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Panthers put up valiant champlonshlp effort

By Todd Forrest
North Georgia News
Sports Editor

MACON - Union
County’s second-half rally
came up short in the Boys
Basketball program’s first
State Championship game
appearance in 54 years.

The No. 6 Panthers
erased an early 12-point deficit
but eventually dropped a 57-
49 contest to No. 4 Butler on
Thursday, March 6, at the
Macon Coliseum.

Union trailed 22-12 after
one quarter and dug itself into
a 12-point hole on multiple
occasions during the second
but managed to weather the
storm and went into halftime
down 33-24.

Butler extended its lead
to 44-33 in the third, but the
Panthers wouldn’t go away,
climbing within 45-38 after

three.

Union County opened
the fourth with consecutive
3-pointers, cutting the gap to
45-44 but were unable to tie or
take the lead down the stretch.

Still down 49-47, a
momentum-shifting sequence
occurred near the 2-minute mark
when Butler knocked down a
clutch 3-pointer, growing the
Bulldogs’ advantage to 52-47.

On the other end, Union
County was hit with a traveling
violation, taking 2 points off the
board and allowing Butler to
put the game away at the free
throw line over the final minute.

The big match-up was
televised live statewide by
Georgia Public Broadcasting.

For more coverage of
the 2025 Georgia High School
Association Class AA Boys
Basketball Championship, turn
to this week’s Sports Section.

The Panthers gave it their all in the GHSA title game last week, making their hometown proud.
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Local man perishes in
early mornlng house fire

Approximately 75% of this Becky Road home was fully
engulfed in flames when Union County Fire arrived on the call to Union County E-911.
scene March 4. Tragically, the resident of the home died.

Photo/Facebook

By Shawn Jarrard
North Georgia News
editor@nganews.com

A Union County man
tragically lost his life in a pre-
dawn house fire on Tuesday,
March 4. Russell Willis of
Becky Road was 73.

The State Medical
Examiner’s Office is working
on an official identification
due to the extent of the fire,
though authorities said last
week there was no reason
to believe the deceased
individual was anyone other
than Willis, the lone occupant
of the home.

A neighbor dog awoke
its owners barking around 4:45
a.m. that Tuesday, alerting them
to the blaze and prompting a

The Union County Fire
See Fatal House Fire, Page 2A

World War 11 vet Gerrard
happy to receive visitors

Veteran Flo Gerrard, seated in the back, enjoyed her recent visit from members of the
American Legion Post 121 and Aucxiliary.

By Brittany Holbrooks
North Georgia News
Staff Writer

Local legend and World
War II veteran Florence “Flo”
Gerrard will be turning 100
on June 24, and she received
a special visit by American
Legion Ira Weaver Post 121 and
other veteran advocates at her
apartment at Stonehenge Senior
Living on Feb. 18.

“We visit every month,”
said Post 121 Senior Vice Cmdr.
Kathy Merritt, elaborating
that the outings are meant to

celebrate veteran birthdays
and give them some company.
Usually, they include small
gifts like balloons and sweets;
indeed, Gerrard received
cupcakes when her retinue
stopped by her room, and two
balloon bouquets were pinned
to her walker in short time.
Gerrard, a known
fan of the Atlanta Braves,
also received a John Smoltz
bobblehead. “How cute is
that?” she was heard to utter,
admiring the little figure with
a grin as she bonded over some
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pictures of the team hanging up
in her living space.

Merritt added that
Gerrard often receives a visit
regardless of her birthday; she’s
well-known among the Legion
and its friends and is in fact
the reason for many veteran
programs in Union County. To
remember those days, however,
is to know her as Flo Ford.

The year was 1970.
Frank and Flo Ford moved to
Union County from Jupiter,
Florida. The pair purchased 71

See Visiting Veterans, Page 2A

Irate resident leads chase
from Sheriff’s Office

By Shawn Jarrard
North Georgia News
editor@nganews.com

Trouble arrived at
the doorstep of the Union
County Sheriff’s Office Friday
afternoon when a man in a
black Toyota truck parked
outside the Beasley Street
headquarters and began “acting
crazy,” Sheriff Shawn Dyer
said.

Deputies noticed the man
right away; he was hard to
miss, irately shouting what
sounded like nonsense, and
they approached him on foot to
see what was going on.

At their approach, the
man jumped into his truck
to drive away, striking and
causmg minor mJurles to two

of the deputies who had walked
over to speak with him.

As he exited the parking
lot, he also collided with
two vehicles: a patrol car
with a deputy inside and an
unoccupied car of an employee
with the Georgia Department
of Community Supervision,
according to the Sheriff’s
Office.

