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By Megan Broome 
Staff Writer 

CLAYTON — A Rabun Coun-
ty Grand Jury indicted a Bu-
ford man on numerous charges 
involving a fatal accident that 
killed two women following a 
high-speed crash in Dillard on 
December 30, 2019. 

The grand jury met in ses-
sion for 35 cases on November 
17, 2020 in Rabun County Supe-

rior Court. 
Sergio 

Garcia, 19, 
was formally 
charged with 
six counts 
of homicide 
by vehicle in 
the first de-
gree, driving 
under the in-
fluence (less 

safe) (alcohol), driving under 
the influence under the age of 
21, reckless driving, following 
too closely, speeding, too fast 
for conditions, open container 
and underage possession of 
alcohol. 

Donna Verlyn McConnel, 60 
of Clayton and Lorie Jeanne 
Smathers, 52 of Otto (N.C.) had 
to be extricated from a 2016 
maroon Chevrolet Trax after 

it was struck by Garcia’s 2015 
white Hyundai Sonata follow-
ing an accident on SR 441 near 
Cardinal St. in Dillard. 

“Both McConnell and Sma-
thers died on scene due to in-
juries sustained in the crash,” 
according to Cpl. John Getty, 
assistant post commander for 
Post 7 Toccoa, in a statement 
concerning the accident. 

Garcia “was traveling south 

on SR 441 at a high rate of 
speed. A Dillard police officer 
checked Garcia’s speed to be 
98 mph just prior to the crash. 
The front of the Hyundai 
struck the rear of a maroon 
2016 Chevrolet Trax,” Getty 
reported. 

Garcia was airlifted to Grady 
Medical Center in Atlanta due 

Buford man indicted for fatal Dillard accident

GARCIA Please see JURY, A8

Pilgrims gather

Photos courtesy of Rabun County Schools

Lisa Brown’s kindergarten class at Rabun County Primary School made their own butter and bread last week as they prepared for Thanks-
giving.

Megan Broome/The Clayton Tribune

Mary Baer, left, and Meg Starzec help decorate a Christmas tree and 
set up for the Merry Market and Fundraising Jolly happening Friday 
and Saturday. 

By Megan Broome 
Staff Writer 

CLAYTON—The coro-
navirus pandemic can’t 
stifle the holiday spirit in 
Rabun County.

Holiday festivities 
begin tomorrow with the 
annual Festival of Trees 
event. 

It will be held Friday 
from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. and 
Saturday from 10 a.m. to 
3 p.m. at the Rabun Coun-
ty Civic Center. 

The event is free admis-
sion. 

“It’s a traditional event 
in Rabun County,” said 
Annie Berryman, di-
rector of Rabun County 
Event Venues. She said 

it’s been going on for at 
least 10 years. 

Attendees bid on dec-
orated Christmas trees 
in a silent auction and 
proceeds benefit a chari-
ty or nonprofit each year, 
Berryman explained. 

This year’s beneficia-
ry is the nonprofit dog 
rescue Another Chance 
Rescue, Rehab and Sanc-
tuary. 

The Rabun County 
Board of Commissioners 
chooses the nonprofit 
each year and provides 
different sizes of Christ-
mas trees. 

“Businesses, organi-
zations, individuals and 

Festival of Trees set 
for this weekend

Please see TREES, A6

By Megan Broome
The Clayton Tribune

SKY VALLEY— The 
city of Sky Valley adopted 
its millage rate and 2021 
budget at a council meet-
ing last Thursday. 

Sky Valley’s Fiscal 
Year runs January to 
December. 

The city’s budget is 
$1,121,273 and the millage 
rate is 15.608 mills.

Council member Ed 
Morley stated that there 
has been approximately 
a $200,000 decrease in 
revenues in the last cou-
ple of years due to motor 
vehicle tax and dropping 
the millage rate last year 
by half a mill. 

Although the millage 
rate did not change this 
year, the city will be 
collecting more taxes be-
cause property values in 
Rabun County increased 
about one percent. 

The city of Sky Valley 
council recently an-
nounced “it’s intention 
to increase the 2020 
property taxes it will 

levy this year by 0.58 
percent over the rollback 
millage rate,” according 
to a statement from city 
officials. 

The millage rate is the 
amount of tax per dollar 
of assessed value of a 
property. It is the amount 
per $1,000 of the assessed 
value of the property and 
is used to calculate the 
amount of property tax. 

