census/capacity reports,” he said. 
“We manage staff on an hourly basis 
during non-COVID and COVID times.”

At least one Emergency Department 
physician has been diagnosed with 
COVID-19. Dr. Ben Guiney, a member 
of the Sylva Town Board, became sick 
two weeks ago. Guiney is somewhat 
confident his exposure came from work. 

Heatherly could not comment on 
other staff cases, he said.

“While we can confirm that we 
have had some staff test positive for 
COVID-19, we maintain confidential-
ity on all employee matters, so we are 
not able to share specific information,” 
he said. “We follow CDC guidelines 
for quarantine and isolation and initiate 
internal contact tracing.”

Shortages of personal protection 

equipment plagued healthcare facilities 
in the beginning of the epidemic. Harris 
currently has enough PPE for staff, 
Heatherly said.

Tents and other facilities have 
popped up in parking lots and other 
locations to treat COVID-19 patients. 
Harris has that option as well.

“Our emergency operations planning 
is constant and fluid during non-COVID 
and COVID times,” he said. “We have 
no immediate plans for alternate care 
sites, but we can mobilize as needed.”

Harris is part of a coalition of agen-
cies in the county tackling the crisis.

“Beyond our hospital walls, we are 
working closely with our local health 
departments, school systems, Western 
Carolina University, Southwestern 
Community College and other hospitals 
to ensure a well-coordinated response 
to serving our community through the 
pandemic,” he said.

Heatherly has a message for the 
community.

“Please do your part to prevent the 
spread of COVID-19 in our commu-
nity by practicing social distancing, 
avoiding large gatherings and wearing 
a mask,” he said.

By Dave Russell

Jackson County set a new one-day record for reports of COVID-19 cases Monday and the 
county reported death number 11 on Tuesday.

The Jackson County Department of Public Health said 101 cases of COVID-19 were reported 
to the agency. Monday reports are often highest of the week, as they encapsulate cases from 
the previous Saturday and Sunday. The new reported cases top the previous Monday’s 95. The 
county’s third-highest one-day total, 62, was reported Tuesday. 

An outbreak at another of Sylva’s long-term care facilities makes up a large part of that 
number. Three of the Sylva’s facilities had reported outbreaks as of last week, with Morningstar 
Assisted Living the exception.

The Jackson County Department of Public Health on Tuesday reported an outbreak at Morn-
ingstar, a 55-unit nursing center off Racking Cove Road.

As of Tuesday, Morningstar reported 11 positive cases among staff and 26 residents.
JCDPH is working to identify any additional close contacts of these individuals. Based on the 

information provided, county health officials will determine the close contacts’ risk of exposure 
and what additional measures are needed, such as quarantine and/or testing.

Upon notification of the first positive case, Morningstar coordinated with JCDPH to determine 
next steps. Morningstar coordinated testing for all staff and residents in the facility. Positive 
residents were immediately isolated, and staff and residents will continue to be monitored for 

New record set,
death reported 
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By Dave Russell

The organizers behind “Shop with a 
Cop” would not let COVID end the 16-
year tradition in Jackson County. They 
just made it safer. 

Instead of a mass of law enforcement 
– including the N.C. Highway Patrol, 
Sylva Police Department, Jackson County 
Sheriff’s Office and many other agencies 
– gathering at Walmart to take kids shop-
ping, it was an online effort at the schools.

The Sheriff’s Office was able to raise 
funds for the effort in spite of COVID-19, 
said event organizer Sgt. Johnny Hollifield 
of the Jackson County Sheriff’s Office.

“Since we’ve been doing it for so long, 
we have regular contributors who give 
every year, and we also do a Community 
Grant through Walmart,” he said. “Our 
Sylva store allocates certain funds every 
year to distribute out in the community 
however they see fit, and we’re usually 
recipients of that.”

Local churches support the effort finan-
cially, he said.

About $8,900 went to help kids in need 
this year.

“Smoky Mountain High School, Blue 
Ridge Early College and all the elemen-
tary schools were involved,” Hollifield 
said. “We handed out 89 cards worth $100 
each.”

Shop with a 
Cop carries 
on giving 
tradition