As reported in another
recent chase article, law
enforcement uses many factors
to assess whether to begin a
pursuit or terminate a chase in
progress, such as time of day,
level of traffic on roadways and
severity of violation.

In this case, the man
had proven himself a danger
to the public in committing

Bryce Nicholas Burgett

aggravated assault against three
deputies, said Sheriff Shawn
Dyer, so there was no question
— he had to be stopped.

See Burgett Chase, Page SA

The chase involving Burgett ended with GSP successfully executing a PIT maneuver to halt

the fleeing man’s black Toyota Tacoma on Georgia 515 Friday.
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Historical Society hosts
American chestnut discussion

By Brittany Holbrooks
North Georgia News
Staff Writer

Asrecently as the 1940s,
American chestnut trees
covered Appalachia —some tall
enough that their photographs
confused inexperienced
onlookers into mistaking them
for redwoods.

But the devastating
blight that arrived at the turn of
the last century decimated their
numbers, leading scientists to
look for ways to preserve the
species.

Enter Scott Merkle of the
University of Georgia Warnell
School of Forestry and Natural
Resources, who has worked
with chestnuts since 1989.

At the invitation of

See American Chestnut, Page 3A
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This month, the Union County Historical Society hosted UGA
Professor Dr. Scott Merkle for a talk on ‘“The Restoration of

the American Chestnut Tree.”
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Fatal House Fire...from Page 1A

Department responded to Becky
Road, which is about 10 miles
west of Blairsville city limits,
off Georgia 325, with career
and volunteer firefighters as
well as apparatus from Stations
1,2,3,4 and 13, according to
Fire Chief David Dyer.

“Upon arrival of
the first units, they found a
small residential structure
with approximately 75%
involvement in heavy fire,
with fire through the roof,”
said Dyer, who believes the
home was burning for a while
before the call went out. “An
aggressive defensive attack
was made, and the fire was
controlled.

“Information gathered
from bystanders and neighbors
indicated that the owner/
occupant, an elderly gentleman,
could possibly still be inside the
structure. After a short time,
firefighters did discover a body
inside the structure, suspected
to be the owner/occupant.

“Union County Fire
Department fire investigators,
in cooperation with Union
County Sheriff’s Office and
Georgia State Fire Marshals
Office, began an investigation.
Union County Coroner was

also involved.

“The fire was completely
extinguished by firefighters
on the scene. The residence
sustained major damage. There
were no injuries and no other
fatalities. The cause has not
been determined and is under
investigation.”

The Fire Department
calls in the State Fire Marshals
Office to investigate all fires
that result in death, Dyer said.

“We always bump
(fatal fires) up to them,” Chief
Dyer said. “They’ve got more
resources if there’s any kind
of foul play going on and have
more experience in this, so we
like to cover all of our bases
when we have a fatality.”

Importantly, Dyer said
he did not have any knowledge
that foul play was involved
and deferred to the state
investigation.

“We’ve had some pretty
significant calls in the last
couple of weeks — I hope it’s not
a pattern,” Dyer said. “We’ve
had several structure fires,
brush fires, pretty significant
medical calls and accidents.

“We don’t want fatal
fires. We always work hard,
train hard and do all that we can

to prevent such things. That’s
why our efforts involve not
only our training, our abilities
and our response, but also
prevention with smoke alarms
and escape plans.

“So, we’re always trying
to prevent these things with
education, training, preparing
and mitigating all that we can.
Abuilding can be replaced, but
a life can’t.”

It is too early to say what
caused the March 4 deadly
fire — and what, if anything,
could have prevented Willis’
death — but Dyer said home
escape plans and smoke alarms
improve people’s likelihood of
survival in the event of a fire.

“One of our main goals
is to make sure that information
is given to everybody, and that
they’re aware and practice it,”
Dyer said.

Union County Fire
has a free Smoke Alarm
Program in which firefighters
respond to homes, test
smoke alarms and install
new or replacement alarms
in the appropriate locations.
For more information, visit
https://www.unioncountyga.
gov/fire-department/programs-
services/.

Visiting Veterans.omra1a

acres and called the picturesque
property “Ford Mountain.”
It’s still held within the family
where it stands near Richard
Russell Road.

With the couple both
being veterans, they were
heavily involved in the
American Legion, Veterans
of Foreign Wars and Disabled
American Veterans. Gerrard
specifically joined the Women’s
Army Corps when she was just
18 years old, shortly after her
marriage in 1944.

While her husband was
deployed to Europe, Gerrard
tended to amputees back home
in the United States. Following
three months of training,
she was sent to McCloskey
General Hospital in Waco,
Texas. World War II provided a
never-ending supply of horrors,
and Gerrard admits there were
many days where she fought —
and sometimes failed to hide
— tears.