“When the total digest 
of taxable property is 
prepared, Georgia law 
requires that a rollback 
millage rate must be 
computed. That will 
produce the same total 
revenue on the current 
year’s digest that last 
year’s millage rate would 
have produced had no 
reassessments occured,” 
officials stated. 

Since council members 
opted not to rollback the 
millage rate, three public 
hearings were held to 
allow the public oppor-
tunities to express their 

Sky Valley 
adopts millage 
for 2021 budget

Please see TAXES, A8

By Megan Broome 
Staff Writer 

TIGER—Tax Commis-
sioner Sandy Smith was 
honored at the Rabun 
County Board of Educa-
tion last Thursday. Board 
members presented Smith 
with an award thanking 
her for her contributions 
to the school system. 

Superintendent April 
Childers announced that 
they have a 98.29 percent 
collection rate and that 
Smith’s work at her office 

Board 
honors
Smith’s
service

Please see SMITH, A8
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Rabun canning

1935The WPA constructed 
two canning plants in 
Rabun County in 1935. 
In August of 1943, 
the Clayton cannery 
canned 31,232 cans and 
served 279 families who 
were charged three and 
four cents for cans and 
a one cent processing 
fee.

Rabun History
Fascinating Facts

Recorded Weather: 
November 18 to November 24, 2020

Recorded Weather 2019

11/27/19 – 11/30/19

Hi: 68° F / Lo: 44° F

Rain: 0.38

11/20/19 – 11/23/19

Hi: 65° F / Lo: 36° F

Rain: 1.37

. . . . . . . . Hi°F . . Lo°F . . . . Rain"

Wed  . . . 57 . . . 32 . . . . . 0.00

Thur  . . . 55 . . . 34 . . . . . 0.00

Fri  . . . . . 67 . . . 38 . . . . . 0.00

Sat . . . . . 65 . . . 42 . . . . . 0.00

Sun . . . . 62 . . . 48 . . . . . 0.00

Mon  . . . 58 . . . 40 . . . . . .0.00

Tue  . . . . 44 . . . 34 . . . . . .0.00

Courtesy of 

Germany Valley NWS Station

Elevation 2,832 ft.

Total Rainfall this year: 91.27"

Total Rainfall for 2019

Tiger  . . . . . . . . . . . . 77.29" 

Germany Valley . . . 84.35"

Rainfall year to date 2019

 Tiger . . . . . . . . . . . . 68.45"

 Germany Valley . . . 74.82"

. . . . . . . . Hi°F . . Lo°F . . . . Rain"

Wed  . . . 60 . . . 30 . . . . . 0.00

Thur  . . . 61 . . . 27 . . . . . 0.00

Fri  . . . . . 59 . . . 27 . . . . . 0.00

Sat . . . . . 70 . . . 29 . . . . . 0.00

Sun . . . . 73 . . . 35 . . . . . .0.01

Mon  . . . 64 . . . 38 . . . . . .0.00

Tue  . . . . 63 . . . 33 . . . . . .0.00

Courtesy of

 Bridge Creek Road, Tiger

Elevation 1,998 ft.

Total Rainfall this year: 94.18"

CLAYTON, GA
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BioTE® Medical is a plant based 

bioidentical pellet therapy that 

brings depleted hormone levels 

back to the most optimal balanced 

state for women and men

News In Brief
COVID-19 school 

updates
Rabun County Schools 

reported: “There are no 
new cases that require 
quarantine,” said Super-
intendent April Childers. 
“We are waiting on a 
couple of test results, oth-
erwise all students that 
have been quarantined 
through school exposure 
will be back on Monday.” 

Rabun Gap-Nacoochee 
School reported: “We 
have no new active posi-
tive cases since our last 
report,” said Megan Mor-
ris, director of marketing 
and communication. 
“We are grateful for the 
support of our students, 
employees, and families 
that has allowed us to 
complete a successful 
first trimester of in-per-
son classes and programs 
with no interruptions.”

Blood Drive 

Dec. 8
Clayton First United 

Methodist Church will 
be sponsoring a blood 
drive on Tuesday, 
December 8 from 1-6 
p.m. in the downtown 
Fellowship Hall, 71 S 
Main St., Clayton. All 
completed blood dona-
tions will be tested for 
COVID-19 antibodies. 
Results will be provid-
ed 7-10 days after do-
nation. To make an ap-
pointment, please visit 
www.redcrossblood.org 
and enter the sponsor 
keyword: claytonumc 
or call 1-800-RED-
CROSS. Photo ID is 
required. Remember 
to eat a healthy meal, 
drink plenty of water 
and get a good night’s 
rest before donating 
blood. 

