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By CAREY JOHNSON
Times Staff Writer

YOUNGSVILLE — A 
public meeting to solicit 
input about a plan to 
revamp the look and 
feel of downtown drew 
plenty of traffic to the 
Youngsville Community 

By CAREY JOHNSON
Times Staff Writer

LOUISBURG — Stephen Merritt died in December 
from injuries sustained in a plane crash.

This past Saturday, though, friends and family said 
his spirit lives on through funny stories, good deeds 
and now, a legacy — an 
aviation scholarship set 
up in his name.

Merritt, the county’s 
airport director, was 
a flight instructor and 
joined the North Caro-
lina Wing of the Civil Air 
Patrol in 2004.

He was considered an 
architect of the Wing’s 
glider program — one 
of Civil Air Patrol’s most 
active. 

As such, he was a 
strong champion of get-
ting anyone into aviation, 
particularly young people and women.

Maj Frank Donahue, commander of the Franklin 
County Composite Squadron, said Merritt worked to 

make sure that finances 
were never an obstacle 
to young people who 
wanted to get into avia-
tion and friends said he 
did so, often at his own 
expense.

During a celebration 
of Merritt’s life, the Civil 
Air Patrol unveiled the 
Stephen Ward Merritt 
Memorial Scholarship, 
with a goal of making it 
an annual thing.

Civil Air Patrol Cadet 
Elizabeth Helbig was the 
scholarship’s first recipi-
ent.

“It seemed so fitting ... 
to put together a schol-
arship program so that 
dream [of aviation] could 
continue ... hopefully, on 
an ongoing basis,” Dona-
hue said.

Stephen Merritt

A missing man: Gone but not forgotten!
Friends, family keep
local aviation leader’s
spirit and legacy alive

Bandit Flight Team from Raleigh performed a missing man formation flyover

A LEGACY LIVES ON. The family of Stephen Merritt presents the first Stephen 
Ward Merritt Memorial Scholarship to Cadet Elizabeth Helbig, left, with Merritt’s 
wife, Jane, holding the ceremonial check. From left to right are Merritt’s family, Brit-
tany Merritt, daughter-in-law; W. Holmes Merritt, son; Gene Merritt, brother; Sarah 
Merritt Ryan, daughter, and Bill Ryan, son-in-law. (Times photos by Carey Johnson)

A seven-year-old passenger in Edgerton’s vehicle was 
taken to WakeMed where she was treated for her inju-
ries.

Hutchison, authorities said, was in a vegetative state. 
As such, no charges had been filed at this time.

Laurel Mill Elementary School officials deployed a 
crisis response team, making them available to grieving 
students and staff.

“Nassyr was a good student who enjoyed play-
ing basketball and was loved by his friends and class-
mates,” School Principal Genie Faulkner said in a letter 
sent home to parents.

See MERRITT Page 4A

See TRAGEDY Page 4A

Planner Andy Thomas shares plans

See FUTURE Page 4A

FILLING THE CRACKS. Members of law enforce-
ment, Safe Space, the courthouse and the community took 
part in an event to raise awareness about human traffick-
ing. As part of the Red Sand Project, they used the mate-
rial to fill cracks, symbolizing those who fall through the 

House.
And, on cue, the Jan. 

23 discussion about plans 
to add sidewalks, pedes-
trian crossings, bike lanes 
and streetscape improve-
ments ultimately yielded 
to two things: how will 
the construction project 
impact already difficult 

traffic congestion and 
just what can the town 
do about its bottlenecked 
traffic in general?

First, though, town 
planning consultants and 
engineers with Kimley-
Horn — the group hired 
to draw and oversee the 
Main Street Improvement 
Project — presented resi-
dents, business owners 
and other interested par-
ties with their vision for 

a revitalized downtown.
“This started with a 

concept plan [the North-
east Area Study, a plan-
ning tool designed to 
guide long-term devel-
opment in Wake and 
Franklin counties],” 
said Bob Clark with 
N•FOCUS, which pro-
vides the town’s plan-
ning and zoning services.

cracks and become victims — often becoming part of the 
sex trade. The event featured ‘actors’ locked in a cage and 
dressed as victims to drive the point home. To learn more 
about the problem and what can be done to help, contact 
Safe Space at ncsafespace.org, or call (919) 614-3436.
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LARRY’S
SERVICE
COMPANY

924 South Williams Street
Henderson, NC 27536-4948
www.larrysserviceco.com

For All Your Heating & Air Conditioning Needs.

