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Stan Gunter honored with
portrait dedication ceremony

History buffs wish Old Courthouse happy 125th

See Courthouse Birthday, Page 6A

By Brittany Holbrooks
North Georgia News
Staff Writer

See Butternut Creek Fest, Page 6A

Home & Garden Shows
provide one-stop shopping

See Gunter Honored, Page 7A

Sinkhole repair entering 
final stages, per GDOT

Butternut Creek Festival
gets creative at Meeks
By Brittany Holbrooks
North Georgia News
Staff Writer

As a past president of the Union County Historical Society 
and one of the original members, Bud Akins was a perfect 
guest speaker for the 125th Birthday Celebration for the Old 
Courthouse this month.                       Photo by Brittany Holbrooks

For 125 years, the Old 
Courthouse on the Blairsville 
Square has stood as one of 
the defining features of Union 
County, having spent much of 
that time serving as the official 
seat of county business.

Nowadays, it serves as a 
symbol of the rich history of the 
region, and that was celebrated 
by the Union County Historical 
Society on July 13.

Thanks to Full Throttle 
Ministries, a special lunch 
preceded the event around 
11:30 a.m., offering guests a 
plate of barbecue, coleslaw, 
chips and dessert for $12. 
Plenty of folks enjoyed the 
food, and the funding went to 
a good cause, as revealed by 
Historical Society President 
Mickey Cummings before the 
scheduled talks pertaining to 
the courthouse’s past.

“We’re trying to raise 
funds to reconstruct a cabin 
that’s recently been donated to 
us by the F.C. Collins family,” 
said Cummings, adding that the 
cabin in question was originally 
built sometime around 1850 or 
1860. Collins, who is in his 80s, 
was actually born in the cabin.

Cummings also took a 
moment to thank Steve Rowe, 
president of the Blairsville-
Union County Chamber of 
Commerce, for his role in 
organizing the “birthday party” 
and luncheon, along with River 
City Bank for its sponsorship. 
Clayton Reeves of Full Throttle 
Ministries also received thanks.

After  lunch,  guests 
entered the upstairs courtroom 
of the Historic Courthouse 
to hear from multiple guest 
speakers. Kicking off this 
portion of the celebration was 
Jack Lance Jr., who told the 
story of how the courthouse 
came to be.

As an attorney, there 
was no better person than 
Lance to relate the happenings 
of a historical murder trial 
so infamous that it inspired a 
book detailing the tragedy and 
subsequent events.

In early 1890, Rev. John 
Henry Lance was brutally 
murdered in Wolf Creek, 
supposedly by members of the 
Swaim family, who made their 
business in moonshining.

F r a n k  S w a i m  w a s 
eventually found guilty of 
the murder and handed a life 
sentence, though his father, 
Tom Swaim, believed a trial 
filled with circumstantial 
evidence wasn’t fair.

As Tom Swaim sought 
signatures for a petition to 
free his boy, the son of the 
murder victim, Jim Lance, 
swore vengeance on the 
Swaim family. In an altercation 
that ended in Swaim being 
stabbed, Lance was arrested for 

attempted murder.
According to legend, 

members of the Lance family 
convened from all over the 
county at Choestoe, and before 
Jim Lance’s trial could take 
place, the people of Union 
County awoke one morning 
to find fires raging in the 
mountains north of Blairsville.

Conveniently, the town’s 
courthouse also happened to 
burn down while many folks 
were distracted by the wildfires.

“The Lances’ story on 
that was ... that it was very 
unfortunate that there were 
embers coming from over there 
and landing (on the courthouse) 
– just horrible luck,” relayed 
Jack Lance Jr. to a giggling 
audience, adding that the rest 
of the Swaims saw the act as a 
fiery warning and fled to Texas.

With no one to testify 
and no courthouse, the charges 
were dropped, and Jim Lance 

Slowly but surely, the area that opened up in a sinkhole last August is starting to resemble 
its former state at the intersection of Murphy Hwy and GA 515.           Photo by Shawn Jarrard
By Shawn Jarrard
North Georgia News
editor@nganews.com

See Sinkhole Repair, Page 2A

Approximately 80% 
of the earthworks have been 
accomplished at the sinkhole 
repair site at Murphy Highway 
and State Route 515, and 
the Georgia Department of 
Transportation is estimating 

that the project is now about five 
weeks away from completion.

By the time the project 
concludes, it will have been 
roughly a year since the 40-foot 
sinkhole opened in a rainstorm 
Aug. 29, 2023, which collapsed 
two manholes and disrupted the 
state’s gravity-fed stormwater 
drainage system as well as 

sewer lines used by the City of 
Blairsville.