Rabun County 
Public Library

Rabun County Pub-
lic Library is holding 
Fresh Air Storytime at 
the pavilions behind 
the library by appoint-
ment Monday-Wednes-

day. Families may visit 
www.rabuncountyli-
brary.org to schedule 
a storytime. Mrs. Kim 
will be wearing a mask 
and the area is marked 
for social distancing. 
Fresh Air storytime 
will last approximately 
15 minutes. For more 
information, please call 
the library at 706-782-
3731. 

Petanque

signups
Petanque is a fun 

and easy outdoor game 
for people of all ages 
and conditions. It will 
be at the Rabun Coun-
ty Recreation Depart-
ment on Wednesdays 
from 5-7 p.m. Equip-
ment and instruc-
tions are provided for 
newcomers. Contact 
Honor Woodard at 
904-315-2917 for more 
information or search 
our group “Northeast 
Georgia Petanque” on 
Facebook. 

Lake Burton Civic Association President Mike Hammer, left, presents a check to Jeanie Cook Camp 
Evergreen.

Lake Burton Civic 
Association Foundation 
(LBCAF), a 501c3 charity 
organization, recently 
announced an LBCAF 
Grant Award Recipient in 
the amount of $5,000. The 
grant recognizes chari-
table organizations that 
are making an import-
ant community impact 
in Rabun County or the 
surrounding area.

This award grant 
goes to Camp Evergreen 
near Moccasin Creek on 
Lake Burton. The Camp 
started in 1999 by Bob 
and Jeanie Cook on the 
former Camp Cherokee 
for Girls property on 
Cherokee Cove. Later, 
Camp Evergreen then 
leased the former Camp 
Winfield property in 2009 
and has since purchased 
and further developed 
both the property and 
programs.  For over 20 
years, the camp has been 
run by Katie Grady, the 
Cook’s daughter, and her 
husband Toby, and is 
located on 80 acres of wil-
derness close to Hemlock 
Falls. The non-denomina-
tional outdoor ministry 
connects over 500 camp-
ers each summer with 
God, nature, and each 
other through intentional 
programming and tra-
ditional camp activities. 
However, what sets Camp 
Evergreen apart is their 
passion for providing 
camp for all children, re-
gardless of their econom-
ic situation.  Each sum-
mer, the camp reserves 
three of their sessions 
for 200 economically 
disadvantaged children 
to experience a week of 
camp.  These campers 
are invited through At-
lanta and North Geor-

gia based agencies and 
school districts.  

Camp Director Ka-
tie Grady has seen the 
incredible impact of 
camp firsthand, “For 
these children, the Camp 
Evergreen experience is 
life-changing, sometimes 
in ways we never would 
have expected.  For some 
children it is the oppor-
tunity to hear the crucial 
message that God loves 
them and has a unique 
plan for their lives. For 
others it is the opportu-
nity to play and explore 
as a carefree child in a 
safe nature environment. 

Lake Burton Foundation gives 
$5,000 to Camp Evergreen

Please see BURTON, A3
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Reader’s Choice

Award Winner 8 years in a row

By Megan Broome 
Staff Writer 

CLAYTON—The 
Rabun County Sheriff’s 
Office will be under the 
guidance of Sheriff Chad 
Nichols for another four 
years. 

And he’s chosen fresh 
faces as part of his new 
leadership team. 

Along with Capt. Beth 
Darnell’s promotion 
to oversee operations 
of the Rabun County 
Detention Center, Scott 
Cheek has been ap-
pointed Chief Deputy 
and Captain Sam Jones 
appointed Patrol Com-
mander. 

“As a leader in law en-
forcement, we are often 
faced with challenges, 
especially in terms of 
personnel, whether 
it is in a disciplining 
situation, the lack of 
pay to hire or retain 
the employees, or them 
experiencing the nega-
tive climate toward law 
enforcement that has 
been witnessed across 
the country in recent 
years,” Nichols said. 
“Those challenges can 
also present new oppor-
tunities which have oc-
curred with these three 
command staff positions 
that have recently been 
filled.”