Call For
Estimates

252-438-8955

Call Your rep to plaCe
Your ad on this page

Only $30 Per Week When You Sign Up  For 12 Weeks (one time per week)

Need to Save Money?
Get your unit to work more efficiently.
Call today to schedule maintenance.

2 Visits Per Year $16500

1 Visit Per Year $8250

218 S. Main St., Louisburg, NC • 496-2253

BED BUGS?
Call the Whitco Bug Warriors!

554-1447
whitcobugwarriors.com

WHITCO
termite & pest Control

104 S. White St. • Wake Forest

554-1447 • 496-1492

919-272-3970www.blairmaintenance.com

• All Plumbing Needs  • Woodwork • Bathroom & Kitchen• All Roofing / any leaks  • Vinyl Siding & Painting
• Seamless Gutters  • All Flooring and much more

252-469-0449
LOCAL

He invites all former and new customers to visit him 
for exceptional customer service and hospitality. 

Larry Wood has
NOT RETIRED!

114 N. Main Street, Wendell, NC
Call today! 919-365-6351

Universal

Chevrolet

Larry is now serving customers at 
Universal Chevrolet in Wendell. 

“The hope is that we 
would be able to have 
an annual scholarship in 
his name, which I think 
would be so fitting given 
his passion for aviation.

“... He never wanted 
finances to be a barrier to 
anyone,” Donahue said. 
“He was such a proponent 
of women in aviation and 
that’s such a big part of 
what we’re doing here.”

The scholarship presen-
tation essentially capped 
off the celebration, but the 
Saturday morning event 
served as an 
opportunity for 
people to share 
stories about 
Merritt and 
remind many 
of his impact to 
aviation and the 
county’s Trian-
gle North Execu-
tive Airport.

The event fea-
tured a presen-
tation of colors 
by the Civil 
Air Patrol, and 
members of Tri-
angle Skydiv-
ing, including 
its president, Greg Upper, 
parachuted into the 
venue, marking the sky 
in smoke and toting in an 
American flag and  Navy 
flag — noting Merritt’s 
military service.

And, members of the 
Raleigh-based Bandit 
Flight Team out of Char-
lotte performed a fly-over, 
as well as the missing man 
formation — a military 
tradition, Donahue said, 
symbolizing “that we 
must continue our lives 
but we can never replace 
those who are lost.”

“Wow,” said Holmes 
Merritt, Stephen’s son. 
“Dad would have thought 
that was one of the cool-
est thing’s he’d seen in his 
life,” he said of the dem-
onstrations.

“... Working here in 
Franklin County meant a 
lot to him. 

“It makes everyone feel 
really happy that he got 
to affect so many people’s 
lives, so many people got 
to see his unique and spe-
cial character, in a lot of 
ways.

“The last month, I’ve 
had a lot of time to think,” 
Merritt said. “I’ve had 
every emotion imagin-
able, and some that I 
thought were unimagi-
nable.

“At the end of the day, 
there is a strong feeling of 
peace.”

Stephen Merritt was 

Sticker on a glider speaks volumes

“He will be truly missed by his Laurel Mill family.”
Since the wreck, the school and its staff have 

reached out to support Edgerton and her family.
“We want to show our support to their family by 

offering them a monetary donation,” Faulkner said in 
a letter sent to the school and its community.

“We would like for any students, parents, staff 
members, or members of the community [who feel 
the need] to contribute to this fund.”

Donations will be collected from Jan. 30 through 
Friday, February 9.

Checks can be made out to Laurel Mill Elementary 
School.

