
Alamance News publisher forcibly removed from courtroom for
trying to cover case; initially charged with contempt, handcuffed

White woman pleads
to lesser charges
for trying to run
over black girls

Newspapers likely to seek
‘emergency appeal’ to require

Alamance courtrooms to be open

CASE THAT SPARKED REMOVALNEXT STEP TO ADDRESS JUDGE CLOSING COURT

ALAMANCE NEWS PUBLISHER
TOM BONEY, JR. AFTER
COURTROOM ORDEAL
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Sandrea Warren
Brazee, 53, was con-
victed in Alamance
County district court
this week of two counts
of misdemeanor as-
sault with a deadly
weapon after she was
accused of trying to run

over two 12-year-old
girls near the 6 to 1
Mini Mart at 201 West
Harden Street in Gra-
ham in August of  this
year.

Brazee is white.  The
two 12-year-old victims

Alamance News
publisher Tom
Boney, Jr. was forc-
ibly removed from an
Alamance County
courtroom Tuesday
morning under or-
ders of visiting dis-
trict court judge
Fred Wilkins.  The
judge told Boney he
was in contempt of
court and had him
removed from the
second floor court-
room of the Historic
Court House; he was
handcuffed outside
the courtroom.

Wilkins, a retired
a visiting district
court judge from
R o c k i n g h a m
County, initially

(See PUBLISHER,
PAGE 6)

(See APPEAL,
PAGE 6)

The Alamance News
and two other news or-
ganizations that were
denied access to
Alamance County
courtrooms this week
and last by visiting dis-
trict court judge Fred
Wilkins are planning
an “emergency appeal”
to the North Carolina
Court of Appeals seek-

ing to overturn Wilkins’
closure of courtrooms to
the public and press.

In addition to the
weekly newspaper, the
other parties are The (Ra-
leigh) News & Observer
and Triad City Beat, an
alternative weekly in
Greensboro.

Alamance News pub-
lisher Tom Boney, Jr. was

initially charged with
contempt by Wilkins this
week when he attempted
to explain the three news-
papers’ motion about the
need to open his court-
room to allow the press
and public to be able to
view the proceedings.

Last Wednesday (De-

(See BRAZEE, PAGE 9)

Brazee
(Continued from page 1)

“We are very satisfied that the judge was able to
dispense with what he believed to be appropriate
justice.  The two victims, who are 12-years-old,
are to be commended.  Despite from being in
shock, from being victimized, from having their
story put out on social media, they showed cour-
age when they talked to our investigator and clari-
fying [their accounts].”
– Alamance County  district attorney Sean Boone

SANDREA
WARREN BRAZEE

are black.
The Graham po-

lice department
originally charged
Brazee on August
22 with two felony
counts of assault
with a deadly
weapon in the inci-
dent that occurred
on August 21.

At her hearing in
district court Tuesday morn-
ing, Brazee entered an Alford
plea – i.e., continuing to assert
her innocence while also ac-
knowledging that the
Alamance County district
attorney’s office had enough
evidence to prove
that she was
guilty of the mis-
d e m e a n o r
charges beyond a
reasonable doubt.

Brazee, of 917
Graham Street
in Burlington, re-
ceived two con-
secutive, 60-day
sentences, which
were suspended.
She was also or-
dered to complete 12 months’
supervised probation with the
following conditions:  that she
complete a mental health/an-
ger management evaluation
and follow any recommended
treatment; provide her proba-
tion officer with access to any
mental health records; that
she have no contact with the
victims or their families; and
pay a $1,000 fine plus court
costs, based on her court file.

This was the court case that
was pending when the judge
had Alamance News pub-
lisher Tom Boney, Jr. forcibly
removed from the courtroom
Tuesday morning. [See sepa-
rate story.]

Later, in a separate hearing
in a superior court courtroom
down the street, which the
newspaper was able to attend,
Jamie Paulen a Hillsborough
attorney representing Faith
Cook, the mother of one of
the girls, filed a petition to
have the Graham police de-
partment release any video
footage it may have surround-
ing the August 21 incident

near the 6 to 1 Mini
Mart.

Paulen told the
judge that the po-
lice department
had provided video
from the wrong
date, August 22.
Visiting senior
resident superior
court judge John
M. Dunlow sug-
gested that Paulen
try to contact the
police and get them
to remedy the situ-

ation by providing the video
from the proper date.  “They
may fix it,” he said, continu-
ing the matter until January
4, 2021.

