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JEFFERSON — In partnership 
with the Ashe County Arts Coun-
cil, Steve Lewis and Bluegrass, 
Inc. took to the Blevins Stage at 
Ashe Park on Friday, June 18, 
to kick off the second concert in 
the Friday’s in the Park Concert 
Series.

Lewis, a native and long-time 
teacher in Ashe County, brought 
in nearly 400 guests at the Friday 
night concert. Musiclovers were 

BY MARISA MECKE
Report for America corps member

HIGH COUNTRY — On June 
11, the organization Help Ashe-
ville Bears confirmed a 30th 
bear in Western North Carolina 
with a missing leg. Since 2019, 
Help Asheville Bears has identi-
fied, documented and observed 
bears in the region, noting 
bears who have lost limbs. The 
newest bear identified was 
located in the Ashe County town 
of Lansing, missing its front 
limb. Help Asheville Bears of-
fers rewards up to $10,000 for 
information about this or other 
bears missing limbs.

Originating in Asheville but 
serving communities through-
out the western North Carolina 
region, Help Asheville Bears 
was started by a group of neigh-
bors who enjoyed watching 
bears. Jody Williams, a found-
ing member of Help Asheville 
Bears, described watching one 
bear who the community named 
Peaches who “would nurse 10 
feet from my porch, dig in logs, 
swim in my trout pond. She felt 
safe.”

Peaches’ story
On Aug. 18, 2019, Peaches 

came to the Williams property 
missing the lower half of her 
front right leg. Jody said that 

he’s “not ashamed to say” he 
cried and called his brother, 
Alex Williams, operational di-
rector of Help Asheville Bears, 

to come see. Alex “knew some-
thing was wrong,” said Jody, 
by the look on Jody’s face when 
Alex arrived at Jody’s property.

That same night, another bear 
was discovered missing a leg by 
the community of bear watchers 
within a mile of where Peaches 
was found. Concerned by the 
appearance of these injured 
bears, Jody, Alex and friends 
from their community formed 
Help Asheville Bears to docu-
ment injured bears and discover 
what was causing the similar 
injuries.

Since late 2019, Help Ashe-
ville Bears has located 30 bears 
in Western North Carolina 
missing limbs. An offshoot of 
Help Asheville Bears, Tony 
Wisniewski, a retired Raleigh 
police officer known as “Ski,” 
operates the Poacher Strike 
Force, a group of ex-police and 
law enforcement officials that 
investigates incidents of poach-
ing. Wisniewski reported that 
there are two consistent trends 
in these injuries across the 30 
bears: bears missing legs from 
the elbow down, and back legs 
missing from the ankle down. 
He contended that these inju-
ries are consistent with illegal 
trapping, that the front leg inju-
ries are most likely from snare 
traps set atop food and the back 
paws are lost to leg hold traps. 
The back legs observed by Help 
Asheville Bears are not missing 
from the ankle down, nor do 

The plight and puzzle of injured bears in Western North Carolina
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Tripod and its yearling, which was discovered to also be missing a paw, in November 2020.

Hard to bear

SEE BEARS ON PAGE 2A
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JEFFERSON — The Ashe 
County Board of Commissioners 
met in regular session on June 
21 in the third floor courtroom 
of the Ashe County Courthouse 
to hold public hearings for the 
fiscal year 2021-22 proposed 
budget, discuss monthly updates 
and upcoming projects.

Those in attendance at the 
meeting were Commissioner 
Chair Todd McNeill, Vice Chair 
William Sands, Commission-
ers Chuck Olive, Jerry Powers 
and Jonathan Jordan, County 
Manager Adam Stumb, Finance 

Officer Sandy Long and Clerk to 
the Board Ashley Honeycutt.

The meeting began with public 
hearings regarding the fiscal 
year 2021-22 proposed budget. 
No public comment was made 
on either the proposed budget or 
the expenditures with Economic 
Development in the budget. Ol-
ive made a motion in approving 
the $58,214,600 budget, which 
includes a proposed tax rate of 
.51.

According to Stumb, this will 
allow Ashe County to remain the 
15th lowest county tax rate in 
the state, ahead of other com-
munities such as Watauga, Dare 
and Brunswick.

The budget includes a 4.5 per-
cent increase to frontline law en-
forcement, something the board 
hopes will show their endless 
support to the law enforcement 
of Ashe County. They were able 
to purchase four new vehicles, 
SWAT entry vests, ballistic vests, 
tasers and provide the full fund-
ing for 41 full-time positions.

“We were able to purchase 
four new vehicles for the coun-
ty,” said McNeill. “I hope the 
additions to the law enforcers, 
such as new safety equipment, 
can stay in the car and not have 
to be used unless necessary. I’m 

Board of Commissioners approves $58.2 million budget
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Cathy Barr presents a financing agreement to Commissioners Jerry Powers, Vice 

Chair William Sands, Chair Todd McNeill, Chuck Olive and Jonathan Jordan.

Steve Lewis and 
Bluegrass, Inc. 
take Ashe Park 
with a Friday 
night concert
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LAUREL SPRINGS — For 
years, Josephine Reeves has 
kept watch over the historic 
John F. Shepherd Cemetery, a 
small burial ground which may 
have been lost to time with-
out her mindful intervention. 
Recently, however, Reeves 
received a helping hand with the 
grave yard’s upkeep from the 
community following the recent 
destruction of the cemetery’s 
sign.

Overlooking a sharp S-curve 
off Ashe County’s Cranberry 
Creek Road, lies the final resting 
place of John F. Shepherd — a 
Confederate veteran who served 
in the 34th North Carolina 
Infantry — his wife and several 
family members. Many of whose 
grave are marked only by well 
worn stones. If not for the sign 
noting the cemetery’s existence, 
it is possible that even the most 
knowledgeable of locals may 
pass by without noticing the 
headstones peaking out from the 
top of the hill.

Despite having no relation 
to the Shepherds buried in the 
cemetery, Reeves has become 
somewhat of an honorary care-
taker of the old burial ground. 
Since 1995, Reeves has worked 
to keep the cemetery cleared of 
briars and brush, had a flag pole 
and sign erected and worked to 
get some headstones restored.

Community 
effort

Laurel Springs residents, area 
businesses, come together to 
repair historic cemetery sign

SEE REPAIR ON PAGE 5A
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This three-legged bear in Lansing was pictured in June 2021.