All monies collected will be receipted by the school 
and then given to Edgerton.

“We thank you for your support and continuing to 
honor Nassyr’s memory as he was a precious little 
boy,” Faulkner said.

Continued from Page 1A

Continued from Page 1A

Merritt

BLUE SKIES AND TAILWINDS. Sarah Merritt Ryan did this charcoal drawing of her 
father, Stephen Merritt, saying she felt compelled to draw it as an expression of how 
much she loved her father and it was a way to pay tribute to him. It was on display at 
the celebration of Merritt’s life at Triangle North Executive Airport on Saturday. (Times 
photos by Carey Johnson)

a strong member of the 
aviation and humanities 
community, too, friends 
and family said.

Charles Stites with 
Able Flight, which offers 
people with disabilities 
(including wounded vets) 
flight and aviation career 
training, said Merritt was 
on-board with the effort 
before he could finish fully 
asking for his help.

He flew humanitarian 
missions as part of Baha-
mas Habitat with Mer-
ritt, also. Stites recalled 

one story when the two 
flew into Haiti to provide 
help after an earthquake 
and the notoriously calm 
Merritt had gotten into 
a shouting match with 
a bureaucrat who was 
apparently holding up 
their effort.

Cooler heads, and a $20 
fee payment, prevailed, 
but Stites said he remem-
bers Merritt telling him 
that he’d never go back 
there again.

But, then he did. The 
next day, and the next day 
and the next day, to offer 
help.

“We all lost a good 
friend, but these memories 
are so rich, so rewarding 
and they’ll last forever,” 
Stites said.

Wendy Kelly recalled all 
the hoops that Merritt and 
good friend Michael Plante 
had to jump through as 
part of a humanitarian 
effort to rescue feral cats 
from Guantanamo Bay.

The trip, Kelly, recalled, 
required an unprece-
dented amount of Navy 
paperwork to clear.

It also required for Mer-
ritt, who was not a cat 
person, plenty of calm to 
transport a small plane 
full of 25 cats back to the 
states.

“The scene of this rescue 
was something else,” 
Kelly said.

Merritt always seemed 
to have a can-do attitude, 
said Craig Winkelman, a 
lieutenant with the Civil 
Air Patrol.

He recalled having his 
plane at Triangle North, 
after having brought it up 
from the airport in San-
ford, and having to work 
on it one evening on the 
field.

Merritt informed Win-
kelman that he had 
cleared space in a hangar 
so Winkelman could work 
free from the elements.

“That was the kind of 
guy Steve was,” Winkel-
man said. “It was just 
always, everything could 
happen and he just made 

it happen.”
Airport Com-

mission Chair John 
Allers said Mer-
ritt spent plenty 
of time at the air-
port making things 
happen.

“... Just look 
around you,” Allers 
said to those who 
gathered at the 
airport. “Many of 
these hangars you 
see around you are 
due to Steve. 

“The number 
of planes you see 
out here are due to 

Steve,” Allers said. “We 
are literally out of ramp 
space and out of hangar 
space because Steve has 
had the network, the 
knowledge and the ability 
to bring all these people 
here as he ... created the 
environment here that 
makes people want to 
come here and have their 
planes here, fly here and 
have a good time. 

“He has done wonders 
for us.”

Longtime friend 
Michael Plante, who got 
the flying bug from Mer-
ritt and flew plenty of 
Bahamas Habitat flights 
with him, remembers the 
return on a flight together 
very vividly.

“We were flying, it was 
late at night, the air was 
calm, it was just a beautiful 
evening,” Plante recalled. 
“I felt reflective. You 
know, when I look back at 
the course of our friend-
ship, the things we’ve 
done and the places we’ve 
been, I told Steve: ‘I just 
wanted you to know how 
much you’ve enriched my 
life and made it better in 
very many ways.

‘I want you to know 
that I love you.’

“Steve paused. Then he 
looked over his glasses,” 
Plante said. “He said, 
Michael, you’re very 
important to me.

“Steve, I just want you 
to know that you’re very 
important to me and to all 
of us.”