Brazee’s court file shows
she was arrested by the Gra-

ham police department on
August 22, the day after the in-
cident with the two girls, for
which she was convicted this
week.

“The felonies charged were
based on the initial report,”
Alamance County district at-
torney Sean Boone explained
Tuesday in an interview with
The Alamance News.

A Graham police officer had
been sitting in a turn lane at
the intersection of Harden
and Maple streets – and had
set up her radar device to con-
duct a speed enforcement
check – around 3:55 p.m. on
August 21 when she observed
a dark gray pickup truck
make an “overt and aggressive
right turn” near 206 North
Maple Street, in front of the
two female victims, according
to an account of the Graham
police report that Boone fur-
nished to the newspaper Tues-
day. The Graham police officer
subsequently drove into the
parking lot at the mini mart
to investigate and witnessed

said he was holding the pub-
lisher in contempt of court
and ordering him to
jail for refusing to leave
when Boney insisted
that the proceedings
should be open to the
press. Deputies threat-
ened to charge him
with resisting arrest if he con-
tinued asserting his right to
be in the courtroom.

Wilkins refused to hear a
written motion that Boney
had filed, which had
been prepared by Ra-
leigh attorney
Amanda Martin, who
serves as General
Counsel of the North
Carolina Press Asso-
ciation and has repre-
sented the newspaper
in previous open
courtroom/open gov-
ernment cases.

Boney insisted that
the North Carolina
state constitution’s re-
quirement that “all courts
shall be open” took precedence
over COVID-related precau-

(Continued  from  page 1)

Newspaper’s publisher held in contempt,
handcuffed over protest of closed courtroom

tions, but the judge refused to
hear any of Boney’s state-
ments.  In a subsequent inter-
view, the publisher estimated

that approximately two to
three dozen people were seated
in the courtroom gallery; the
upstairs balcony was empty.
There was no notice posted at

the historic courthouse to
warn visitors that they would
be blocked from entering the

courtroom.
“I delivered the motion to

the clerk and went upstairs to
the courtroom and took a seat,

at the instruction of
a deputy,” Boney re-
called Tuesday after-
noon.  The clerk
handed the motion to
the judge.

Wilkins asked
whether any attorney repre-
senting the parties in the mo-
tion were present.  Boney rose
to say he was not an attorney,
but was, in fact, the publisher

of one of the newspa-
pers that had filed the
motion to keep the
courtroom open.  In
addition to The
Alamance News, the
other newspapers
were The (Raleigh)
News & Observer and
Triad City Beat in
Greensboro.

“As Justice [Oliver
Wendell] Holmes
wrote while sitting on
the Supreme Judicial

Court of Massachusetts, ‘Ev-
ery citizen should be able to
satisfy himself with his own

eyes as to the mode in which a
public duty is performed,’” the
motion stated, citing numer-
ous U.S. Supreme Court pre-
cedents and lower court rul-
ings which have established
that courts should remain
open except in limited, ex-
traordinary circumstances –
and even then only when pro-
cedural safeguards are taken.

The North Carolina Consti-
tution requirement that all
court remain open “is not sub-
ject to doubt or interpreta-
tion,” the motion notes, add-
ing that “no fewer than nine
decisions from the U.S. Court
of Appeals for the Fourth Cir-
cuit” have reinforced the right
of access to judicial records
and proceedings.

Alamance County safe jury
 in plan since October 12

Martin also points out in
the motion filed for The
Alamance News and the other
two newspapers that, under a
safe jury plan that had been
signed by Alamance County’s
highest-ranking judges and

(See PUBLISHER, PAGE 8)

“The idea of having a Constitution does not turn on
having an attorney there to argue it.”
                         – Amanda Martin, general counsel,

  North Carolina Press Association

“I am also not aware of any other county in the state
where a blanket closure of the courtroom, such as
Judge Wilkins imposed last week, has any parallel,
even in the midst of the pandemic.  It is most certainly
not the kind of distinction we think Alamance County
should have.  Courts have generally recognized that
the media, in a sense, stand in the shoes of the public
and citizens who lack the ability to individually get all
the information they want and need.”
                 – Alamance News publisher Tom Boney, Jr.

