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BY XAVIERE CHATAGNIER

I
magine being told that you only have 
a couple of hours to get your family 
together, head to the airport and 
leave everything you love behind. 

 Leaving behind all your possessions 
that don’t fit in your handbag or backpack. 
But, hardest of all, leaving behind family 
members, your pets, your lifetime friends 
everything you love just to escape from 
the Taliban. 
 And it isn’t like you are leaving to 
come to America—you don’t even know 
what country you are going to until you 
board the flight. You could be on my flight 
to the U.S.A or on the flight next to us 
headed to Ethiopia. 
 You leave just to survive.
 On Thursday, Aug. 26, I was lucky 
enough to work a CRAF flight (Civil 
Reserve Air Fleet), which is when the 
military uses civilian aircraft during times 
of war or humanitarian need.
 Six U.S. carriers were chosen to work 
these CRAF flights—with less than a day’s 
notice to get the aircraft, catering and 
crew together—bringing Afghan evacuees 
to their new homeland—wherever that 
ends up being. In less than a day, my life 
too was altered. We were a flight crew of 
16 carrying our own mechanics with us. 
Nothing was left to chance.
 The honor of assisting and welcom-
ing these 273 Afghan evacuees is the sin-
gularly most important day of my 42-year 
career as a flight attendant.
 The U.S. Air Force flew the 273 
Afghans and U.S. citizen evacuees out of 
Kabul. By the time we met up with them 
at their intermediate destination, they had 
already been gone from home for more 
than seven days and they had already 
flown over 10 hours—while sitting on the 
floor—on a C-17. 
 There was no bathroom for them to 
use while on the C-17. There was a blue 

Coming to America: Afghan refugee flight to freedom

tarp on the airplane floor in case any of 
the travelers couldn’t hold it. 
 The plane that came in before us 
held 423 evacuees, but I was told that one 
of the first flights out had 800 evacuees. 
I just can’t imagine the joy and fear of 
leaving everything behind, piling in an 
airplane on top of each other and then not 
having a place to pee! 

S
ince 2012, Inside the Gates has been a vital 
outlet for readers interested in what’s 
happening in the Big Canoe community, 
from important issues addressed by the POA 

Board to the events that bring us together.
 In the latest print edition of Smoke Signals, 
expect to find the same kind of Big Canoe-focused 
articles that you always have enjoyed in Inside the 
Gates — but those kinds of stories have moved 
from the standalone section. Now, they are placed 
according to subject area in the right sections of 
the paper. This way, you can better zero in on the 
precise Big Canoe coverage that matters to you.
 Please visit Inside the Gates online at www.
insidethegates.org to continue getting the best in 
local stories. And sign up for the Inside the Gates 
Inside Your Inbox newsletter to receive the latest 
breaking news and announcements. Go to https://
conta.cc/3fyoRbX. 
 If you have any questions, you can reach me at 
mdelavina@bigcanoepoa.org or (706) 268-1115.

~Mark de la Viña
POA Director of Communications & Marketing

 Smoke Signals will continue its 49-year 
tradition of publishing Big Canoe-focused articles 
through its award-winning monthly printed edition 
as well as its weekly digital edition (sign up at www.
smokesignalsnews.com). 

A message from the POA

Inside the Gates update

BY ELLEN HARRISON 
eharrison@smokesignalsnews.com

W
ith Avalon Jasper’s 270-units 
starting price of $325,000, 
some residents assumed 
Jasper’s biggest new project 

would be age-restricted. “When did Jasper 
decide to become a hub for active elderly?” 
asked one news-focused citizen.

 “It’s targeted for older people who 
want to move off the mountain, and have 
no maintenance” said Norton Realtor Gina 
Johnson. “The goal is for people who are 
down-sizing to have a place to go that is 
pretty.” Norman White and Chip Pearson, 
Fall Leaf Residential partners, developers of 
the 270 Avalon townhomes did not return 
Smoke Signals’ calls.
 Jasper city council member Sonny 

Proctor reiterated that it is “high-end,” and 
not a “mobile home park;” clarifying Avalon 
Jasper’s details at the council meeting. 
Johnson added that the townhomes may 
also appeal to commuters, younger couples 
with double incomes, driving southward 
on a daily basis, but who also cherish a 
“pretty place.” One topic not on any agenda 
is entry-level, affordable — “worker bee” 
dwellings.

