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Students at Tuesday’s 
School Board meeting 
proposed raising a Black 
Lives Matter flag at Rut-
land High School, but one 
of the comments made 
in response has lead to 
criticism.

After a presentation by 
Rutland High School’s 
New Neighbors group that 
proposed raising the flag, 
Michael Blow, a member 
of the Rutland City Public 
Schools Board of Com-
missioners, inferred he 
could relate to racism that 
students of color faced 
because of comments he 
experienced while serving 
in Vietnam.

“I think all lives matter,” 
Blow began. “I think it’s 
become a group that’s 
b e c o m e  r e a l l y  p o l i t i -
cal now. ... I am against 
racism.”

Tabitha Pohl -Moore, 
president of the Rutland 
area chapter of the NAACP, 
said Thursday that Blow’s 
comment is a frequent 
response to “Black Lives 
Matter,” and is indicative 
of a lack of understanding 
of the real problem.

“ N o b o d y  i s  s a y i n g 
nobody else matters,” Pohl-
Moore said. “(People of 
color) in this country are 
discriminated against and 
killed just for existing. So 
many of us are just mind-
ing our own business. ... If 
you’re using the ‘all lives 
matter’ response, you’ve 
got to do some soul search-
ing to find out why you’re 
so offended that someone 
is in pain.”

Blow said what mattered 
more than flying a flag at 
the school was how people 
treated one another.

B l o w  t o l d  s t u d e n t s 
Alex White, Noah White, 
Greta Solsaa and Jamison 
Evans — three of whom 
are black — about how he 
was brought up in Burling-
ton and regularly ate and 
slept over at the home of 
a family of color, and kept 
friendships with people of 
color as he grew up and 
eventually went into the 
military, where he was crit-
icized for keeping those 
friendships.

“When I joined the ser-
vice ... in Vietnam, that’s 
where I got the racism. 
I became a n*****-lover 
because I made friends 
with everyone,” Blow said.

In an interview on Thurs-
day, Blow said he doesn’t 
condone the use of the 
slur.

“That’s what they called 
me,” Blow said. “I’m just 
speaking the truth. I was 
giving an example of what 
they used in war time. ... 
It’s not a word I use. It’s a 
word I was called.”

Upon hearing a record-
ing of the meeting, Pohl-
Moore said she questioned 
whether or not Blow under-
stood what it truly meant to 
be an ally.

“That was totally inappro-
priate,” Pohl-Moore said. 
“If you did (understand), 
you would not use that 
word. For a board member 
to do that is appalling.”

In the students’ presen-
tation, they said their first 
instinct is to laugh the 
racial slur off, as they said 
it was sometimes spoken 
in an attempt at uncouth 

comedy by their peers, but 
only served to further mar-
ginalize them.

“We are the minority, 
but that doesn’t  mean 
we should be targets for 
easy jokes like that,” said 
Alex White at Tuesday’s 
meeting.

The students cited stud-
ies showing people of color 
are stopped by police four 
times more often than 
white people, despite black 
people being roughly 1 
percent of the population 
in Vermont. The presenta-
tion included statistics and 
graphs showing other ways 
people of color are unfairly 
t a r g e t e d  a n d  t r e a t e d 
violently.

The presentation cited 
“13th” and “Divided by 
Diversity,” two films aimed 
at exposing underlying 
racism in Vermont and 
nationally. The students 
retold the stories of Tray-
von Martin and Eric Gar-
ner, two people of color 
who were killed after not 
committing any crime, 
before explaining “Say Her 
Name,” a movement that 
calls attention to police 
violence against women of 
color.

High schools in Mont-
pelier, Burlington, South 
Bur l ington and Essex 
have already raised BLM 
flags, the students said at 
Tuesday’s meeting, and it 
was time Rutland did the 
same. U-32 Middle and 
High School has also raised 
the flag.

“To take a stand against 
racism in our community,” 
Noah White said. “By show-
ing everyone in our com-
munity that black lives truly 
do matter.”