Appeal
(Continued  from  page 1)

cember 2), Wilkins excluded
the press from covering a
hearing during which the dis-
trict attorney’s office sought
to modify the conditions of
bond for Rev. Greg
Drumwright, the organizer
of an October 31 march and
rally that was ended by law en-
forcement.

There were two episodes
when pepper spray vapors
were used at the end of the
march and to end the rally at
the Historic Court House.

Officers with the Graham
Police department initially
used pepper spray to force the
crowd to disperse out of the
streets at the conclusion of
the march, contending that

Drumwright had agreed that
the city’s streets would re-
main open after the marchers
passed.

Later, deputies with the
Alamance County sheriff ’s of-
fice halted the rally, contend-
ing that the organizer had
violated the terms of  a permit
that had been issued/granted
for the rally by bringing gas
cans and a gas-powered gen-
erator onto the courthouse
grounds in violation of the
permit].  Those officers and
the Graham police subse-
quently used pepper spray va-
pors to force the crowd to dis-
perse from the courthouse
grounds and the downtown
area.

A total of 23 people were ar-
rested on October 31, includ-
ing Tomas Murawski, a staff
writer with The Alamance

News, whose first court ap-
pearance is scheduled for Mon-
day.  Murawski was one of
eight people arrested by the
Graham Police Department;
the sheriff ’s office arrested
another 15 who failed to dis-
perse after being told to when
the rally was ended.

“Under judge Wilkins’ cur-
rent rules – which purport to
allow only victims, defendants,
and attorneys within his
courtroom – even I, as our re-
porters’ editor and publisher,
would not be allowed into the
courtroom,” Boney observed.

Boney said the three news
organizations hope to file the
emergency motion this week
in time for the Court of Ap-
peals to rule prior to next
week’s court dates for the Oc-
tober 31 defendants.
Murawski’s court date is Mon-

day; many of the other defen-
dants are due in court on
Tuesday and Wednesday.

While court officials have
not repeated the statement
recently, it was initially said
that Wilkins had been
brought in as a special visit-
ing judge to hear many of the
“protest” cases associated
with Drumwright’s and other
demonstrations.

“The U.S. Supreme Court
has recently made an impor-
tant First Amendment deci-
sion that emphasized govern-
ment may not curtail reli-
gious liberty in the name of
pandemic regulations.  In the
same way, we do not think
there is a legal way to elimi-
nate constitutionally pro-
tected access to courts for the

(See APPEAL, PAGE 12)
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Brazee
(Continued from page 6)

the defendant, later identified
as Brazee, as she left the scene
in her pickup truck.

At the time of her arrest,
Brazee claimed that one of the
victims had made an obscene
comment to her as she was
leaving the parking lot at the
mini mart.  Brazee stopped her
truck and said, “Excuse you?”
As she prepared to exit the
parking lot, one of the vic-
tims yelled at her, prompting
Brazee to turn her truck
around and drive back toward
the girls.  She pulled into a
parking lot at 206 North Maple
Street and engaged in a brief
verbal altercation with the
two 12-year-olds before driv-
ing away, based on the ac-
count provided by Boone.

An investigator with the
DA’s office later conducted an
extensive investigation of  the
incident and interviewed both
of the 12-year-old victims
twice.

One of the victims told the
DA’s investigator that she and
the other victim had been
near the dumpster near the
mini mart when Brazee made
eye contact with them, and
the second victim asked
Brazee, “What are you looking
at [expletive]?” based on the
account that Boone provided
this week.  One of the victims
said during the initial inves-
tigation that Brazee had re-
sponded with a racial slur; she
later said she was not certain
what Brazee said.   That same
victim recalled for the DA’s in-
vestigator that she had made
eye contact with Brazee – who
at the time was driving her
pickup truck along the second
block of North Maple Street,
as the two girls were walking
on the sidewalk, toward the
sidewalk – and thought the
driver “looked like she had an
attitude.”

As both Brazee and the vic-
tims continued along their
paths on North Maple Street,
one of the girls yelled, “Come
on back mother [expletive]”

and motioned at Brazee,
based on statements the vic-
tims gave during interviews
with the DA’s investigator.
Both victims told the DA’s in-
vestigator, and one said she
feared Brazee might run over
her friend, based on the ac-
count that Boone provided
this week.

