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Hotel faces discrimination suit
Delores Corbett went to the
hotel’s front desk “to seek
clarification and solution of a
billing error for her prepaid
Descendants of a prominent room,” the lawsuit states. “A
Wilson civil rights pioneer filed female employee loudly stated
that the credit card Mrs. Cora federal lawsuit Thursday
accusing the Hampton Inn &
bett used for her reservation
Suites I-95 of discrimination
was declined.”
after a clerk allegedly called
“Mrs. Corbett sought claripolice on the African American fication from the employee,
family over a billing dispute.
explaining that the room was
Alvin Corbett was in Wilson
prepaid with credit card points
on Nov. 24, 2018, to celebrate
and that the prepaid status
his mother Fannie Corbett’s
was verified when the Corbett
inclusion in the Oliver Nestus
family checked into the hotel,”
Freeman Round House Musethe suit states. “The employee
um. He traveled from his New then loudly repeated ‘Your
credit card was declined!’ Mrs.
Jersey home with his wife,
Delores Corbett, and their two Corbett asked the employee to
stop making the comment, to
teenage children.
By Drew C. Wilson

dwilson@wilsontimes.com
| 252-265-7818

The Corbett family is suing Wilson’s Hampton Inn & Suites I-95 for
alleged discrimination. Shown from left are son Alvin Corbett Jr.,
mother Delores Corbett, daughter Rebekah Corbett and father Alvin
Corbett Sr. Contributed photo

which the employee continued
to loudly repeat ‘Your credit
card was declined.’”
The suit alleges the employee refused to verify the
prepayment and Corbett asked
to speak to a supervisor.
“The employee then shouted
‘Get off my property’ and proceeded to call the police,” the
court filing states. “Because
Mrs. Corbett had not done anything that warranted calling
the police, Mrs. Corbett was
concerned that the employee
might fabricate a story to convince the police to come to the
hotel.”
The civil complaint says DeSee DISCRIMINATION, Page 6A

CORONAVIRUS CRISIS

Businesses deal with mask mandate
‘I don’t want to go
overboard, but I
don’t want to go
under either’
By Brie Handgraaf
bhandgraaf@wilsontimes.com
| 252-265-7821

Even before Gov. Roy Cooper mandated masks in restaurants, Kim Tutor bought them
for her staff at The Creamery.
“I had already purchased
masks because I knew it was
coming,” said Tutor, CEO of
Wilson Amusement, which
owns The Creamery and Burger Boy. “Soon as he announced
it, I put mine on, and most of
my employees followed suit.
We’re wearing gloves and
masks across the board, and
we’re trying to stay on top of
it. We’ll catch them every once
in a while not, but they are doing well, and they have gotten
used to it.”
Creamery customers are
asked to wear masks inside,
but if they won’t, Tutor said
staff will allow them to order
food and ask the customers to
step outside for curbside delivery. The drive-thru is another
recommendation. The governor’s mandate allows for a
variety of medical exceptions.
Tutor said when customers cite
an exception, they are allowed
to order and sit down without
any further questions. However, Tutor said she has custom-

The Creamery cashier Becky Cooper takes meal orders Thursday from Wilson residents Karen and Madalyn Barringer with their relatives
from Fort Wayne, Indiana, Jim and Kim Corya. The Ward Boulevard restaurant requires customers to wear masks unless they have a medical
exemption from the executive order. Brie Handgraaf | Times

ers on both sides of the mask
debate walk out every day.
“If you don’t make them
wear it, you’re going to make
somebody mad. If you make
them wear it, you’re going to
make somebody mad,” she

said. “It is a no-win situation
for everybody.”
Local law enforcement agencies say they haven’t received
any complaints about face
mask compliance this week.
“We are taking the approach

of educating and warning people first,” Wilson Police Capt.
Steven Stroud said. “However,
we are encouraging people to
take the order seriously. The
governor’s orders are designed
to help prevent the virus from

continuing to spread throughout our community.”
He said that’s been the department’s approach throughout the COVID-19 pandemic.
See MASKS, Page 2A

See the fireworks Saturday night
By Drew C. Wilson
dwilson@wilsontimes.com
| 252-265-7818

TNT Fireworks manager Rhonda Mitchell, left, helps customers Carla
and Joel Bissette on Wednesday. Drew C. Wilson | Times

Weathercast With Albert Thomas Jr. Preview of
the week posted Tuesdays. Preview of the weekend
posted Saturdays. wilsontimes.com