Understandably, there
are stories from that time in her
life that stick with her. There
was Capt. Black, who lost both
hands to an explosion; Gerrard
used a pencil tied to his wrist to
restore his ability to turn pages
while reading.

Then, there was a young
man who needed Gerrard’s

invaluable Type A blood for
an immediate transfusion. His
words as they watched her
blood flow into his arm remain
with her all these years later.

“He said, ‘Thank you
for your blood,”” Gerrard
recalled. “Not thank you for
your service, but thank you for
your blood.”

After Mr. Ford came
home, he didn’t talk much about
the war, Gerrard said. Still, they
understood the sacrifices their
fellows had made and wanted
to help. The Union County of
1970 was very different than
that of today, and Gerrard
remembers how appalled her
husband was at the conditions
some local veterans lived in.

They brought attention
to the region on a state level
with trips to Atlanta’s Veterans
Affairs Office and were an
integral part of establishing
the Blairsville VA Clinic. In
1981, Gerrard and her husband
launched the North Georgia
Honor Guard, ensuring the
fallen received proper military
honors at their funerals.

From the start, finding
enough money to purchase
matching uniforms was an
issue, but the group was able
to fundraise $3,000; it covered
the total for each member and

even a few spares.

But a problem arose -
almost all of them needed
altering. Luckily, Gerrard was
a talented seamstress, and with
hours of time and boundless
determination, she made sure
the budding Honor Guard had
fitting uniforms.

In one more show of love
and solidarity for their fellow
veterans, the Fords used the
extra space on their land to start
up the Holly Hill Cemetery.
With 300 plots, burial is free
of charge to members of the
United States Army, Navy,
Marines, Air Force and Coast
Guard.

Gerrard independently
published “All-American
Woman: Flo’s Life Story,”
which is now undergoing
its third edition and can be
purchased at the Historic Union
County Courthouse courtesy of
the Union County Historical
Society.

Family and friends from
all over the country plan to
gather this summer for a dual
reunion and celebration in honor
of Gerrard’s 100th birthday at
Brasstown Valley Resort. In the
meantime, Gerrard values her
visits from her friends at the
American Legion; the feeling
is entirely mutual.

Friends of Union County Library

to award $500 S

We are excited to an-
nounce that the Friends of
Union County Library (FOU-
CL) is offering a one-time,
non-renewable $500 scholar-
ship to a Union County High
School senior who has been
accepted to an accredited
school of higher education.
The FOUCL Scholarship will
be based on a written essay
about how books impacted the
student’s life.

All requirements to ap-
ply for this scholarship can be
found in this article and on our
website (foucl.org). The infor-
mation sheet required for each
submittal is also available on
our website.

Eligibility = Criteria: 1)
Applicant must be a graduating
senior from Union County High
School, accepted to a college or
university. No senior with a par-
ent or grandparent on the judg-
ing committee will be eligible.
Blind judging will ensure no
personal information can iden-
tify the applicant. 2) There are
no academic requirements such
as grade point average or in-
tended secondary concentration
of study. The scholarship must
be used for academic expenses.
3) The written essay must fol-
low the guidelines stated below
and be received through our
email address (foucl.blairs-
ville@gmail.com) or at our post
office box by March 28, 2025.
The address to mail the essay
and student information sheet
is: FOUCL; Attn: Scholarship
Committee; PO Box 1546;
Blairsville, GA 30514.

Essay Guidelines: 1)
Write an essay about how books
have impacted your life. Include
how books have shaped your
personal development, inspired
your educational journey, or
career choice. It could be any
transformative experiences or
moments of inspiration that
stemmed from books, or the role
books have played in overcom-
ing challenges, understanding
others, or developing life skills.
2) Word Count: Between 750
and 1,000 words. 3) Format-
ting: Typed and double-spaced,
using 12-point Times New Ro-
man. 4) Include the student in-
formation sheet which can be

$500 Scholarship

or university

found on our website (foucl.
org) or picked up from the
bookcase outside the Friends
Room at Union County Public
Library. 5) Include citations if
referencing specific books, au-
thors, or studies.

Scholarship Award and
Benefits: 1) Monetary: one
—time, non-renewable $500
check. 2) Public recognition
at Awards Night, on FOU-
CL’s Facebook page, website,

to be awarded to a Union County
High School Senior for educational
purposes at an accredited college

cholarship to senior

Deadline
March 28, 2025

newsletter, and/or a newspaper
article.