Brazee had stopped her
truck by her own accord and
had done so “some distance
short of striking the victims,”
based on evidence collected
during the initial investiga-
tion by the Graham police de-
partment and the subsequent
investigation conducted by
the DA’s office.

The DA’s office had origi-
nally considered charging
Brazee with a hate crime in
the incident, Boone elabo-
rated in the interview.  “To add
charges, we have to have suffi-
cient evidence to prove the
case beyond a reasonable
doubt,” he said.

The conduct and relevant
case law did not support “in-
tent to kill,” but the facts, in-

cluding the victims’ own state-
ments, clearly satisfied the
requirements for two misde-
meanor counts of assault
with a deadly weapon, Boone
said Tuesday.

“We are very satisfied that
the judge was able to dispense
with what he believed to be ap-
propriate justice,” Boone told
The Alamance News.  “The
two victims, who are 12-years-
old, are to be commended.
Despite from being in shock,
from being victimized, from
having their story put out on
social media, they showed
courage when they talked to
our investigator and clarify-
ing [their accounts].

“After having time to think
and reflect, they were able to
provide more detailed an-
swers, which allowed us to se-
cure justice for them, for the
defendant, and for justice at
large,” the DA added.

Brazee has no prior crimi-
nal convictions.  She was pre-
viously charged with misde-
meanor simple assault on Oc-
tober 29, 2000 by the

Burlington police department
and found not guilty on Feb-
ruary 14, 2001, according to
Alamance County court files.

Graham attorney John W.
Cox was appointed to repre-
sent Brazee for her assault
with a deadly weapon charges,
according to her court file.
She was released from the
Alamance County jail, pend-
ing trial, in August after post-
ing a $500,000 secured bond,
according to the court file.

Appeal
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public and press, simply by
claiming ‘pandemic, pan-
demic,” Boney said.

North Carolina’s Constitu-
tion has a “simple and
straightforward protec-
tion,” Boney said, quoting
Article I, section 24. “All courts
shall be open.”

“We don’t believe a judge
has any legal authority to
simply disregard that im-
portant safeguard, which
protects both the public and
the press,” Boney said.



Publisher
(Continued from page 6)

published October 12, 2020,
Alamance County courthouse
facilities are equipped to
safely accommodate dozens of
people at a time.  “For this rea-
son alone, it is plain that
court proceedings do not need
to be entirely closed to the pub-
lic in order to be safe,” the
motion states.

Wilkins also refused to al-
low an Alamance News re-
porter to attend a hearing last
week in another high-profile
case involving a request to
modify the conditions of a
bond for Rev. Greg Drum-
wright of Greensboro, who is
charged with two felonies and
several misdemeanors in con-
junction with a march and
rally he held at the historic
courthouse on October 31.

When Boney tried to explain
the need for keeping the court-
room open for Tuesday
morning’s hearing, Wilkins
insisted that only victims,
defendants, and their attor-
neys were entitled to be in the
courtroom. The judge then
stated he was finding the pub-
lisher in contempt of court
and ordered deputies to re-
move him and take him to jail.

Wilkins had been scheduled
to hear a case that has drawn
considerable public interest.
Sandrea Warren Brazee of
Burlington was charged with
two counts of felony assault
with a deadly weapon after she
allegedly tried to run over 12-
year-old girls near a conve-
nience store in Graham on
August 21 of  this year.  [See
related story, this edition.]

“The whole time, the judge
was telling me to ‘be quiet, get
out of the courtroom,” and
that if I didn’t I would be held
in contempt and charged with
failing to obey an order,”
Boney recalled Tuesday after-
noon.  “The judge did not ex-
hibit a judicial tempera-
ment.”

Ejected from the courtroom,
Boney was handcuffed in an
adjoining hallway by three
deputies.  “When they got me
in the hall, that was not pleas-
ant, and they claimed I [was]
resisting,” the publisher
noted, claiming that the physi-
cal restraint used was har4sh
and excessive.

While he was detained in the
hallway outside the court-
room, Boney was told the
judge had changed his in-
struction to the deputies.
Boney was to be made to leave

the courthouse but not jailed,
he recalled that afternoon.   “I
said, ‘I think I might rather
be charged; I’m entitled to be
present in the courtroom un-
der the North Carolina and
U.S. Constitutions,” the
publisher emphasized.