Chief Deputy Scott 
Cheek

Scott Cheek has spent 
his entire adult life in 
public service and he’s 
dedicated to serving the 
Rabun County commu-
nity in his new role as 
chief deputy. 

[“It’s a] really good 
group of people. A really 
special community to 
live in and work in,” 
Cheek said about why 
he wanted to work in 
Rabun County. 

He started the position 
in September and said 
that “he looks forward 
to this opportunity and 
serving the citizens of 
Rabun County.” 

Cheek’s resume high-
lights a career holding 
many leadership posi-
tions in both the mili-
tary and civilian sector. 

It began in 2003 when 
he graduated high 
school and enlisted in 
the United States Ma-
rine Corps. 

Cheek was stationed 
in Okinawa, Japan 
working in logistics. 
There he was award-
ed Marine of the Year 
for the 1st Marine Air 
Wing. 

He was then trans-
ferred to Camp Lejeune, 
N.C. where he transi-
tioned to the military 
police and prepared for 
deployment in Iraq in 
support of Iraqi Free-
dom. 

“I enjoyed the cama-
raderie. I enjoyed the 
brotherhood,” Cheek 
said about serving in 
the military. 

He was deployed at 
20-years-old and served 
as a scout fire team 
leader. 

“Their mission was to 
ensure the routes were 
clear of any threats 
which were mainly 
improvised explosive 
devices (IEDs),  but also 
consisted of small arms 
fire and coordinated 
attacks,” Cheek said. 

Cheek was in charge 
of the safety of his fire 
team, and also placed 
in charge of his squad’s 
equipment which includ-
ed firearms, explosives, 
night vision goggles, 
and more. 

Cheek returned to 
Camp Lejeune and was 
promoted to Sergeant 
supervising marines. 

Cheek was honorably 
discharged from active 
duty in February 2009. 

He then began a ca-
reer as a Department of 
Defense contractor for 
the government where 
he served in logistics, 
electronics and surveil-
lance operations. 

Cheek was federally 
deputized by the De-
partment of Homeland 
Security and FBI. 

Cheek deployed to 
Afghanistan in 2011 
and was responsible for 
managing 20 regional 
sites operating there. 

He studied electrical 
engineering at Ken-
nesaw State University 
in 2012 and attended 
Basic Law Enforcement 
Training in Athens, Ga. 
in 2016. 

Cheek graduated 
from basic training and 
worked as a patrolman 
with the Toccoa Police 
Department. 

He later joined the 
Rabun County Sheriff’s 
Office as a patrolman 
before transitioning 
to criminal investiga-
tions one year later. He 
worked general inves-
tigations as well as 
narcotics. 

Cheek eventually 
joined the Hall Coun-
ty Sheriff’s Office 
multi-agency narcotics 
squad working as a drug 
and gang task force 
agent. 

“It was a more proac-
tive approach to crim-
inal activity,” Cheek 
said about what he liked 
most about the job. 

Cheek then segwayed 
back to serving citizens 
of Rabun County.  

“I think we have a 
very unique and spe-
cial group of deputies 
and detention staff who 
are highly dedicated to 
Rabun County,” Cheek 
said about the sheriff’s 
office. 

He said that he is used 
to being in the field, so 
the administrative role 
is a change of pace. But 
his goal is to “stay con-
nected” with the dep-
uties and help ensure 
they have the tools they 
need for their job. 

Cheek said that he 
wants to help people 
in his community and 
build a trust between 
law enforcement and the 
citizens. 

“His character, his 
law enforcement knowl-
edge, and his under-
standing of what the 
chief deputy’s role is at 
the sheriff’s office made 
him the perfect fit for 
moving the sheriff’s 
office forward into the 
future,” Nichols said 

about why he hired 
Cheek. “Chief Deputy 
Cheek brings that over-
all management style 
to make sure all of my 
goals and all the divi-
sion’s goals are achieved 
which in-turn benefits 
the employees and our 
citizens here in Rabun 
County.”

Captain Sam Jones
Public service runs 

through the veins of 
Captain Sam Jones and 
he plans to bring that 
passion for helping oth-
ers in his role as Patrol 
Commander. 

“I’m very grateful to 
Sheriff Nichols for al-
lowing me to expand my 
knowledge in this area 
of being a manager and 
part of his command 
staff,” Jones said. 

He began the position 
on August 10 and is 
responsible for super-
vising and managing 
the patrol division, the 
School Resource Officer 
(SRO) program and K-9 
unit. 

