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A Superior Court judge sided with
Gaston County in a lawsuit that alleged
that the presence of a Confederate
monument outside the Gaston County
Courthouse was a constitutional viola-
tion and should be removed. 

The lawsuit, filed in 2020 by the Gas-
ton County branch of the NAACP,
sought the removal of a monument of a
Confederate soldier that stands promi-
nently in front of the Gaston County
Courthouse. The lawsuit argues that
the monument’s prominent public loca-
tion violates rights protected by North
Carolina’s constitution.

In a hearing on Friday, state Senator
Brad Overcash, one of the attorneys
who represented Gaston County, ar-
gued that a state law involving monu-
ments prevented the county from re-
moving the monument.

He said that as an “object of remem-
brance” located on public property, it
can’t be permanently removed, accord-
ing to the law. 

Gagan Gupta, an attorney for the
NAACP, said that the state monuments
law did not apply, arguing that nothing
in the law prevented the judge from de-

claring that the monument was uncon-
stitutional. 

Stuart M. Paynter, another attorney
for the NAACP, argued that the monu-
ment, rather than celebrating veterans,
was established as a monument to
white supremacy. 

The monument was given to Gas-
ton County more than a century ago
by the United Daughters of the Con-
federacy, a group that has broadly per-
petuated the Lost Cause narrative, 

‘Object of remembrance’

Stuart Paynter listens as Gagan Gupta speaks to Judge Robert Ervin Friday morning at the Gaston County Courthouse.
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Confederate monument not a constitutional violation, judge says

Kara Fohner
Gaston Gazette
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See MONUMENT, Page 2A

With deaths from fentanyl and other
opioids rising rapidly in Gaston County
and across the country, five local Ro-
tary clubs have joined forces to host an
opioid forum on Thursday, Jan. 25,
2024, at 7 p.m. at Belmont Abbey Col-
lege. 

The forum is open to the public, and
there’s no admission charge.

Featuring speakers active in the
fight to save lives here, the forum will
be in The Haid at Belmont Abbey. The
address is 100 Belmont-Mount Holly
Road. Coffee and soft drinks will be
available after the program.

“We are holding the forum on the
Belmont Abbey campus because col-
lege and high school students and their
parents are among those we most ur-
gently must inform about the imminent

Public
forum to
discuss
fentanyl,
opioid use
Ted Hall
Special to The Gazette
USA TODAY NETWORK

See FORUM, Page 2A

A Rutherfordton man pleaded
guilty to providing the pills that killed
a 16-year-old Gaston County teenager
in 2022. 

Deontae Jaquise Miller, 25, recently
pleaded guilty to death
by distribution in the
death of Abi Saunder-
son, who was found
dead in her bed on the
morning of Sept. 26,
2022, according to a
press release. He was
sentenced to 44-65

months in prison.
Miller conspired with Nicholas Ivey,

Saunderson’s boyfriend, to sell
pressed fentanyl pills to Saunderson,
who died after taking them.

Man pleads
guilty in teen’s
fentanyl death
Kara Fohner
Gaston Gazette

USA TODAY NETWORK

See PLEADS, Page 2A

Blue Devils to take on
tough opponent in Pitt
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Saunderson

Brad Overcash speaks to Judge Robert Ervin Friday morning at the Gaston
County Courthouse.
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A woman died after her car struck a
power pole in Kings Mountain Friday, ac-
cording to Kings Mountain Police.

The cause of death is still under inves-
tigation, according to a press release.

Chief Gerald Childress said a female

driver was found unresponsive and al-
though lifesaving measures were at-
tempted, she was pronounced dead at
the scene. He said it is still under investi-

gation and although it did not appear the
wreck caused her death, he said he does
not yet know a cause.

According to the release, Linda Rich-

ardson Guevara, 44, of Grover, collided
with a power pole at the 200 block of
South Watterson Street in Kings Moun-
tain and when first responders arrived
on the scene, Guevara was unconscious
and not breathing.

Police ask that anyone with informa-
tion call Det. C.E. Pitman at 704-734-
0444 or email cullen.pit-
man@cityofkm.com.