“It’s  a lot more than 
just a flag,” Alex White 
said. “It’s an opportunity 
to express Rutland High 
School’s acceptance of all 
races.”

Board member Dena 
Goldberg praised the stu-
dents for standing up and 
speaking out.

“This is a situation you 
cannot undo,” she said at 
the meeting. “You cannot 
undo your skin color.

“I think it would be of 
great value to our com-
munity to support those 
experiences that are not 
supported.”

Board member Hurley 
Cavacas proposed bring-
ing the students back to 
another meeting once they 
could offer logistics, such 
as the flag’s size. Board 
member Kam Johnston 
said they should wait, and 
bring the issue up at the 
next policy meeting.

“There is a flag code,” 
said Superintendent Adam 
Taylor. “(But) there really 
are no teeth in the law.”

“I am for it if, logistically, 
we can figure everything 
out,” Cavacas said.

The faculty  sponsor, 
Jennie Gartner, said the 
students had already done 
their research, and could 
provide the information to 
the board immediately.

“They have been working 
on this since last March,” 
Gartner explained.

Janie Evans, risk manage-
ment, payroll and human 
resources director at Green 
Mountain College, said 
the flag flies at the college 
without any issues from the 
state.

“All on one pole, all on 
one rope,” Evans said of 
the three flags that fly: the 
national flag, the state flag 
and one for BLM. “There is 
no expense for this.”

Johnston said allowing 
the flag to fly might label 
the district as having incon-
sistent behavior if the board 
didn’t first send the idea 
to the Building and Policy 
Committee. He asked how 
long the flag would be 
flown.

“My concern is if we send 
this to all of these commit-
tees, it’ll never happen for 
another five years,” Cava-
cas said. “It’s going to take 
three months to come out 
of policy.”

Johnston was opposed to 
bringing the issue back up 
at the following meeting on 
the grounds that there was 
a clerk’s race coming up 
and board reorganization 
scheduled.

In the end, commission-
ers voted 4-1 to invite the 
students back to the next 
meeting. Blow voted against, 
and Johnston and Charlene 
Steward abstained.

“What the kids  were 
discussing after, was Mr. 
Blow’s comment, using the 
n-word,” Eric Solsaa, daugh-
ter of student Greta Solsaa, 
said in an interview Thurs-
day. “It was sort of negating 
what they were sharing with 
the board.”

Solsaa said Blow should 
make an attempt to learn 
some cultural sensitivity.

“This is not just a one-off 
incident,” Solsaa said. “It’s 
not just a few people who 
experienced their needs. It 
really seemed like the board 
was shirking their responsi-
bility to make a decision. If 
they don’t make a decision, 
yay or nay, the kids can’t 
counter it.”

Solsaa said his daughter 
has been involved with try-
ing to get the Black Lives 
Matter flag raised for almost 
two years.

Pohl -Moore sa id i t ’s 
crucial for white people 
to accept the experiences 
of people of color, even 
though they may not be able 
to relate.

“(Blow) has the oppor-
tunity to show other older 
white folks how to do it 
better,” Pohl-Moore said. 
“His mistake was completely 
avoidable. I don’t know 
anyone who doesn’t know 
that it’s not okay to say it out 
loud.”

She said an apology on 
Blow’s part to the students 
and people of color in the 
community might be a good 
first step, but the School 
Board also had a responsi-
bility to react to his actions.

Pohl-Moore said she also 
questioned why the School 
Board didn’t immediately 
vote to support the students 
and do research of their 
own regarding raising the 
BLM flag.

“This  promotes  f irs t 
amendment rights,” Pohl-
Moore said. “I question the 
motives. It sounds like creat-
ing red tape for the purpose 
of creating red tape.”

Renee Beaupre-White, 
mother of Alex and Noah, 
said the two young men 
declined to comment, and 
faculty sponsor Jennie Gart-
ner declined to comment as 
well Thursday.
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Remark on BLM 
flag request panned
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BARRE — A Granite City 
man accused of sexually 
assaulting a woman pleaded 
no contest to two amended 
charges in Washington 
County criminal court on 
Thursday.

