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at a concert
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Cecil Hurt died Tuesday, Nov. 23, at
UAB Hospital in Birmingham of complications from pneumonia.
I’ve had a few weeks to contemplate
this after he first checked into a hospiUSA TODAY NETWORK
tal and his condition worsened. But I
couldn’t make myself believe it.
her head to
bobbed
andwant
danced
Tiara
eventeen-year-old
to
I don’t
gone and
he’sHelm
Now
it.
accept
hundreds of concertgoers packed inthe music, swaying among
I knew Cecil Hurt about as long as of Birmingnortheast
small city
City, a outside
Rainbow
in
side a theater I’ve known anyone
famof my
school- the crowd as strobe lights
a few
ily andGates
electriﬁed
ham. Rapper Kevin
mates, but I probably
convulsed. Her head
pulsed. h Suddenly, Helm
timebody
as much Her
spentcollapsed.
as with any of
with him
ﬂoor.
thrashed against the concrete
them, family included.
Long trips in cars tothe seizures court records. They tightened their holds,
She was gripped by one of
gether, passing thered marks on her arms. One
leaving
car accident.
that had plagued her since ahours
on the road. Hurt
she wrapped his forearm around her neck in
came to,
When the high school juniorShared
hotel rooms and
oﬃcers a headlock. around in
found four Rainbow City police
memorable meals. Joking
A ﬁfth oﬃcer arrived – armed with a
Scared
on top of her, pinning her down.
out deadpress boxes and sweating
About this story
to be let go Taser. He warned her he would use it if
and disoriented, she begged
lines.
she didn’t settle down and behave. She
to get free.
and foughtin
was an instiThis article was published
Telling you Cecil Hurt
him. He pressed the Taser into
keep cursed atanything
tried toisn’t
oﬃcers, who initiallytution
The
you
telling you
Marshall
partnership with The
and pulled the trigger. Her
she had her abdomen
herself, decided
hurting
from
her
that
He earnedscreeched
don’t already know. jerked.
Project, a nonprofit news
in pain.
She
to multiple body
become combative, according
status over those decades at The Tusorganization covering the U.S.
caloosa News, where he became more
criminal justice system, USA TODAY
synonymous with coverage of UniverNetwork and AL.com. Sign up for
sity of Alabama athletics — football
The Marshall Project newsletter, or
and basketball in particular — than
follow them on Facebook or Twitter.
any sports journalist ever has or ever
will.
won for his writListing awards he
Paramedics took Helm to a hospital
the CommUnity Thanksgiving board.
as they were,
ing, as numerous
Event
she was full
whereprovides
in nearby Gadsden,
“She had requested two meals, and
justice. I never countOf- forwouldn’t do himthe
soon released, court records show.
instructions were to knock on the
holiday meals
you Cecil
can assure
ed them, and Idoor
ficers never arrested her or charged her
and come in,” he said. “It raised my
for troHe didn’t write
those in need never did either.eyes
with anything.
a little, but I went in and heard her
even though he was
phies or plaques,
Little of what happened to Helm is
say ‘I’m around here.’ The woman was in
of them: He wrote
honored with plenty
in dispute. Having a seizure is not a
her bedroom — and she had no legs. Her
Greg Bailey
inside
your window
for you. He wasprosthetic
crime. She was not a threat to the NETWORK
legs were oﬀ to the side.”
Gadsden Times | USA TODAY
Scott said the woman was alone, “no
See DEAS, Page 2A
See HELM, Page 6A
her home
The CommUnity Thanksgiving Cele- family that I know of,” and
oﬀ both Thanksgivwere
nurses
health
ﬁfew
a
and
bration was winding down,
nal meal deliveries needed to be made. ing Day and Friday.
“I gave her four meals,” he said, “and
Craig Scott decided to take care of that
with home
chore before returning to The Venue at she was going to share then
Saturday.
Coosa Landing to help with the cleanup health when they came on
why we do
of
example
an
“That’s
process.
The ﬁnal delivery was to “a young la- this.”
CommUnity Thanksgiving returned
dy in a ﬁrst-ﬂoor apartment in Gadsin 2021,
den,” recalled Scott, director of the successfully for its 22nd edition
Harcrow, the
Gadsden Public Library and vice chair of according to Darlene

‘Never will that be OK’

ILLUSTRATION: NGADI SMART
FOR THE MARSHALL PROJECT

S

‘Never will that be OK’

S

From Staff Reports | USA TODAY

eventeen-year-old Tiara Helm danced and bobbed her head to
the music, swaying among hundreds of concertgoers packed
inside a theater in Rainbow City, a small city northeast of Bir-

mingham. Rapper Kevin Gates electrified the crowd as strobe
lights pulsed. h Suddenly, Helm collapsed. Her body convulsed. Her
head thrashed against the concrete floor.
She was gripped by one of the seizures that had plagued her since a car
accident. When the high school junior
came to, she found four Rainbow City
police officers on top of her, pinning her
down. Scared and disoriented, she
begged to be let go and fought to get free.
The officers, who initially tried to
keep her from hurting herself, decided
she had become combative, according

to multiple court records. They tightened their holds, leaving red marks on
her arms. One wrapped his forearm
around her neck in a headlock.
A fifth officer arrived – armed with a
Taser. He warned her he would use it if
she didn’t settle down and behave. She
cursed at him. He pressed the Taser into
her abdomen and pulled the trigger. Her
body jerked. She screeched in pain.