Police investigate death of Kings Mountain woman
Rebecca Sitzes
Shelby Star

USA TODAY NETWORK Police ask that anyone with information call Det. C.E. Pitman at

704-734-0444 or email cullen.pitman@cityofkm.com.

Today is Tuesday, Jan. 9, the ninth
day of 2024. There are 357 days left in
the year. On this date in:

1788: Connecticut became the fifth
state to ratify the U.S. Constitution.

1793: Frenchman Jean Pierre Blan-
chard, using a hot-air balloon, flew
from Philadelphia to Woodbury, New
Jersey.

1861: Mississippi became the sec-
ond state to secede from the Union,
the same day the Star of the West, a
merchant vessel bringing reinforce-
ments and supplies to Federal troops
at Fort Sumter, South Carolina, re-
treated because of artillery fire.

1913: Richard Milhous Nixon, the
37th president of the United States,
was born in Yorba Linda, California.

1914: The County of Los Angeles
opened the country’s first public de-
fender’s office.

1916: The World War I Battle of Gal-
lipoli ended after eight months with
an Ottoman Empire victory as Allied
forces withdrew.

1945: During World War II, Ameri-
can forces began landing on the
shores of Lingayen Gulf in the Philip-
pines as the Battle of Luzon got under-
way, resulting in an Allied victory over
Imperial Japanese forces.

1951: The United Nations headquar-
ters in New York officially opened.

1958: President Dwight D. Eisen-
hower, in his State of the Union ad-
dress to Congress, warned of the
threat of Communist imperialism.

1972: Reclusive billionaire Howard
Hughes, speaking by telephone from
the Bahamas to reporters in Holly-
wood, said a purported autobiography
of him, as told to writer Clifford Irving,
was a fake.

1987: The White House released a
January 1986 memorandum prepared
for President Ronald Reagan by Lt.
Col. Oliver L. North showing a link be-
tween U.S. arms sales to Iran and the
release of American hostages in Leba-
non.

2003: U.N. weapons inspectors said
there was no “smoking gun” to prove
Iraq had nuclear, chemical or biologi-
cal weapons but they demanded that
Baghdad provide private access to sci-
entists and fresh evidence to back its
claim that it had destroyed its weap-
ons of mass destruction.

2005: Mahmoud Abbas, the No. 2
man in the Palestinian hierarchy dur-
ing Yasser Arafat’s rule, was elected
president of the Palestinian Authority
by a landslide.

2015: French security forces shot
and killed two al-Qaida-linked broth-
ers suspected of carrying out the ram-
page at the satirical newspaper Char-
lie Hebdo that had claimed 12 lives.

2018: Downpours sent mud and
boulders roaring down Southern Cali-
fornia hillsides that had been stripped
of vegetation by a gigantic wildfire;
more than 20 people died and hun-
dreds of homes were damaged or de-
stroyed.

2023: Constantine, the former and
final king of Greece, died in Athens at
age 82.

TODAY IN HISTORY

Tuesday’s question: Where did
King Belshazzar of Babylon get the
gold and silver vessels he and his court
drank from?

Monday’s answer: Ten times (Dan-
iel 1:20).

HUGH BRITTAIN |
THE BIBLE SAYS

which casts Confederate veterans as
war heroes who defended states’ rights
while minimizing the brutalities of
slavery and its role in the conflict.

The keynote speaker for the ceremo-
ny that took place when the corner-
stone was laid for the monument in
1912 was North Carolina Attorney Gen-
eral Thomas Bickett, a white suprema-
cist whose father was a Confederate
soldier.

In his speech, Bickett praised white
supremacy and Confederate soldiers,
saying, “they stood for the integrity of
the white race.”

“This is not my opinion. This is the
uncontroverted record of it,” Paynter
said. 

Paynter argued that African Amer-
icans who encounter the statue out-
side the courthouse may feel less wel-
come inside the courthouse. 

This was the case for one of the
plaintiffs in the lawsuit, Jose Troché.
Troché, who is from Puerto Rico, said
that when he went to the Gaston Coun-
ty Courthouse in 2020 to apply for a
marriage license, he and his soon-to-
be wife, who is Black, ended up having
a conversation about the statue.