The newspaper’s attor-
ney agreed.  “The idea of
having a Constitution
does not turn on having
an attorney there to argue
it,” Martin said in an in-
terview Tuesday after-
noon.

Deputies got word that
Wilkins had changed his or-
der as they flanked the pub-
lisher and led him down the
stairs to the rotunda on the
main floor of the courthouse.
“Wilkins changed his order to
have me removed from the
courthouse,” Boney said that
afternoon.  He was uncuffed
and directed toward an exit at
the west side of the building.

While en route back to the
newspaper office, Boney was
surrounded by a gaggle – with
cell phones in their out-
stretched arms, recording the
publisher as he walked to-
ward the sidewalk along West
Elm Street– who apparently
had participated in a small
protest Sesquicentennial
Park earlier that morning,
shortly before Brazee’s hear-
ing in the second floor court-
room of the Historic Court
House.

Earlier Tuesday morning,
the publisher had hand-deliv-
ered a letter to Alamance
County’s top-ranking judges,
senior resident superior court
judge Tom Lambeth, Jr. and
chief district court judge Brad
Allen, outlining his rationale
for why the courtroom should
remain open.  Boney also de-
livered copies of his letter to
Alamance County district at-
torney Sean Boone and the
president of the Alamance
County Bar Association, in
addition to mailing it to the
director of the North Caro-
lina Administrative Office of
the Courts.

Boney had asked that
judges Lambeth and Allen es-
tablish parameters that
should be followed to “ensure
that constitutional guaran-
tees, both federal and state, are
followed” and allow the news-
paper to be present to cover
future courtroom proceed-
ings, particularly upcoming
hearings that are scheduled
for several high-profile cases.

‘Enormous public interest’
“We are the county seat

newspaper here in Graham,”
Boney wrote.  “We have fol-
lowed and covered extensively
the marches, rallies, and dem-
onstrations in Graham over
the past six months, includ-

ing those involving Rev.
Drumwright. There is enor-
mous public interest in these
events and the cases that have
resulted. Indeed, one of our
newspaper’s reporters was
even arrested at one of those
events while taking photo-
graphs of the protest and ar-
rests being made.”

The publisher acknowl-
edged executive orders Gov.
Roy Cooper has issued follow-
ing the emergence of  COVID-
19 in March contain an ex-
plicit exemption for “First
Amendment Rights,” and
that exemption has not been
curtailed.  “Our news cover-
age certainly falls within that
exemption,” Boney wrote.

When COVID restrictions
were initially imposed back in
March, North Carolina Su-
preme Court Chief Justice
Cheri Beasley emphasized in
her administrative orders,
“Our courts are always open
to the public” and “the supe-
rior courts and district courts
remain open,” in keeping
with the N.C. and U.S. Consti-
tution, the publisher noted in
his letter.

State and national prece-
dents have established the fol-
lowing standards are to be
applied when considering a
courtroom closure: that is
necessary to serve an overrid-
ing governmental interest;
that no less restrictive mea-
sure will protect that interest;
and that the scope and dura-
tion is narrow as possible,
Boney wrote.

“I am also not aware of  any
other county in the state
where a blanket closure of the
courtroom, such as Judge
Wilkins imposed last week,
has any parallel, even in the
midst of the pandemic,” the
publisher explained to judges
Lambeth and Allen.  “It is
most certainly not the kind of
distinction we think
Alamance County should
have.

“Courts have generally rec-
ognized that the media, in a

sense, stand in the shoes of the
public and citizens who lack
the ability to individually get
all the information they want
and need,” Boney added.  “As
North Carolina’s citizens are

asked to stay home, they
rely even more on the me-
dia to be the conduit of
information.”

In a brief phone inter-
view Wednesday, Lam-
beth assured the pub-
lisher that he has been in
touch with Allen, and
they will be developing

the kind of guidance for keep-
ing courtrooms open that
Boney had requested.

Lambeth said he had been
unaware of  the exclusions of
news organizations from
Wilkins’ courtroom last week
– though he noted that judges
control their own courtrooms
– or of Boney’s ejection from

the courtroom Tuesday morn-
ing.

“I have always been for open
courtroom procedures,” the
senior resident superior court
judge emphasized.

As an example, Lambeth
cited accommodations he had
arranged to live-stream a
hearing in another case that
had drawn widespread local
and national attention, he re-
called Wednesday.