Scott J. LaRochelle, 49, 
originally pleaded not 
guilty in Caledonia County 
criminal court in July 2017 
to felony counts of sexual 
assault without consent and 
second-degree aggravated 
domestic assault. If he were 
convicted on the charges, 
he faced life in prison.

The domestic assault 
charge was a felony because 
LaRochelle has a previous 
domestic assault convic-
tion. He was ordered held 
without bail at Northeast 
Correctional Complex in 
St. Johnsbury.

In court on Thursday, 
LaRochelle faced amended 
charges of prohibited con-
duct-first offense-open and 
gross lewdness; and first-de-
gree aggravated domestic 
assault. He pleaded no 
contest to both counts. At 
sentencing, he faces 16 
years in prison, $25,300 in 
fines or both.

I n  e x p l a i n i n g  t h e 
amended charges, Washing-
ton County state’s attorney 
Rory Thibault said there 
would be “some evidentiary 
challenges” in a contested 
trial.

Thibault noted a big 
part of the prosecution’s 
case was the victim’s tes-
timony. Initial efforts to 

serve a subpoena at the 
victim’s last known address 
were unsuccessful. She 
subsequently contacted 
the state’s attorney’s Face-
book page and requested 
to call or come in to Thi-
bault’s office, but no con-
tact had been made yet. 
Victim’s advocate Denise 
Bailey was also unable 
to contact the victim via 
phone.

Thibault said over the 
course of multiple depo-
sitions, there were some 
inconsistencies in state-
ments by the defendant, 
the victim and witnesses, 
but the physical evidence 
was “substantial.”

“So, I can state to you that 
this is a reasonable compro-
mise with respect to public 
safety and having some 
record of conviction asso-
ciated with the criminal act 
committed,” Thibault said 
of the amended charges.

“At this time, I can’t 
report on what the victim’s 
take on this is. Prior discus-
sions with her contemplated 
a much longer-to-serve 
(sentence) that was based 
on the original charges,” he 
added.

Judge Mary L. Morrissey 
asked for a pre-sentencing 
hearing to be set for early 
May, and ordered LaRo-
chelle to undergo a psycho-
sexual evaluation by April 
30.

Barre City Police Cpl. 
Jonathan Houle opened 
the case on July 18, 2017, 
when he was dispatched to 
Central Vermont Medical 

Center in Berlin to speak to 
a possible victim of domes-
tic assault that allegedly 
occurred at Highgate Apart-
ments on Skyline Drive, 
court records say.

In a sworn aff idavit , 
Houle said he recognized 
the victim from another 
domestic assault situation 
involving LaRochelle. 

According to Houle’s 
affidavit, the victim went 
to LaRochelle’s place to 
retrieve some belongings 
while a friend waited out-
side. LaRochelle locked the 
door and closed the blinds, 
then pushed the victim 
against the wall and put his 
hand on her throat, the affi-
davit said. She said he then 
punched her twice in the 
ribs before sexually assault-
ing her. He also threatened 
to kill her and himself, the 
affidavit says.

The woman said LaRo-
chel le  owns two guns. 
Houle spoke with LaRo-
chelle, who he said seemed 
unconcerned about the alle-
gations made against him. 
He said he closed the blinds 
because the woman wasn’t 
allowed in his building and 
he was afraid of losing his 
housing if she was seen 
there, the affidavit says. He 
denied sexually assaulting 
the victim and said he never 
puts his hands on women, 
court records say.

Houle said a records 
check showed LaRochelle 
was convicted of domestic 
assault in 2000.
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A pair of walkers are surrounded by a snowy canopy Thursday morning in East Montpe-
lier after a burst of precipitation coated much of the region in a blanket of snow before 
temperatures warmed into the 40s later in the day.
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