“There’s this nasty memory. We had
this conversation about, why the hell is
this thing here?” he said. “That memo-
ry is always going to be a part of the
story, a part of the day. It’s an unneces-
sary part of the day or an unnecessary
memory. What purpose does it serve to
two people who are in love going to get
married?”

Paynter argued that this impact on
Black Gaston County residents is a vio-
lation of the North Carolina Constitu-
tion. 

Judge Robert C. Ervin disagreed. 
He found that while there are excep-

tions in the monuments law that could
allow Gaston County to move the mon-
ument under very specific circum-
stances, the monument does not vio-
late the constitutional rights of Black
residents. He wrote that Black resi-
dents are still able to conduct business
at the courthouse, despite the pres-
ence of the monument. 

“The plaintiffs perceive that Gaston
County and its Board of Commission-
ers have implicitly and effectively in-
scribed the words ‘In White Supremacy
We Trust’ into the stonework over the
entrance by refusing to remove the
Confederate Heroes statue from the
entrance to that same courthouse,” Er-
vin wrote. “The court leaves it to the
exercise of the sound discretion of the
county and its Board of Commission-
ers to decide what messages they wish
to communicate either directly or im-
plicitly to the plaintiffs, their citizenry,
and the world.”

Monument
Continued from Page 1A

Judge Robert Ervin listens to arguments concerning the Confederate
monument Friday morning at the Gaston County Courthouse.
MIKE HENSDILL/THE GASTON GAZETTE

danger posed by opioids,” said Whitney
Norton, immediate past president of the
Belmont Rotary Club, who has led in
planning for the forum.

“The more educated we become
about these substances, methods to
combat them and how to help victims,
the more lives we can save,” Norton said. 

Sponsoring the forum are the Rotary
clubs of Belmont, Gastonia, Mount Hol-
ly, Gastonia East and Gastonia Evening. 

Norton thanked the Gaston Con-

trolled Substance Coalition and Bel-
mont Abbey College for supporting the
forum. 

Speakers participating in the forum
are:

h Diana M. Elliott, PhD, chair of Hu-
man Services & Sociology and Associate
Professor of Psychology, Belmont Abbey
College.

h Michelle Mathis, chair of the Gas-
ton Controlled Substance Coalition and
director of Olive Branch Ministries, pro-
viding an overview of the opioid epi-
demic.

h Delton Russell, recovery specialist,
Partners Health Management, speaking
on mental health issues.

h Maceo Mayo, RHA Health Services,
on substance use prevention. 

h Andy Leonard, chief of police, Bel-
mont Abbey College. 

Former Senior Resident Superior
Court Judge Jesse B. Caldwell, III, will
serve as master of ceremonies, and
Whitney Norton will make opening re-
marks. 

The forum is free and open to every-
one interested in learning about pre-
venting deaths from fentanyl and other
opioids.

For more information on these and
other forms of substance abuse, visit the
Gaston Controlled Substance Coalition
website at www.gcsctogether.org.

Forum
Continued from Page 1A

Ivey pleaded guilty last year to felony
conspiracy and conspiracy to sell and
deliver a controlled substance, and he
was sentenced to 16-38 months in pris-
on.

Abi’s mother, Tracy Saunderson-
Ross, said in an interview that she is re-
lieved that Miller will be going to prison.

“Nothing will ever bring Abi back,
but to know that there’s one less person
selling drugs out there that are killing
people, a little bit of peace,” she said.

She said that seeing him in court for
the first time was emotional.

“There were so many emotions: an-
ger, sadness, so many emotions going
through me. I was fuming,” she said.
“But he finally looked me in the eye. I
wish they could have made him say her
name, but of course they can’t make
him do that.”

Pleads
Continued from Page 1A

Abi’s mother, Tracy Saunderson-Ross
holds a lock of Abi’s hair as she talks
about her daughter’s fentanyl
poisoning May 1, 2023, at the Gaston
County Courthouse.
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“There were so many
emotions: anger,
sadness, so many
emotions going through
me. I was fuming. But he
finally looked me in the
eye. I wish they could
have made him say her
name, but of course
they can’t make him do
that.”
Tracy Saunderson-Ross

gasbrd_gastongazette_01-09-2024_b_a_002.pdf   1 08-Jan-24   23:03:05