Cooper ordered Ace Speed-
way in Elon to close in June,
deeming it an “imminent haz-
ard for the spread of  COVID-
19” after two races drew hun-
dreds of spectators, violating
statewide limits on atten-
dance at outdoor gatherings.

A hearing on the state’s re-
quest for an abatement order,
which Lambeth presided over,
was held in the commission-
ers’ chambers at the county

office building on West Elm
Street and live-streamed on
the county’s website.
Lambeth recalled Wednesday
that thousands of citizens had
taken advantage of the oppor-
tunity to watch the virtual
hearing.

For his part, Boney pointed
out for Lambeth that an
Alamance News reporter had
recently covered hearings in
Allen’s courtroom without
incident.  The publisher also
had been present for a supe-
rior court hearing Tuesday
afternoon, over which an-
other visiting judge presided
but resulted in no threat of
removal or arrest.

“I’m so upset to hear about
it,” Lambeth said, adding, “I’m
not sure what’s going on [but]
I share your concerns.  I want
to ensure that nothing like
this happens again.”

“I’m so upset to hear about it.  I’m not sure what’s
going on [at the district court level but] I share
your concerns.  I want to ensure that nothing like
this happens again.”

                – Alamance County senior resident
superior court judge Tom Lambeth, Jr.



Tyrant in a black robe
EDITORIALS

The current publisher of this newspaper has
covered local government, local courts, local
people and events for over 30 years now.

But we cannot recall witnessing as irratio-
nal, as obdurate, or as ill-informed – or just
plain boneheaded – a performance as the pub-
lisher was subjected to this week by visiting
district court judge Fred Wilkins from
Rockingham County.

We thought Wilkins was very wrong last
week when he refused to allow the newspaper’s
publisher and representatives of other media
to attend a bond hearing he conducted regard-
ing the district attorney’s motion to add con-
ditions to the bond for Rev. Greg Drumwright,
who has been charged with two felonies and
three misdemeanors in conjunction with his
march and rally on October 31.

Wilkins appears to believe that he is the king
– yea, perhaps even emperor or dictator – of
his courtroom.

And apparently even the U.S. and North
Carolina Constitutions need not interfere with
the Lord High Wilkins’ despotic reign.

For last Wednesday and again this Tuesday
Wilkins flatly ignored provisions of  the North
Carolina Constitution which we’ve always
thought were amazingly succinct, direct, and
readily comprehensible: “All courts shall be
open,” as provided in Article I, Section 24 of
the state Constitution.

Instead, Wilkins last week barred our pub-

lisher and other reporters from being in court
while he considered the district attorney’s
motion for stronger terms and Drumwright’s
attorneys’ objections to it.

Wilkins rejected the D.A.’s request, but his
exact rationale may never be understood –
since no one from the press was allowed in to
hear the arguments, counterarguments, or the
judge’s decision or reasoning.

This week’s case involved the “other side”
of the racial divide: a white woman charged
with trying to run over two little black girls.

Wilkins was even more high-handed: he or-
dered the publisher, who was already present
in the courtroom, to get out; and when the pub-
lisher pressed, repeatedly, to explain why he
should be allowed to stay, Wilkins wouldn’t lis-
ten, shut him down, and ultimately ordered
him carted off to jail with a citation for con-
tempt of court.

As the publisher was being handcuffed in
the adjacent hallway outside the courtroom
(rather roughly, we might add, see other com-
ments on page 3), Wilkins sent word relenting
on the order to have the journalist taken to
jail, instead instructing that he be removed
from the courthouse.

The judge’s demeanor and responses in the
courtroom did not come even close to meeting
the standards specified in North Carolina’s
Code of Judicial Conduct — on several counts.

“A judge should be patient, dignified and

courteous to litigants, jurors, witnesses, law-
yers and others with whom the judge deals in
the judge’s official capacity….”  Ha!

Wilkins was neither patient (quite to the
contrary, exceedingly impatient), certainly not
dignified, and not the least bit courteous as he
imposed his banishment on this newspaper’s
publisher.

Another judicial standard that Wilkins
failed, miserably, to uphold was to “accord to
every person who is legally interested in a pro-
ceeding, or the person’s lawyer, full right to be
heard according to law....”