Deadlines: 1) Essay
must be received through
our email address or at our
post office box by midnight,
March 28, 2025. Receipt will
be acknowledged by email. 2)
Recipient will be notified by
April 7,2025.

For more information,
please contact FOUCL at fou-
cl.blairsville@gmail .com.
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American Chestnut...from Page 1A

the Union County Historical
Society, Merkle presented at
the Old Courthouse on March
1, educating the audience on
the biology of the treasured
chestnut, its significance to
Appalachian history, its uses,
its downfall and how people
like him are attempting to
combat its decline.

Chestnuts actually
increased in density with
the deforestation caused by
European colonists who were
looking to build a rush of new
cabins in the wake of land
lotteries; the species thrived
in the aftermath due to cleared
land leaving ample room for
sunlight.

This, combined with
their rapid growth rate,
allowed the chestnut to flourish.
Wildlife and humans alike
took advantage of this time of
plenty, with the nuts themselves
sustaining animals and drawing
people out in droves from urban
and rural communities.

Roasted as-is or ground
into flour, it’s no secret that the
American chestnut has been a
favorite food for generations.
Even today, it’s regarded
by some culinary experts as
holding a sweeter flavor than
other regional variations.

The wood, too, was
highly valued. Chestnut wood
is rot-resistant, making it
invaluable for structures built
against the ground or exposed to
weather. This durability is due
to a high tannin content, which
also made chestnut a great asset
to properly preserving leather
back in the day.

Finally, its straight grain
meant that woodcutters could
more easily make even slices
along the planks for things like
shingles, and its lack of smoke
while burning made it a popular

& LocAaL BUSINESS SPOTLIGHT

choice among moonshiners
hoping to hide their stills during
operation.

So beloved was the
chestnut that it was known as
the “cradle to grave wood.” In
early 1900s Appalachia, it was
very likely that many people
were lulled to sleep as babies
in chestnut cradles, and then,
at the end of their lives, were
lowered into the ground in
chestnut coffins.

At the end of the
19th century, the fungus
Cryphonectria parasitica
hitched a ride from a shipment
of Japanese chestnuts to the
Bronx Zoo, then known as the
New York Zoological Gardens.

Forester Herman
Merkel first noticed a blight
on American chestnuts
growing on zoo grounds, and
by 1905, mycologist William
Murrill identified the fungus
responsible.

Despite efforts to
quarantine the disease and treat
infected trees with fungicides,
the chestnut blight spread south
at a rate of about 20 miles per
year. Tell-tale signs of the blight
include sunken “cankers” in
the bark, as fungal hyphae or
mycelium — similar to roots —
eat the tree from the inside out
with oxalic acid.

The tree dies when
the infection spreads around
its width, girdling it and
rendering it unable to pass
water or sugar between the
roots and boughs.

It’s estimated that,
across the country, about
four million trees were killed
with the blight’s introduction,
resulting in an abundance of a
phenomenon known as ghost
forests; because of the nature
of how the blight killed the
trees, they were left standing
after their bark was stripped
off.

It took the upright dead
delayed time to fall, resulting in
“clear day thunder” when one
of the towering husks fell and
sent an audible boom rippling
through the forest. And so, the
age-old question of whether
trees make a sound when they
fall in unattended woods was
answered.

Make no mistake —
the American chestnut is far
from extinct. They still grow
throughout their old range but

are nowhere near the majesty
of their glory days; they’re
much shorter and yield smaller
chestnut outputs. In fact, the
vast majority are saplings, and
there are approximately four to
five million of them growing
today.

Depending on location
and other environmental
factors, many populations
undergo a vicious cycle. As the
saplings grow, their bark cracks,
leaving them susceptible to
fungal infections. Inevitably,
the young tree dies, and another
sapling rises up to take its place
for a few years.

Ecologists and scientists
have done what they can
to mitigate the arboreal
apocalypse. In the 1960s, there
was an attempt to irradiate
chestnut seeds, hoping to
stimulate the development
of more hardy mutations, but
“no one’s really followed up
on it.”

Attempts to hybridize
the American chestnut with
the Chinese chestnut were
another popular method. The
American Chestnut Foundation
spearheaded this movement
in the hopes of creating a tree
that had all the appearance
and functionality of an
American chestnut and the
blight resistance of the Chinese
variety.

Unfortunately, many
of these hybrids did not
possess the right genes and
eventually succumbed to the
fungus like their predecessors.
This, along with technological
advancements in genetic
engineering, led to more hands-
on measures.

Merkle himself has
participated in the process,
which can take more than 10
years to complete correctly.
Using the genetic makeup of
chestnuts from all across the
original range, the embryos
of tiny trees are grown in a
lab, their DNA augmented in a
multitude of ways to withstand
the blight.