Visually, the repair has 
made much progress in recent 
weeks, with the installation 
of multiple manholes and 
movement of tons of dirt.

Beneath the surface, the 
project has also wrapped up the 

Creativity took centerstage at the annual Butternut Creek 
Festival over the weekend, featuring tons of fun artwork like 
these metal woodland creatures inside Meeks Park. 

Photo by Brittany Holbrooks

The Butternut Creek Art 
Festival had another successful 
run over its 25th anniversary, 
filling up Meeks Park with 
hobbyists and shoppers July 20-
21 for the annual fundraiser that 
gives back to the community by 
purchasing supplies for youth 
art classes.

Among the  regular 
a r t  v e n d o r s ,  g u e s t s 
en joyed  demons t ra t ions 
o f  b l a c k s m i t h i n g  a n d 
woodcarving, and could also 
sit down and listen to live 
bands during the festival that is 
always juried to ensure quality.

Food was available from 
local favorites like the Chill 
and Fill and My Pop-Pop’s 
Nuts, and returning for another 
year from Atlanta was Red 
Hills Catering’s Chef Tony 
to bring some island spice to 
the mountains with authentic 
Jamaican dishes.

While their primary 

purpose was to sell raffle 
tickets, the Blairsville Cruisers 
Car Club enjoyed quite a bit 

of popularity for the vehicles 
parked alongside their prize 

Hugh Stone showed up to support Stan Gunter at the latter’s 
portrait dedication last week. Both men served as chief 
judges for the Enotah Judicial Circuit Superior Court before 
retiring, and Stone has a portrait hanging in the courthouse as 
well.                                                      Photo by Brittany Holbrooks

Blue Sky Flagpole out of Hendersonville, North Carolina, set up a patriotic display for the 
Home & Garden Show in Young Harris over the weekend.                     Photo by Lowell Nicholson

YOUNG HARRIS – The 
10th Annual Home & Garden 
Show, presented by Expo 
Management Inc., attracted 61 
vendors and more than 2,500 
visitors to the Towns County 
Recreation and Conference 
Center over the weekend to 

showcase home improvement 
products and services.

“Any company that has 
something to do with a house, 
whether it’s the roof, floor, back 
yard, front yard or anything in 
between, they are the types of 
businesses that are here,” said 
Bill Anderson, president of 
Expo Management Inc. “What 
the homeowners like about this 

is, it’s one-stop shopping. They 
can find everything they need in 
one place.”

The two-day event on 
July 20-21 showcased the 
latest furnishings, accessories, 
decorating and remodeling 
ideas, marketing opportunities, 
raffles and door prizes.

While Expo Manag-
“This is a great day 

in Union County,” said Sole 
Commissioner Lamar Paris 
before unveiling a photographic 
portrait of retired Enotah 
Judicial Circuit Superior Court 
Judge N. Stanley Gunter inside 
the Union County Courthouse 
on July 18.

The new portrait hangs 
outside Courtroom B next to 
the portrait of Gunter’s father, 
the late Judge Jack Norman 
Gunter of the old Mountain 
Judicial Circuit.

E v e r y o n e  f r o m 
courthouse staff to county 
employees and residents came 
out last week to pay their 
respects to Stan Gunter, who 
is well known in Union County 
and even beyond, as evidenced 
by his current role of District 8 
State Representative.

A t t e n d e e s  o f  t h e 
unveiling, along with Gunter’s 
family, stood by as Paris gave 

a brief rundown of Gunter’s 
impressive history. Born and 
raised in Habersham County, 
he  ea rned  a  bache lo r ’s 
degree in chemistry at North 
Georg ia  Col lege  before 
finding employment with the 

Department of Agriculture.
Meanwhi le ,  Gunter 

pursued another degree at the 
Woodrow Wilson College 
of Law in Atlanta, and in 
1991, he established a private 

Nationally, votes were still 
being tallied at press time for the 
2024 General Election, but local 
results are in following the close 
of polls on Tuesday, Nov. 5 – and 
Republican Harold Collins will 
be the next Sole Commissioner of 
Union County.

A political newcomer, Col-
lins earned 54.7% of the vote with 
9,604 ballots cast in his favor, 
defeating longtime Democratic 
incumbent Lamar Paris, who gar-
nered 45.3% electoral support 
with 7,953 votes.

Surrounded by family and 
friends at the Union County Vot-
ing Center Tuesday night, Collins 
thanked God once his victory be-
came clear; he led from the get-go 
with the reporting of early voting 
results just after 7 p.m., and his 
lead only grew throughout the 
night.