About this story
This article was published in
partnership with The Marshall
Project, a nonproﬁt news
organization covering the U.S.
criminal justice system, USA TODAY
Network and AL.com. Sign up for
The Marshall Project newsletter, or
follow them on Facebook or Twitter.
Paramedics took Helm to a hospital
in nearby Gadsden, where she was soon
released, court records show. Oﬃcers
never arrested her or charged her with
anything.
Little of what happened to Helm is in
dispute. Having a seizure is not a crime.
She was not a threat to the police or

I don’t know how to write this. How
can I do justice to a colleague of four
decades, give or take a few years? How
do you write about losing a friend,
when you absolutely do not want to
contemplate that he’s gone?
Cecil Hurt died Tuesday, Nov. 23, at
UAB Hospital in Birmingham of complications from pneumonia.
I’ve had a few weeks to contemplate
this after he ﬁrst checked into a hospital and his condition worsened. But I
couldn’t make myself
believe it.
Now he’s gone and I
don’t want to accept it.
I knew Cecil Hurt
about as long as I’ve
known anyone outside
of my family and a few
Hurt
schoolmates, but I
as
probably spent much time with him
as with any of them, family included.
Long trips in cars together, passing the
hours on the road. Shared hotel rooms
and memorable meals. Joking around
in press boxes and sweating out deadlines.
Telling you Cecil Hurt was an institution isn’t telling you anything you
don’t already know. He earned that
status over those decades at The Tuscaloosa News, where he became more
synonymous with coverage of University of Alabama athletics — football
and basketball in particular — than
any sports journalist ever has or ever
will.
Listing awards he won for his writing, as numerous as they were,
wouldn’t do him justice. I never counted them, and I can assure you Cecil
never did either. He didn’t write for trophies or plaques, even though he was
honored with plenty of them: He wrote
for you. He was your window inside
Alabama sports and around town.
See HURT, Page 7A

See HELM, Page 2A

CommUnity Thanksgiving’s impact widespread

board chair, and Scott, after being canceled last year because of the COVID-19
pandemic. The annual event provides a
full holiday meal for anyone who cares
to show up and eat — rich or poor — and
has become a gathering beﬁtting the
words that make up its name.
And because of a change in the way
organizers measure how many people
beneﬁt from its oﬀerings, its signiﬁcance has been magniﬁed.
Scott said he’d asked other members
about “counting in a way we’ve never
counted before.”
He added, “We give meals to the Salvation Army and the Love Center, as examples. We also give them leftovers, so
people can eat for another week or

ALABAMA SPLASH As part of our ongoing series about police violence against
children, The Marshall Project wrote
about the experience of one Alabama
teen who was tased by police while she
8007s
0
QJAJJE(334) 530-8826
The Marshall Project
tracks the impact was having a grand-mal seizure at a
QEAJAB-12304q
of our journalism on lawmakers,
music concert. The story was co-published with USA Today and reached a
advocates and other media.
wide audience. It also appeared on the
front pages of six local newspapers in
Reformers like to talk about “changing the narrative”
Alabama: The Birmingham News, the
on criminal justice. But where does a narrative come
Montgomery Advertiser, The Gadsden
from, exactly? And how can it be changed?
Times, the Mobile Press-Register, The
The media play an outsized role in affecting the public’s Huntsville Times and The Tuscaloosa
understanding of criminal justice. And that role hasn’t
News. The public radio station in Biralways been positive. In addition to publishing our
mingham also carried the story and did
own rigorous coverage, The Marshall Project tries to
an on-air interview with The Marshall
help other journalists do a better job covering criminal
Project’s reporter on the story.
justice for their own media outlets. Here are some
FOSTER FOLLOW When we published
examples of our impact on other media:
an investigation with NPR into how
AFTER BITES Our Pulitzer Prize-winning series on
states were pocketing millions in
police violence using dogs included one installment
federal funding meant for foster kids,
that explained to other media how they could follow up
we included a sidebar making it easy to
in their own locales. And they did. A television station in track what was happening in individual
Tampa, Florida, for example, produced an investigation states. And local media jumped on it.
into “the consequences when police dogs disobey their
The Philadelphia Inquirer, for example,
handlers,” while the East Bay Times tracked the 73 poused findings from our investigation
lice dog bites plaguing the city of Richmond, California. to examine their city’s record – and
TWO STRIKES, OUT We aren’t advocates, and our
found that Philadelphia had pocketed
stories don’t include recommendations for what
$5 million meant for local foster kids.
policymakers should do. But our media partners at the
Meanwhile, the Omaha World-Herald
Tampa Bay Times have an editorial board that seized
published a sternly-worded editorial,
on the investigation we did with them about life-withopining that “Current government
out-parole sentences in Florida, saying “The state’s
policy can fairly be termed
so-called ‘two strikes’ law has served its time and
as financial abuse of some of
should be stripped from the books.”
Nebraska’s most vulnerable children.”
See MEALS, Page 6A
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Russia: New U.S. intelligence says the country is
planning military action in neighboring Ukraine. 1B
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HIGHLY PRIZED

