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An employee of the Jackson County Sheriff’s 

Office received one of the mysterious packages 

of seeds this week that have been showing up 

in mailbpxes across the country.

The seed packages are apparently mailed 

from China, but what they are and why they are 

being randomly sent to Americans isn’t clear.

Like some reports of other packages, the 

one received in Jackson County was labeled as 

containing earrings.

The Georgia Department of Agriculture sent 

out a warning Monday about the packages, 

saying those who receive them should not open 

the package or plant the seeds.

“At this time, we are not sure what the seeds 

are and therefore are urging everyone to be ex-

ceedingly vigilant,” Georgia Agriculture Com-

missioner Gary W. Black says. “If you have 

received one of these packages in the mail, 

please use extreme caution by not touching the 

contents and securing the package in a plastic 

bag.”

Agriculture officials around the nation fear 

the seeds could be an invasive species that 

could wreak havoc on native plants and agri-

cultural products.

Those who receive a package of seeds are 

encouraged to contact the GDA Seed Lab at 

229-386-3145 or email SeedLab@agr.georgia.

gov.

Sheriff’s office employee gets mysterious seed package

Seed package.

Jefferson is mourn-

ing the loss of one of its 

coaching legends and pil-

lars of its community.

Former Jefferson High 

School coach Jack Keen 

passed away Saturday 

(July 25) at the age of 85.

“Coach Keen was 

Jefferson,” said for-

mer Dragon wrestling 

coach Doug Thurmond, 

who both wrestled and 

coached under Keen.

The highly-regarded 

Keen, who grew up in 

Atlanta, came to Jeffer-

son in 1965 and spent 43 

years at the school. He 

guided Jefferson to mul-

tiple state championships 

in wrestling (four), track 

and field (six) and cross 

country (three), winning 

13 titles overall with 12 

runner-up finishes.

He was inducted into 

multiple state and na-

tional halls of fame for 

his coaching achieve-

ments. Keen was also a 

co-founder of the Geor-

gia Olympics and served 

as an athletic director for 

Jefferson.

Keen was a revered 

mathematics teacher, as 

well, earning Star Teach-

er honors 27 times.

“He was a great man, 

he was a great coach, but 

he was probably even 

a better teacher,” Thur-

mond said. “Just an unbe-

lievable guy, an amazing 

legacy.”

Jefferson athletic direc-

tor Bill Navas said Keen 

was admired by both his 

colleagues and students.

“His reputation as 

both a coach and teach-

er is renowned,” Navas 

said. “Everyone that 

knew coach Keen has a 

coach Keen story with a 

consistent theme. That 

theme was about being 

pushed further than they 

thought possible and 

achieving more than they 

thought they were capa-

ble. He was a mentor to 

his coaching and teach-

ing colleagues and to his 

students and athletes. He 

was a legend. It’s truly a 

sad day in Jefferson.”

HIGH ACHIEVER

Keen earned an un-

dergraduate degree from 

Georgia Tech and a mas-

ters degree in mathemat-

ics from Arizona State 

University. He began his 

50-year coaching career 

at North Fulton High 

School in the late 1950s 

and would go on to coach 

111 individual state 

champions and 115 indi-

vidual state runners-up.

James Pinion, who ran 

‘An amazing legacy’

Longtime Jefferson coach and 

teacher Jack Keen passes away

Jack Keen is pictured 

in the 1970s at a wres-

tling tournament.

Jack Keen (R) is pictured with former U.S. Sen-

ator Johnny Isakson. Keen taught Isakson at 

Dykes High School in Atlanta before he moved 

to Jefferson in the mid-1960s.

Jack Keen is pictured 

with Doug Thurmond 

(left) who succeeded 

Keen as Jefferson’s 

wrestling coach.

Coach Jack Keen, 1970s at the state track meet 

in Jefferson.

Hospitals in the Jackson County area are treating a rise in 

COVID cases, according to data released this week.

Northeast Georgia Health System, based in Gainesville, 

is treating more positive COVID-19 patients now than it 

did during a peak earlier this year.

As of July 28, NGHS had 173 positive COVID-19 pa-

tients, 42 of whom are at Northeast Georgia Medical Cen-

ter Braselton.

Those totals are higher than the previous peak day on 

April 29, when the hospital system had 159 positive pa-

tients (28 at NGMC Braselton).

NGHS has seen a steady climb over the past few weeks. 

Throughout the month of June, the total number of COVID 

patients mostly hovered in the 60-70 range. But the num-

bers started to climb in mid-July.