“My prayer has been from 
the start that His will be done, and 
I believe His will has been done,” 
Collins said. “I want to say to the 
citizens of Union County, thank 
you for having confidence in me 
to vote for me for this job. I’ll do 
my best to be honest with you and 
be accountable for my actions.”

The longest serving com-
missioner in county history, Paris 
will be wrapping up his sixth term 
this year, and with his defeat, vot-
ers have made clear that they are 
“ready for a change” after 24 
years of his administration.

Commissioner-Elect Col-

lins commended Paris on the job 
he has done over the decades but 
said that he will certainly be run-
ning the Commissioner’s Office 
differently. Once sworn into his 
four-year term in 2025, Collins 
said he will be digging into the 
details of the office to start.

“I don’t have no plans to 
build nothing new or anything 
like that,” Collins said. “Just try 
to save the people some property 
taxes, try to reduce the spending 
in the county if we can. We’re 
not going to cut nobody short, the 
Fire Department or anything like 
that.

“But if we can find waste-
ful spending, we’re going to cut it 
out so we can save people on their 
property taxes.”

Sole commissioner was the 
only contested county seat up for 
grabs Nov. 5, as Paris was the 
lone Democrat to qualify for lo-
cal election this year, meaning the 
remaining winners of the Union 
County Republican Primary in 
May appeared without challeng-
ers in the General Election.

Unchallenged Republicans 
to be sworn into local office in 
2025 are: Shawn Dyer for Sheriff; 
Incumbent Judy Odom for Supe-
rior Court Clerk; Incumbent Lee 
Knight for Tax Commissioner; 
Incumbent Jeff Fortenberry for 
Coroner; Incumbent Janna Akins 
for School Board District 1; In-
cumbent Julia Barnett for School 
Board District 3; and Incumbent 
Jason Henson for Surveyor.

District 51 State Sen. Steve 

Gooch, the Republican incum-
bent, also ran unopposed in the 
General Election to earn re-elec-
tion to another two-year term in 
the Georgia General Assembly.

Once again, Union Coun-
ty voter turnout was incredibly 
strong. The 2024 General Elec-
tion featured 84% of the local 
electorate casting ballots, greater 
than the 2020 turnout of 81.4%, 
putting Union County in the top 
of state rankings in voter turnout 
for another year running.

Here’s the total ballot 
breakdown from Union: 13,253 
early in-person, 985 mail-in bal-
lots and 3,767 on Election Day 
for a total of 18,005 votes.

As they have the past two 
presidential elections, Union 
County voters heavily favored 
Republican Donald Trump, hand-
ing him 80.97% of the vote com-
pared with 18.51% for Democrat 
Kamala Harris.

Statewide votes for “battle-
ground” Georgia were still being 
counted at press time to deter-
mine which presidential nominee 
would earn the Peach State’s 16 
Electoral College votes, though 
Trump appeared to have the ad-
vantage.

In Union County, Republi-
can nominees convincingly won 
each of the contested state and 
federal-level seats on the bal-
lot this year, with each going on 
to win re-election in their wider 
contests.

Districtwide, in Georgia’s 
9th Congressional District race 

for U.S. House of Representa-
tives, Incumbent Andrew Clyde 
defeated his Democratic oppo-
nent, Tambrei Cash. Clyde earned 
77.09% of the vote compared 
with 22.91% for Cash.

For District 8 State Repre-
sentative, Incumbent Stan Gunter 
was re-elected with 84.83% of the 
vote, defeating Democratic chal-
lenger Charlotte Sleczkowski.

Also appearing on the bal-
lot were two proposed amend-
ments to the Georgia Constitution 
and one statewide referendum 
question.

Constitutional Amendment 
1 passed locally with 69.01% of 
Union Countians voting “YES” 
to establish a statewide float-
ing homestead exemption to cap 
inflationary increases to annual 
property valuations at 3%. State-
wide, the “YES” vote was leading 
at press time.

Constitutional Amendment 
2 passed locally with 51.11% of 
Union Countians voting “YES” 
to create a statewide Georgia Tax 
Court. Statewide, the “YES” vote 
was leading at press time.

The referendum question 
to raise the amount of tangible 
personal property tax exemption 
from $7,500 to $20,000 passed 
locally with 74.44% of the Union 
County electorate voting “YES.” 
Statewide, the “YES” vote was 
leading at press time.

All results are unofficial 
until certified in the coming days.

By Shawn Jarrard
North Georgia News
Editor

HAROLD COLLINS ELECTED NEXT SOLE COMMISSIONER 
84% of local voters cast ballots in major turnout

November 6, 2024 