Wilkins refused, repeatedly, to listen as the
publisher tried – using the very standards of
patience, dignity, and courtesy that the judge
lacked – to explain why he, as a newspaper-
man and reporter for his newspaper, was en-
titled to remain in the courtroom.

In addition to ignoring the plain and simple
aspects of the North Carolina Constitution’s
open courts guarantee, Wilkins evidenced a
total disregard for (or perhaps ignorance of)
the U.S. Constitution and U.S. Supreme Court
cases that have consistently and repeatedly laid
out the right of the public and press to attend
trials and other judicial proceedings. [See sepa-
rate editorial below.]

In fact, we’d have to say that Wilkins’ whole-
sale disregard of these highest fundamental
legal documents makes us question his funda-
mental ability to render any legal judgment

in an Alamance County courtroom. Or else-
where, for that matter.

If he cannot, or will not, uphold the highest
legal principles of the state and nation – i.e.,
those outlined and specified in the constitu-
tions, state and national – we have no confi-
dence whatsoever that he can apply lesser prin-
ciples like those in any criminal statutes.

The state’s judicial canons also provide that
a judge is allowed to discipline errant court
personnel under his supervision, but who, we
wonder, is to discipline, sanction, or remove a
judge who is so out of  line with our laws?

We do not know Wilkins, and, in fact, had
never even heard of him before this and last
week’s encounters with him. We have no
longstanding or other animus toward him.

But tyrannical behavior should not be toler-
ated.

His unilateral, unconstitutional rulings are
a blemish on Alamance County’s court sys-
tem.

And, of  course, the greatest irony in his leav-
ing such a stain on the county’s reputation is
that he’s not even from here; he’s simply a vis-
iting judge from Rockingham County.  But we
fear he’s done lasting damage.

We were his victims this week and last.  But
when a judge is so willing to ignore the high-
est laws of  the state and nation, one can only
fear what he’ll do next – or who will be his next
victim(s).

Why, some may be asking, is it so important
for The Alamance News or any other news
media to be in a courtroom during trials and
court proceedings?

After all, some may say, haven’t you heard
there’s a coronavirus pandemic going on?
People shouldn’t be out and about – including
not in a courtroom covering cases.

We think several recent pronouncements
from the U.S. Supreme Court underscore the
importance of following the Constitution –
even in the midst of a pandemic, or any other
crisis, for that matter.

In a ruling dealing with another First
Amendment right, freedom of religion, a few
weeks ago, in the per curiam opinion from that
case, the U.S. Supreme Court concluded,
“[E]ven in a pandemic, the Constitution can-
not be put away and forgotten.”

Justice Neil Gorsuch was even more direct
in his concurring opinion in the same case,
“Government is not free to disregard the First
Amendment in times of  crisis.” And later,
“[W]e may not shelter in place when the Con-
stitution is under attack. Things never go well
when we do.”

While the case, Roman Catholic Diocese of
Brooklyn, New York v. Andrew M. Cuomo,
Governor of  New York, dealt with issues in-
volving freedom of religion, it would seem that
the logic and fundamental principles involved
would also apply to other First Amendment
rights, such as freedom of the press. Indeed,
that possibility of its wider applicability was
raised by Justice Brett Kavanaugh, in another
concurring opinion: “[J]udicial deference in
an emergency or a crisis does not mean whole-
sale judicial abdication, especially when im-
portant questions of religious discrimination,
racial discrimination, free speech, or the like
are raised.”

His summary concluding phrase (“or the
like”), in our humble opinion, certainly in-
cludes freedom of the press, as well.

Many issues of  constitutional law have made
the point that constitutional protections
should not be waived, ignored, or put side –
even temporarily.

For instance, the per curiam from the New
York case above also quoted from another case
case, Elrod v. Burns (1976), “The loss of  First
Amendment freedoms, for even minimal peri-
ods of time, unquestionably constitutes ir-
reparable injury.”  Which underscores the fa-
mous quote from Founding Father Benjamin
Franklin, “Those who would give up essential
liberty, to purchase a little temporary safety,
deserve neither liberty nor safety.”

The pandemic should not serve, for instance,
as a mere pretext to close courtrooms, and keep
the public and press out, as visiting district
court judge Fred Wilkins has done here this
week and last.