Some survive and some
don’t,but even if they did, there
are lingering ethical questions
and legal limitations in regards
to their future.

For now, Merkle
continues his research alongside
those who want to see a return
to the American chestnut’s

heyday, with his presentation
including a slide thanking his
fellow scholars and scientists,
as well as the undergraduates
who work to achieve the same.

The Historical Society
hosted a barbecue luncheon
on the Old Courthouse Lawn
before the presentation,
showcasing its members’
continued commitment to
bringing the community
together in education
and preservation of local
heritage.
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Four patrol cars had to be towed after the chase through town March 7. Photo by Shawn Jarrard

“He was absolutely
dangerous to the public —there’s
no doubt in my mind,” Sheriff
Dyer said. “If he was capable
of coming up here and hitting
three of our officers, there’s no
telling what he could have done
to the general public.”

Added Dyer, “We’re not
going to put up with somebody
trying to run over our deputies
and get away with it.”

The man made his way
down Beasley Street to the
Glenn Gooch Bypass, turning
right in the direction of Union
County Schools.

Hearing the situation
over the radio, the School
System immediately initiated
its safety plan protocols,
putting the schools into “Soft
Lockdown” as a precaution.
[t was about 2:50 p.m., and
the system had already started
loading students onto afternoon
buses.

“We immediately sent
out an ‘all-call’ notification to
bus rider parents of the delay,”
Director of Accountability
and Compliance Dr. David
Murphy said. “We held
the buses to allow law
enforcement to deal with the
situation and clear some of the
resulting traffic.”

Thankfully, the truck
drove past the schools to
Georgia 515. UCSO deputies
caught up with the driver at
the intersection, being quickly
joined by a Georgia State Patrol

trooper who just happened to
be at the traffic light as the
truck turned west onto GA 515,
toward town.

The pursuit never
reached excessive speeds,
but still, the man refused to
pull over. This prompted the
trooper, who had taken the lead
in the chase, to perform a PIT
maneuver near Earnest Street,
a short distance from the traffic
signal at Murphy Highway.

After successfully
stopping the vehicle, causing
it to rotate 180 degrees in
the westbound lanes of 515,
multiple patrol cars from the
state, county and city agencies
pinned it in to prevent the driver
from taking off again.

As a deputy was
attempting to exit his vehicle
to assist in apprehending the
suspect, the man suddenly
drove forward, ramming the
patrol car and causing the
deputy to unintentionally
discharge his drawn firearm.

Sheriff Dyer said the
bullet exited the vehicle at an
upward angle that was unlikely
to present an immediate danger
to the public. Indeed, no one
was injured in the discharge,
and no property damage was
reported.

At first, the suspect
refused to open his door
or roll down his window,
but law enforcement was
able to get him out anyway
and took him into custody.

He and several officers
were transported to Union
General Hospital for medical
evaluation and treatment of
minor injuries.

Nailing down his identity
proved tricky initially, as the
man gave different names
to investigators and hospital
workers, but the Sheriff’s
Office eventually confirmed
that the man was Bryce
Nicholas Burgett of Autumn
Lane in Blairsville.

Burgett, 29, has been
charged with six felonies: four
counts of aggravated assault;
obstructing or hindering law
enforcement officers; and
fleeing or attempting to elude
police officers.

He is also facing multiple
misdemeanor charges: driving
under the influence of alcohol,
drugs or other intoxicating
substances; aggressive driving;
hit and run — failure to stop
and render aid; and reckless
driving.

The case remains under
investigation, and additional
charges could be forthcoming,
according to the Sheriff’s
Office.

A total of four patrol
vehicles — two from UCSO
and two from GSP — had to be
towed in addition to Burgett’s
truck in the aftermath of the
chase. Two damaged patrol cars
were driven from the scene on
GA 515, one from UCSO and
another from the Blairsville

Police Department.

Traffic in town was
delayed for a couple of hours as
deputies posted up at multiple
intersections to re-direct
motorists around the scene,
enabling both an investigation
and cleanup.

No weapons or drugs
were found to be in Burgett’s
possession at the time of his
arrest, either on his person or
in his truck, Sheriff Dyer said.

Investigators are still
working to piece together why
Burgett behaved in such an
irrational manner.

“It’s under investigation
at this time to see what
triggered this event,”
said Dyer, describing the
situation as a first. “I’m really
concerned that he would come
to a place like this — it could
have been anyplace, but thank
goodness it was just this place
— and act like this. It’s very
disturbing.”

Burgett remains in
custody at the Union County
Jail without bond, which has
been denied. He is presumed
innocent until found guilty in
a court of law.
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