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BOONE — Jury selection 
began on Monday, Feb. 14, 
for the trial of Tristan Noah 
Borlase, 20, who is charged 
with two counts of first-degree 
murder in the deaths of his 
parents.

The jury selection and 
trial is being presided over by 
Judge Greg Horne, who said 
during the start of the court 
session that the trial was ex-
pected to take three weeks.

During the jury selection 
process, according to the Ad-
ministrative Office of the U.S. 
Courts, the judge and attor-

neys will ask potential jurors 
questions to determine their 
suitability to serve on the jury, 
a process called voir dire. The 
attorneys also may exclude 
a certain number of jurors 
without giving a reason.

Prosecution is being han-
dled by District Attorney Seth 
Banks’ office and Borlase is 

being represented by defense 
attorney Garland Baker.

On April 10, 2019, the 
Watauga County Sheriff’s 
Office responded to 1174 
Orchard Road for a 911 call 
related to the disappearance 
of three family members. 
Jeffery David Borlase, 43, 
and Tanya Maye Borlase, 

44, were subsequently found 
dead outside of the home, the 
Watauga Democrat previ-
ously reported. The following 
day, Tristan Borlase — then 17 
years old — was arrested and 
charged with two counts of 
first-degree murder.

Jury selection underway for Borlase murder trial
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BOONE — While walking along 
King Street, one might think they’ve 
stepped back in time to the middle 
ages.

Enter Nicholas Thaxton, a local 
resident from Boone. Thaxton dresses 
in full armor every month or so and 
walks around King Street handing out 
flowers. His goal? To make people 
smile.

“There’s a lot of different reactions,” 
Thaxton said as his armor clanked 
around. “Some people are like ‘what 
the heck is that guy doing?’ Other peo-
ple are really excited to see me and re-
ally happy. Some put the biggest smile 
on their face and throw the biggest 
wave they can. I hand out flowers to 
some people and they’re really happy.”

Some people want to take pictures 
with Thaxton — or Sir Thaxton, Knight 
of Boone — which he is happy to stop 
and pose for. He said some children can 
be a little intimidated by his armor and 
height at first, but otherwise love it.

Some of Thaxton’s armor is stainless 
steal and some is mild steal, which he 
gets from Epic Armory — a manu-
facturer of various products for Live 
Action Role Play or LARPing.

On Feb. 13, Thaxton was handing 
out flowers to people on King Street 
since Valentine’s Day was right around 
the corner.

“I just like doing this. It’s for fun,” 
Thaxton said. “I like it when people 
smile for this.”

Knight in 
shining armor

Local resident gives out 
flowers on King Street
 to make people smile
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Nicholas Thaxton walks around King Street once a month dressed as a knight 
and gives away flowers.
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WATAUGA — Sheriff Len 
Hagaman declared at a Feb. 
11 press conference that, in 
his mind, the case is closed 
regarding the triple homi-
cide of the Durham family 
from 1972.

The Watauga County 
Sheriff’s Office announced 
on Feb. 8 that a tip from a 
Georgia sheriff’s office has 
helped the Watauga County 
Sheriff’s Office bring 
closure to a 50-year-old 
triple homicide case that 
occurred in Boone on Feb. 
3, 1972, known locally as 
the Durham Case.

“The press release on 
Tuesday, Feb. 8, accurate-
ly reflects that we know, 
beyond any doubt, who 
committed these murders,” 
Hagaman said. “Hours and 
hours have been spent by 
state and local law enforce-
ment on a whole host of 
leads, countless interviews, 
sleepless nights, what ifs 
and speculation.”

Billy Wayne Davis, 81, 
currently a resident of 
a correctional facility in 
Augusta, Ga., is believed 
to be the only surviving 
perpetrator in the Durham 

Case. Other perpetrators 
have been identified as Billy 
Sunday Birt, Bobby Gene 
Gaddis and Charles David 
Reed, all deceased.

The Feb. 8 press release 
stated that interviews with 
two sources corroborated 
evidence from the Durham 
Case crime scene, and the 
circumstances of the crime 
were similar to a 1973 case 
in Georgia, known as the 
Fleming Case, in which 
Birt, Gaddis, Reed and 
Davis were all involved. 
Led by Birt, Davis, Reed 

Hagaman considers 
Durham murders case 

‘closed’ in his mind
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Len Hagaman speaks at a 
press conference on Feb. 11.
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BOONE — The Watauga County 
Board of Education voted on Feb. 
14 to continue keeping masks in 
place in the school system for now.

The board did discuss calling an 
emergency meeting to discuss the 
mask mandate if COVID-19 case 
metrics trended downward.

Board member Steve Combs 
made a motion to make masks 
optional starting on Feb. 21. Combs 
and Jason Cornett voted for that 
motion while Jay Fenwick, Marshall 
Ashcraft and Gary Childers voted 
against it. Because the vote to make 
masks optional failed, the current 
policy requiring masks for stu-
dents and staff at Watauga County 
Schools stays in place.

The North Carolina Department 
of Health and Human Services 
announced Feb. 10 updates to the 
StrongSchoolsNC Public Health 
Toolkit focusing on strategies that 
are most effective at this stage 
of the pandemic, like vaccines, 
boosters, testing and masking and 

Board of Ed splits 3-2, keeps masking
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WCS Superintendent Scott Elliott speaks at the Feb. 14 Board of Education meeting.
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BOONE — As part of its 
ongoing commitment to 
securing a healthy future for 
the region, the Appalachian 
Regional Healthcare System 
Board of Trustees an-
nounced Feb. 15 it is explor-
ing a potential relationship 
with a like-minded, not-
for-profit organization that 
would accelerate access to 
new technology and expand 
local healthcare services for 
the High Country.

“Our goal is to always do 
what’s best for the com-
munity and we know that 
meaningful relationships 
and a willingness to embrace 
innovative collaboration are 
often required to succeed,” 
said ARHS Board Chair 
Thomas Dale. “This decision 
comes on the heels of a ro-
bust strategic planning pro-
cess and reflects the Board’s 
vision to deepen our primary 
care base, ensure accessibil-
ity, especially for our more 
vulnerable populations, and 

sustain and enhance the 
level of services we currently 
provide today.”

ARHS is in a position of 
strength, both clinically and 
financially, which allows for 
the exploration of a range 
of options from some of the 
most respected healthcare 
organizations in the region, 
the system announced in a 
press release.

The Board is not consid-
ering a merger, looking to 
change its not-for-profit sta-
tus, be acquired by another 
health system or relinquish 
its local governance struc-
ture or local leadership. It 
is looking for a relationship 
that could propel the organi-
zation forward in ways that 
would be difficult to accom-
plish alone.

To chart the right path 
forward, the ARHS Board of 
Trustees identified specific 
qualities of any potential 
relationship, including:

• A desire to support 
ARHS’s vision of serving 
the community

• with ongoing invest-
ments in services, technolo-
gy, equipment and facilities.

• Experience with 
rural health care

• and firsthand knowl-
edge of the unique attributes 
of serving rural communi-
ties.

ARHS initiates process 
to explore options 

for the future
Exploration signifies 

commitment to 
expanding local 

services
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