Other famous principles are embedded in
long-sought, and carefully won, open court
guarantees of the past. “People in an open so-
ciety do not demand infallibility from their

Courts must continue to be open to the public and press: “Even
in a pandemic, the Constitution cannot be put away and forgotten”

institutions, but it is difficult for them to ac-
cept what they are prohibited from observing.”
– Richmond Newspapers Inc. v. Virginia (1980)

Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes once wrote,
in a state supreme court case in Massachuets,
“Every citizen should be able to satisfy him-
self with his own eyes as to the mode in which
a public duty is performed.” – Cowley v. Pulsifer
(1884)

 Courts have also recognized that “when
cases involve matters of  particularly public
interest … the rationale for public access is
even greater.”  – Under Seal v. Under Seal (1922,
1923)

 Certainly, the cases stemming from the past
six months or more of marches, rallies, and
protests are of great local public interest.

Inevitably, when the press is not allowed to
report on the statements, motions, and other
courtroom issues, it leaves the public at large
in the dark – and, quite often, in practice, highly
suspicious.

Take just these first two Alamance County
examples.  Many of  Rev. Drumwright’s sup-
porters undoubtedly think that the D.A.’s mo-
tion was without any merit whatsoever.  Why
was it proposed?  What were its fundamental
elements?  No one knows because no one was
there to hear or report on their rationale for
the case.

Did the judge let Drumwright off scot free,
as some of his opponents contend, without the
limitations that the D.A. had proposed?  Was
the judge preferential in his consideration?
No one knows, or can assess intelligibly, be-
cause no member of the press was there to
cover or report on the case, hear the arguments,
or the counterarguments, or the judge’s ratio-
nale, if  he even gave one.

And this week, did Sandrea Warren Brazee
get off “too easy” for her alleged crime of aim-
ing her pickup truck at two young black girls?
Certainly, that was the initial impression of
those who believe justice is not equal toward
blacks who, they believe, are treated differently
from how whites would be/are treated.   As
several commenters on our Facebook post put
it, “would the treatment have been the same if
the races of the driver and the girls had been
reversed?”

We have attempted to provide coverage of
the case, based on police and court records and
an extensive interview with the D.A. The
mother’s attorney, Jamie Paulen, refused the
newspaper’s request for comment.  But we were
prevented from actually hearing the testi-
mony, if  there was any, as well as arguments,
motions, or discussion, or any of the judge’s
comments or explanation, if  there were any.

Was the judge biased in either case – for or
against either defendant?  No one can say with
certainty, because no one could be there to
watch the proceedings, or to decipher them
through newspaper reports.

This newspaper has no particular opinion
about whether either case was rightly or
wrongly decided.  But we have a very strong

opinion that the people, through a free press,
should have been present in both cases to un-
derstand exactly what was said, what facts
were entered into evidence, what consider-
ations were discussed, and how the judge de-
termined his final decision.

In fact, the newspaper doesn’t have an in-
vested opinion in most of these protester cases
– with the exception that we feel our reporter,
Tomas Murawski, was wrongly arrested for
simply serving as a reporter/photographer at
the October 31 rally.  His case should be dis-
missed.  But that should also be done in full
view of the public and press, not behind judge
Wilkins’ closed doors.

“When a criminal trial is conducted in the
open, there is at least an opportunity both for
understanding the system in general and its
workings in a particular case. . . .” –  Rich-
mond Newspapers Inc. v. Virginia (1980)

“The right to an open public trial is a shared
right of the accused and the public, the com-
mon concern being the assurance of  fairness.”
– Press-Enterprise Co. vs. Superior Court

(1986)
In essence, the presence of the press is to be

the collective “eyes and ears” of the commu-
nity.  Each journalist in a courtroom “stands
in the shoes of the general public.” – Pennsyl-
vania State Univ. v. State Employees’ Retire-
ment Bd. (2007)

By that standard, all of Alamance County’s
residents were kicked out of  judge Wilkins’
courtroom this week, not just the publisher of
this newspaper.

Well, we didn’t mean for these issues to read
like a legal brief, but we do think it important
that our readers and the general public know
why we regard open courtrooms as so impor-
tant to sound government.

Because of the strength of our belief in this
regard, this newspaper will be part of an “emer-
gency appeal” to the North Carolina Court of
Appeals, seeking to overturn judge Wilkins’
pattern of  closing his courtroom in these cases.

Hopefully, a higher court will be more will-
ing to follow the Constitution than judge
Wilkins.
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