FRIDAY

Clear weather is forecast for
Saturday’s fireworks show
at the Wilson County Fairgrounds.
Fair manager Debbie Hill
said the fairgrounds gates
will open at 7 p.m. and the
pyrotechnics display will start
around 9:15.
Attendees will be asked to
stay in their cars to watch the
fireworks. Fairgrounds build-

ings won’t be open. The event
was planned with COVID19-compliant social distancing
in mind, which means lawn
chairs and tents won’t be permitted. No food will be served.
Hill said Hale’s Artificier
Fireworks will present the 23to 28-minute show with funding from the Wilson County
Tourism Development Authority.
The Wilson Police Department will be in charge of traffic control Saturday. Message
boards went up Thursday

SATURDAY

SUNDAY

Sunny

Mostly sunny

Chance of t-storms

HI 92 LO 71

HI 92 LO 71

HI 88 LO 71

letting the public know about
fairground traffic patterns.
Vehicles will enter the fairgrounds from either U.S.
301, both northbound and
southbound, or Patterson Way.
When the fireworks are over,
vehicles will not be able to turn
left, said Capt. Steve Stroud.
Vehicles exiting onto U.S. 301
will turn right. Vehicles exiting
onto Patterson Way will turn
right onto Wilco Boulevard in
order to reduce traffic on U.S.
See FIREWORKS, Page 6A
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Lack of love can break a child’s spirit
If you
were
around in
1990, you
probably
remember the
worldHAL
TARLETON wide
shock
at the revelation that
thousands of small children in Romania were
housed in abominable
conditions by the former
Communist regime under Nicolae Ceausescu,
who was overthrown and
executed on Christmas
Day 1989.
With the end of Ceausescu’s 24-year dictatorship, the world discovered
the horrible conditions in
Romania, one of the last
European Communist
regimes to fall. Romanian
children, orphaned by pa-

rental deaths, poverty, parents unwilling to raise the
children they had made,
were warehoused in large
rooms filled with children,
who were imprisoned
from birth in what were
essentially crates. They
were fed inadequate diets
that left them malnourished and prone to various
nutritional diseases and
deformities.
Worldwide media, including ABC’s “20/20”
program, showed the
world what had happened in Romania under
Ceausescu, who thought
increasing Romania’s
population would be economically beneficial. He
outlawed contraception
and abortion, thereby ensuring that many babies
would be unloved.
The Atlantic magazine’s July-August issue

contains a follow-up on
the discovery of these
warehouses euphemistically called orphanages
and the children who
survived their early life
in little prison cells. The
discovery of these warehouses has been compared to the liberation of
the Auschwitz concentration camp in 1945, as
sickeningly disgusting as
the Nazi horror.
The Atlantic reports
that these Romanian orphans provided an opportunity to study the impact
on children of withholding parental love, care
and contact. Some of the
children were adopted by
American families, who
bravely lavished love
and comfort on children
who had never felt loved.
Sadly, many orphans
had difficulty responding

to parental love, nutritious meals, possessions,
safety and care after the
deprivations they had experienced in Romania.
Some children rebelled.
The Atlantic article told
of one child who soon
wanted to return to Romania until he realized
that his birth parents were
living in abject poverty
— a hut with no privacy,
a dirt floor, no running
water, etc. Despite being
lavished with love and
attention, many of the
Romanian orphans grew
troubled, disobedient,
dishonest, destructive and
violent, a terror to their
adoptive parents.
Some might take the
Atlantic article as a warning to naïve couples contemplating international
adoption, but I had a
different thought: These

displaced orphans were
“acting out” in much
the same way troubled
American children do
— children who had not
experienced the horrors
of living in cages inside a
warehouse with a handful of employees to attend to scores of children
in one big room.
Both the Romanian orphans and American children might be suffering
from one need that affluence and institutions, including child psychology,
can’t provide: sufficient
doses of unconditional
love.
American children
aren’t living in squalid
conditions as in Romania,
but they sometimes miss
out on loving attention
as parents rush to work
or other commitments.
Over-scheduled children

are busy and seemingly
happy spending more
time with teachers and
care providers than with
parents, but many say
they wish they had more
one-on-one time with
Mom and Dad.
The Romanian children and this pandemic
lockdown have shown
again that children (and
adults, too) need physical expressions of love.
The lockdown’s effect on
mental health has been
documented. Will our children be affected by today’s
loss of hugs, slaps on the
back and handshakes? Humans are touch-oriented,
whether it’s holding hands
or hugging.
Hal Tarleton is a former editor of The Wilson Times.
Contact him at haltarleton@myglnc.com.