ATHENS

Athens area hospitals also reported a rise in COVID 

patients this week. A July 27 statement from local polit-

ical leaders said both Piedmont Athens Regional and St. 

Mary’s Hospital are seeing their patient count’s go up.

“We are seeing continued increases in the number of pos-

itive COVID-19 cases and related hospitalizations in our 

area,” the statement said. “As we heard in our last update, 

we’re seeing more community-spread related hospitaliza-

tions — whereas a few weeks ago, we were seeing more 

nursing home related hospitalizations. The age of in-house 

patients has decreased, as well.”

JACKSON COUNTY

Jackson County is seeing a rapid rise in its number of 

COVID cases this month as well.

The number of people who have tested positive more 

than doubled in July, from 341 at the start of the month to 

793 as of July 27.

A total of 81 people from Jackson County have been hos-

pitalized with the virus since the crisis began and 13 people 

have died.

One of the hotspots in Jackson County has been at 

Northridge Health and Rehabilitation in Commerce where 

13 patients have died (some of those were not from Jack-

son County and were counted in their home communities.)

Across the state of Georgia, there have been 170,843 

confirmed COVID cases, with 17,138 of those resulting in 

hospitalizations. There have been 3,509 deaths in the state 

as of July 27.

Virus hospitalizations 

rising in Jackson area

A law enforcement-led 

funeral procession and 

services were held in Bar-

row County on July 25, for 

Franklin County sheriff’s 

deputy Bill Garner who was 

killed in the line of duty ear-

lier this month.

Deputy Garner, 53, was 

responding to and assist-

ing people involved in a 

single-vehicle car crash on 

Interstate 85 in Franklin 

County around 7 p.m. July 

19 when another vehicle 

traveled into the median 

after the driver lost control 

and hit Garner, killing him, 

according to the Georgia 

State Patrol.

Abdulhafiz Tawfik Ab-

dullahi, 21, of Lawrencev-

ille, has been charged with 

first-degree vehicular homi-

cide in Garner’s death.

Garner had a 22-year ca-

reer in law enforcement. In 

addition to Franklin County, 

he had spent time with the 

Jefferson Police Depart-

ment, Norcross Police De-

partment, Duluth Police De-

partment, Braselton Police 

Department, Pendergrass 

Police Department, and the 

Oconee County Sheriff’s 

Office prior to joining the 

Franklin County Sheriff’s 

Office.

A memorial service was 

held for Garner at Bethle-

hem Church. Prior to the 

service, a funeral procession 

with a law enforcement es-

cort began at Smith Funeral 

Home in Winder, traveled 

westbound on Atlanta High-

way into downtown Winder, 

turned south on Highway 

81, east on Highway 316 

and then north on Christmas 

Avenue to the church.

Garner loved his dogs, ac-

cording to his obituary. His 

family has requested that, in 

lieu of flowers, donations in 

his name be made to Canine 

Pet Rescue of Dacula.

Services held for 

Deputy Bill Garner

The Jefferson City 

School System plans to re-

open with in-person classes 

on Friday, one of the earli-

est opening dates in Geor-

gia and the nation.

The move comes amid 

renewed concern over the 

spread of the COVID vi-

rus in the state. Some area 

school systems have de-

layed reopening, or are 

starting the new school year 

with online only classes.

Jefferson is moving for-

ward with in-person class-

es, although it does offer an 

online option for students 

who don’t wish to return to 

regular classes. So far, few 

students have chosen the 

online option, officials said.

Jefferson’s reopening 

was a featured story this 

week in the New York 

Times, which profiled the 

school district’s attempts to 

get students back to class 

despite the pandemic.

The Jackson County 

School System plans to 

reopen Aug. 12 while the 

City of Commerce School 

System plans to open Aug. 

7.

All three school systems 

in the county have put in 

special rules and practices 

to minimize the impact of 

the virus, although none 

have go so far as to man-

date students wear a mask, 

except on school buses.

The three school systems 

have also put in place a re-

action plan should a student 

have symptoms of COVID 

or test positive for the virus.

See Keen, page 2A

Jefferson 

schools 

to reopen 

Friday

A part of Hwy. 334 near 

Nicholson will be closed 

for two days for construc-

tion at the end of July.

The closure will begin 

at 9 p.m. on July 31 and 

will reopen at 5 a.m. on 

Aug. 3.

Detour signs will be 

placed at the road during 

the closure.

Hwy. 334 to 

be closed 

for two 

days this 

weekend