“I’ve known Capt. 
Jones for quite a few 
years and knew his 
character, his knowl-
edge of life and law 
enforcement, and his 
strong work ethic,” 
Nichols said about why 
he hired Jones. “He has 
come in and worked to-
gether with the deputies 
and supervisors to find 
efficient and effective 
ways for the Sheriff’s 
Office to serve our coun-
ty into the future. Capt. 
Jones brings a lot to the 
Sheriff’s Office which 
I know will only lead 
to greater successes 
achieved by our office.”

 Jones hopes to act as 
a mentor towards the 
deputies and share his 
knowledge and experi-
ence to prepare them as 
future leaders. 

He has had a lengthy 
law enforcement career 
and it began when he 
was a military po-
liceman in the United 
States Marine Corps. 

“That started my law 
enforcement career,” 
Jones said. 

He served four years 
in active duty and four 

years in the inactive 
reserves. He was hon-
orably discharged from 
the Marines in 1992 and 
went to work for the 
state of Georgia. 

Jones worked for the 
Department of Correc-
tions as a correctional 
officer for almost three 
years.

In 1999 he circled back 
to where he was born 
and raised and began 
working at the Haber-
sham County Sheriff’s 
Office. He worked there 
for a little over 20 years 
and moved through the 
ranks to gain experi-
ence in many depart-
ment areas. 

He spent his first year 
as a detention center 
officer and worked his 
way to a promotion as 
assistant jail command-
er. 

Jones became a patrol 
deputy and worked his 
way through the ranks 
to Corporal. 

He then worked as an 
agent in the multi-coun-
ty narcotics unit. 

Jones went from the 
narcotics division back 
to the patrol division as 
a sergeant. He then went 
to the traffic division as 
the sergeant in charge.

Jones was promoted to 
the rank of Lieutenant 
and was assigned as 
a watch commander 
supervising a day shift 
and a night shift.

In February 2020 
Jones retired from the 
Habersham County 
Sheriff’s Office as a 
Lieutenant. 

He maintained his law 
enforcement certifica-
tion and later made his 
way to Rabun County. 

Jones said that he is 
looking forward to gain-
ing experience from a 
management standpoint 
in his administrative 
role as patrol command-
er. 

“It’s a good group 
of people,” Jones said 
about the Rabun County 
Sheriff’s Office. “Every-
body seems to work well 
here together. I look 
forward to working with 
them and expanding the 
resources at the sher-
iff’s office.” 

Jones said that a top 
priority is to overcome 
some of the challenges 

and obstacles in the 
department. 

“We have to come up 
with unique recruiting 
and retention tools. 
Which we’re working 
on now,” Jones said. 
He said that one goal is 
to have better pay and 
benefits for the deputies 
to stay competitive with 
surrounding counties in 
neighboring states. 

Adhering to changing 
federal and state man-
dates for guidelines and 
procedures is also some-
thing he’s focused on. 

Jones said he loves the 
camaraderie that comes 
with working in a small 
town, and it’s some-
thing unique that can’t 
be found in the bigger 
cities. 

“I’m a public servant. 
That’s what I do. That’s 
who I am,” Jones said. 
“I served our nation, 
I served our state and 
now I’m serving our 
counties.” 

“That is my life and 
my career and I enjoy 
it,” he said. 

Megan Broome/The Clayton Tribune

Captain Sam Jones, from left, and Chief Deputy Scott Cheek have been appointed by Sheriff Chad Nichols to be part of his command staff at 
the Rabun County Sheriff’s Office.

Nichols announces new leadership at sheriff’s department

And for others it’s simply 
the opportunity to eat 
three square meals and a 
snack each day.” Students 
attend camp for free by 
obtaining Camperships 
from monies donated to 
Camp Evergreen for this 
purpose. The LBCAF 
Grant Award to Camp 
Evergreen will be des-
ignated for Rabun and 
Habersham children 

Camperships.
LBCAF is an affiliate 

of the Lake Burton Civic 
Association which has 
approximately 1,200 
members that live near 
the Lake Burton area. 
More information about 
LBCA or LBCAF can be 
found at www.lbca.net or 
you can email lbcabur-
ton@gmail.com 

For more information 
about Camp Evergreen 
or making a donation to 
them visit their website 
at www.campevergreen.
org  or call them at 404-
210-9149.

BURTON
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