Discrimination: ‘Such a joyous occasion to be turned into something so ugly’
that we were checking out
anyway, that there was no
reason to call the police,
lores Corbett “interrupted
her husband’s breakfast to but when you talk about
rush him and their 16-year- that fear, it’s something
old son to their van, as they that is hard to describe. But
were deeply concerned for it is something that is at the
deepest core of your being.
both their safety because
“All you want to do is
of their fear of what police
protect your loved ones,
were told and uncertainty
as to how law enforcement which is why we ran to the
would respond toward the room and grabbed our son
African-American males of and my husband and we
ushered them to the car,”
the family.”
Corbett said. “That’s why
Reached by phone
Thursday, Delores Corbett my 14-year-old at the time
daughter and I were left
said that moment was one
there to try to grab up the
of “extreme fear.”
room as quickly as we can.
“It was profound,” CorWe were so afraid and dobett said. “When someone
calls the police on you and ing these things in a hurry
you know you haven’t done that we left things behind.”
anything wrong, it is such
When police arrived,
an irrational act to someCorbett explained her
family had done nothing
thing that should have
wrong and was scheduled
been resolved so quickly
to check out that morning,
and easily. We had been
the lawsuit states.
humiliated. We had been
Alvin Corbett said he
degraded, all those things,
didn’t know what to expect
and when she started yellwhen the police arrived.
ing at us, then on top of
“I grew up in Wilson and
that to demand that we get
I also have in my library
off her property and that
a book by Carl Fleming
‘I’m calling the police.’”
called ‘Son of the Rough
“Unless you are an AfriSouth.’ He was a Wilson
can American who understands what it means when Daily Times reporter back
in the day and in this book,
a police officer comes on
the scene and when some- he talks about ‘N-----town,’
which is where I grew up.
one irrational calls them,
He also talks about ‘My
it’s a 50/50 chance of how
first bad cop,’ not to say
this thing is going to go
that all cops in Wilson were
down,” Corbett said. “And
bad, but knowing history
for me, I was extremely
like I do, that puts you in
afraid. I told her that we
a whole different mindset
didn’t want any trouble,

continued from page 1A

of what could happen if
you get the wrong person
coming to investigate your
situation.”
Police asked the Hampton Inn employee if the
Corbetts had paid for their
rooms. According to the
suit, she “acknowledged
that the rooms were paid.”
Officers escorted the
family from the hotel and
suggested calling the corporate office, the lawsuit
states.
As the Corbetts drove
away from the hotel, “the
police followed closely
behind until they arrived at
a restaurant parking lot to
wait for other family who
were still at the hotel,” the
suit states. “While waiting,
the police circled the Corbetts’ vehicle several times,
which further elevated the
family’s fear and anxiety.”
Delores Corbett told a
Hilton representative on
Dec. 6, 2018, that the “incident occurred because the
family is African American.”
The Hilton representative “ignored the severity of
Mrs. Corbett’s complaint”
and recommended that
she just “move on,” the suit
states.
“Get over it, quite literally, that’s what they said.
That was another gut
punch because your family has already been put in
imminent danger,” Delores
Corbett said. “You have

been degraded and disrespected and humiliated to
the highest level and you
were there on something
so pure, to honor the life
of someone who deserved
honor, who was still alive
at the time. We were there
to visit and honor her.
She was being placed in
an exhibit in the African
American museum there.
So such a joyous occasion
to be turned into something
so ugly.”
Fannie Mae Evans Corbett died Feb. 19, 2019,
about three months after
the family’s visit. The Wilson Community Improvement Association founder
and civil rights leader was
86.
Delores Corbett said
the fear she felt doesn’t go
away.
“And then when you try
to seek remedy and you are
trying to tell someone your
story, when you are crying
on the phone to corporate
to let them know that ‘You
placed my family in danger,
in harm,’” Corbett said.
“Anything could have happened and they need to be
held accountable for this.
What policies and practices
are you putting forth and
for someone to say on the
other end, ‘Get over it, you
need to move on’? That is
another level of degradation and you feel like you
have gone as far as you can
go because you are talking

to corporate.
“They are telling you
that you don’t matter, that
you have no value and you
need to get over whatever
we have done to harm your
family. That is the ultimate
level of disrespect, the ultimate level of disregard,”
Corbett said. “I got off the
phone that day and I cried.
I cried because we didn’t
have any value at the hotel.
We didn’t have any value to
corporate. We didn’t have
any value and in all of these
cases, that is what they are
saying. ‘We can treat you
any sort of way. You have
no value. You have no redress. You have nothing.’”
“My mother taught us
to be respectful of the
law, respectful of people’s
properties and we never
did anything to disrespect
anybody in that incident,”
Alvin Corbett said. “Even
now, we are subject not to
even say anything because
of the fact that we are
just trying to get through
this. We didn’t ask for this
trouble.”
Reached for comment
Thursday, Hilton spokesman Nigel Glennie said
the company has “zero
tolerance for racism and
discrimination.”
“We do not normally
comment on pending legal
matters, especially those
related to the guest experience at independently
owned and operated ho-