One reason the media
follow our lead is that
we’ve received many
of the top awards
in the journalism
business. In 2021
alone, we won:
Pulitzer Prize for
National Reporting
Goldsmith Prize for
Investigative Reporting
Edward R. Murrow
Award for Excellence in
Innovation
National Headliner
Award for Online
Investigative Reporting
Deadline Club Awards
for Digital Video
Reporting and National
TV Series
White House
Correspondents’
Association’s Award
for Courage and
Accountability
Society for News Design
for Best of Digital
Design
Harry Frank
Guggenheim Excellence
in Criminal Justice
Reporting
Communication Arts
Illustration Award
Editor & Publisher
EPPY Awards for Best
Innovation Project
on a Website
Online Journalism
Awards for General
Excellence in Online
Jounalism, Innovation
in Investigative
Journalism, Explanatory
Reporting and
Excellence and
Innovation in Visual
Digital Storytelling
Neil and Susan Sheehan
Award for Investigative
Journalism
Collier Prize for
State Government
Accountability

KENTUCKY COPS Our investiga-

tion into rural police shootings
zeroed in on the country’s most
deadly department, the Kentucky
State Police. Over the last six years,
they killed 33 people in isolated
rural communities where there
were few witnesses. No state
troopers were ever prosecuted
for those deaths. But shortly after
we co-published this story on the
front page of the New York Times,
Kentucky’s governor asked the
state legislature for millions of
dollars to equip state troopers
with body cameras.
TEXAS KIDS This year, the Texas
legislature will consider a bill that
prohibits the state from taking
federal funds away from foster kids
for its own use. Policy staffers at
the Children’s Advocacy Institute
say they used The Marshall Project’s investigation into this issue to
press lawmakers into action. They
are also advocating with the state’s
Social Security Administration for
a new administrative policy to stop
taking these funds away from foster kids. “Nothing increases public
awareness and political pressure
like a good investigative report,”
one of their advocates advised
in a law review article.
MISSISSIPPI PRISONS In
November the Mississippi
Department of Corrections
admitted in court that it failed to
monitor conditions in the state's
three private prisons. The Marshall
Project had sued to obtain weekly
reports that track health and safety
in the prisons. We had previously
revealed how the private company
MTC let gangs run one prison and
profited from short staffing that
made the facilities unsafe for staff
and incarcerated people alike.
The Corrections Commissioner
responded by kicking MTC out of
one of the prisons. In court, prison
administrators admitted they
couldn't find more than half of
the contractually mandated safety
reports. A big thanks to our pro
bono lawyers from the Mississippi
Center for Justice for forcing
the department to obey
the public records law.

DATA ON NATIONAL INCARCERATION RATES, 2021
Nearly two million adults were incarcerated across the country,
according to the 2020 Decennial Census. Each circle represents
the incarcerated population in a county.

Our data journalism is designed to fuel great investigations at The Marshall Project.
We also deliberately process data and make it easy to use, so that policymakers, other
media, academics, and advocates can use it as seamlessly as possible in their own
work. Some recent examples:
• We took incarceration data published
by the U.S. Census Bureau, and processed and documented it for easier
access. Our data release not only generated our own story for The Marshall
Project analyzing why incarceration
rates have gone down, but also powered stories by U.S. News and World
Report, WVFT Virginia Public Radio,
and WFAE Charlotte Public Radio. The
census data release was also featured in
the popular open data newsletter Data
is Plural.
• A letter signed by 93 members of
Congress cites a data analysis by The
Marshall Project in partnership with the
Associated Press, and argues for more
robust and accurate collection of excess
mortality statistics by the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention. Our
story visualized the striking data on
racial disparities in COVID deaths. The
CDC only publicly released data about
excess deaths by race after The Marshall
Project pursued that information for several months via public records requests.
• Our investigation into a special immigration status for juveniles found 26,000
young immigrants stuck in bureaucratic limbo for years. Our data also
informed a new coalition of advocacy

groups pushing reform legislation in
Congress. Their website uses our charts
and figures to illustrate how many kids
are affected, and their recent study of
the issue built upon our work.
• No more than one in four people convicted of felonies were registered to vote
in time for the 2020 election, according
to our data investigation in four battleground states that had legally restored
the right to vote to these communities.
This reporting informed a legislative
resolution in Nebraska to study voting
among formerly incarcerated people.
The resolution acknowledges that “data
and system errors have impermissibly
disenfranchised eligible voters from
participation in the election process.”
• We are releasing as much data and
methodology as we can on Observable,
to make it easily accessible to experts
across civil society. For example, our
dataset about the practice of states
collecting federal benefits intended
for foster children has been used by
advocates, journalists and government officials from Massachusetts to
Montana and Michigan. Our data also
powered a simple tool that allows users
– including foster kids themselves – to
check the policy in their state.