 Community Bank of Pickens Chief 
Credit Officer Lorrie Shaw said mortgage 
underwriters still work to approve bor-
rowers who can cover housing costs with 
no more than 30% of their discretionary, 
take-home pay — after taxes. Consider 
the $325,000 Avalon starting price point. 
Without any down payment, calculators 
show that signing a 30-year mortgage at 
4.5%, would result 

BY DENISE RAY
dray@smokesignalsnews.com

W
ith a unanimous vote on 
Aug. 5, Dawson County 
Board of Commissioners 
approved a 7.625 millage 

rate, a full rollback rate from the 2020 
rate of 7.885. 
 Although the community was 
invited to the required hearing prior to 
the vote to share their views with offi-
cials, no one spoke in favor or against 
the proposed amount. Only one hearing 
is required if the county does a full roll-
back, County Clerk Kristen Cloud said. 
 After a brief discussion among 
board members, District 2 Commis-
sioner Chris Gaines made a motion to 
approve the new millage rate, and with 
a second by District 4 Commissioner 
Emory Dooley, the motion passed 
unanimously. 
 The millage rate is the formula 
that calculates property taxes. One mill 
equals $1 for every $1,000 in assessed 

property value, which is 40 percent of 
the actual market value.
 “On August 5, 2021 the Dawson 
County Board of Commissioners voted 
to roll back the 2021 millage rate,” 
Dawson County Commission Chairman 
Billy Thurmond explained. “The total 
digest change from 7.885 mills to 7.625 
mills results in a $443,000 tax levy re-
duction.  So, based on a $300,000 home 
and no exemptions, the county portion 
of the property tax decreases by $31.”
 In 2020, Commissioners voted to 
roll back the county millage rate 50 per-
cent from 8.089 to 7.885. At that time, 
the board had three options, Thur-
mond told those present at the public 
hearings: the Board could leave it as it 
stands (8.089), set a partial rollback of 
the millage rate or a complete rollback 
of the millage rate. Three hearings were 
required, and citizens spoke decidedly 
on both sides.  
 The unanimous vote followed a 
motion by District 3 Commissioner 
Tim Satterfield and seconded by Chris 

Gaines, District 2 commissioner. 
 Millage rate is based on 40% as-
sessed value of the total tax digest. That 
value was increased by a little over 
$113,000,000 last year that was due to 
reassessments of residential property 
as well as the complete reassessment of 
commercial property, Thurmond said. 
 Property taxes are used for the 
day-to-day operation of the county 
government and can be found in the 
general fund portion of the budget. 
 The Dawson County Board of 
Education voted to roll back its 2021 
millage rate from 15.778 to 15 August 10. 
Dawsonville officials renewed a millage 
rate of 0 for 2021, keeping a 25-year 
continuous amount. 
 Commissioners meet at the 
Dawson County Government Center, 
Assembly Room 2303, located at 25 
Justice Way, Dawsonville, Ga. Meetings 
are also streamed live on the county 
Facebook page. Agendas and minutes, 
along with meeting dates, can be found 
on the county website. 

Dawson rolls back millage rate

Jasper developments up; worker housing flat

n  JASPER  |  Page 22

Afghan refugees board the American Airlines CRAF flight to the United States.
Flight Attendant Xaviere Chatagnier boards 
the plane. PHOTOS COURTESY OF XAVIERE CHATAGNIER

Two Afghan children enjoy their crayons 
and coloring books.

 We heard about babies being born on 
these flights out of Kabul and being named 
after the aircraft. As we toured one of 
these C-17s and met the airmen crew, my 
heart was filled with love and admiration 
for our servicemen and women.
 My heart also aches for all these 
Afghan evacuees.
 By the time we met up with our 
passengers they had been gone from their 
homes for over seven days. They were 
tired but very excited to be on board. 
What shocked most of us was that they 
didn’t know where they were going. 
 One man stopped me and asked 
which country we were going to. I misun-
derstood him, so I told him the local time. 
He said, “No, where are we going?” I told 
him to the U.S.A. He also asked me what 
state. 
 We then realized that most of our 
passengers didn’t know which country 
they were being sent to. Immediately, the 
purser made the announcement telling 
everyone they were coming to America. 
The plane erupted in applause. Just realiz-
ing they could be on this plane to America 

or the one to Ethiopia leaving on the next 
runway—it was easy to understand how 
happy all our passengers were. 
 We were told to expect a dire sit-
uation but instead our passengers were 
highly educated professionals—the “brain 
drain” I had heard about on the news. We 
had many interpreters who worked with 
the U.S. in Afghanistan—and they helped 
us out immensely. Thanks to Saber, an 
18-year-old Afghan refugee, who spoke 
English and made all of our announce-
ments in Farci. I met doctors, professors, 
shop owners, policemen, former soldiers, 
journalists, U.S. citizens, women with 
double masters’ degrees and PhDs and so 
many others that humbled me. 
 Many spoke English or at least had 
some command of our language. I felt that 
the great majority were part of the upper 
and middle class. Considering their jour-
ney, they were incredibly well groomed 
even with clothes donated by our armed 
services.
 In anticipation of my flight, I stopped 
at the Dollar Store and bought 22 stuffed 
bears, 14 packs of n  AMERICA  |  Page 2

“Based on a $300,000 home and no exemptions, 
the county portion of the property tax decreases by $31.”