tels,” Glennie said. “However, Hilton’s records show
that our guest assistance
team worked to resolve this
complaint in 2018. We believe that our Hilton team
engaged with sensitivity to
understand, listen and address concerns about the
guest’s experience.”
According to the suit, the
hotel denied the Corbetts
“the use and enjoyment
of the benefits, privileges,
terms and conditions of
contract that they extend
to other similarly situated
guests who are not African
American.”
The Corbetts are suing
the Wilson hotel’s parent
companies, Hilton Domestic Operating Co., Hilton
Franchise Holding and
Patco Lodging of Wilson.
Patco Lodging owns the hotel property at 5606 Lamm
Road near Interstate 95.
Attorneys Jason Kafoury
of Portland, Oregon-based
Kafoury & McDougal and
Cheyenne N. Chambers of
Charlotte-based Tin, Fulton, Walker & Owen filed
the lawsuit in the U.S. District Court for the Eastern
District of North Carolina’s
Western Division.
The suit asks for a jury
trial and for a declaratory
judgment finding the defendants’ actions violate
the Civil Rights Act.
Staff writer Brie Handgraaf
contributed to this story.

Fireworks: Bottle rockets, Roman candles, firecrackers and spinners are unlawful
Mitchell said. “If you buy
the packs, you get items
for free. You get a $34.99
301, Stroud said.
item with it.”
He added that alcohol is
That’s just the item that
not allowed on the premJoel Bissette walked out
ises. Police officers will
with.
be patrolling the area and
Bissette and his wife,
emergency medical services
Carly, plopped down
personnel will also be sta$159.99 for the most extioned at the fairgrounds.
pensive pack of fireworks
in the store.
FUN AT HOME
“This is the largest
package they had,” BisTuesday was the first
day of sales for the TNT
sette said.
fireworks tent in front of
He added another
the Walmart Supercenter $64.99 with a cylindrical
on Forest Hills Road.
box called Count It Down.
“It was busy,” said
“That’s for the finale,”
Rhonda Mitchell of Little Bissette said.
River, South Carolina, a
The couple is hosting
manager at the operation. the whole family — which
“TNT Fireworks is
includes lots of young
celebrating 100 years
nieces, nephews and
this Fourth of July. We’ve grandchildren — at their
been open since 1920,”
farm for the weekend.
Mitchell said.
“Everybody loves fireMitchell said packs
works,” Bissette said.
of fireworks are the the
“We’ve been having firemost popular items sold. works since I was a kid. It’s
It’s such a variety,”
carrying on a tradition.”
continued from page 1A

Mick Rankin was under the big tent looking
for fireworks suitable for
his granddaughter.
“It’s a tradition. Everybody does it,” Rankin
said. “You’ve got to be responsible about it and not
start fires and be respectful of people that might
have animals nearby.”
The TNT tent had many less expensive items,
starting with $2 for six
packages of sparklers.
Mitchell said the tent
would be open from 8
a.m. to 9 p.m. Friday and
Saturday
Customers must be 18
or older to buy fireworks.

FIREWORKS SAFETY
Consumer fireworks
sold in the Tar Heel State
are confined to fountains
that spray showers of
sparks from the ground,
along with sparklers,
snakes or worms, smoke

devices and noisemakers.
Aerial fireworks like
bottle rockets, Roman
candles, firecrackers and
spinners are unlawful
to sell or use. Violators
can be convicted of a
misdemeanor offense
that carries a $500 fine.
If fireworks harm people
or damage property, the
penalty could increase to
a six-month jail term.
“Many people think
backyard fireworks are
fun and that something
dangerous will never happen. But that’s not the
case,” said Mike Causey,
the North Carolina insurance commissioner and
state fire marshal. “Fireworks are illegal because
they’re dangerous and
very unpredictable. That’s
why fireworks should
only be used by licensed,
trained professionals.”
The North Carolina Injury & Violence Prevention Branch reported 149

emergency department
visits for firework-related
injuries in 2019.
Here are some tips to
safely handle backyard
fireworks:
• Never allow children
to light fireworks.
• Use fireworks outdoors only.
• Do not set off fireworks near homes.
• Do not store fireworks in your pockets.
• Keep water handy,
either from a hose or a
bucket.
• Follow directions on
fireworks packages.
• Do not combine or
alter fireworks.
• If a firework fails to
light properly, soak it in
a bucket for 20 minutes
and dispose. Do not attempt to relight.
• Sparklers are intended for children 12 and up.
•Adults should closely
supervise if children are
nearby while fireworks

Live Video Feed
The Wilson Times will
livestream the Wilson
County Fairgrounds’
fireworks show on
Facebook for those who’d
like to experience the
Fourth of July tradition
without leaving home.
To watch the video,
follow www.facebook.
com/wilsontimes/ and
visit the page at 9:15
p.m. Saturday. After
the fireworks finale, the
video will be available on
WilsonTimes.com.

are being used.
• Do not use homemade fireworks.
• Don’t mix alcohol
consumption and fireworks lighting.
• If fireworks are illegal in your city, town or
county, do not use them.

