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P
ickens County Sheriff’s Deputy 
Andrew Plemmons received the 
Lifesaver Award and a historic first 
Medal of Valor during the commis-

sioner’s April 15 meeting. Ashley Cooper, a 
survivor of domestic violence, helped Sher-
iff Donnie Craig make the presentation.
 “This is the Lifesaver Award, and I 
wish I had five of them to give you,” said 
Cooper, who said Plemmons’ actions will 
go on to touch countless more lives. “Know 
that I am forever grateful to you,” she said. 
“You didn’t just save five lives that day. I’m 
an ICU nurse, so everything I have a part in, 
you also get credit for that.
 “My kids have endless opportunities 
because of you,” she added, aiming high, 
that one might cure cancer, or become pres-
ident, advance world peace, or in his honor, 
“become a cop, and save someone else’s life. 

Pickens BOC, sheriff honor deputy’s valor, 
lifesaving in September domestic violence shooting

(L-R) Sheriff Donnie Craig, Deputy Andrew Plemmons, and ICU Nurse Ashley Cooper. 
PHOTO COURTESY OF PICKENS COUNTY GOVERNMENT

Because of you; you did that,” said Cooper. 
Her sister is a veterinarian, saving the lives 
of family pets.

 Plemmons stepped into the line of 
fire on September 19, 2020. He gave verbal 
commands to an armed Derek Cooper, who 

fired and turned to continue breaking into a 
home with his gun determined to do harm. 
When Plemmons’ bullet hit Cooper, he 
rendered aid, still alone, until others arrived.
 “I can tell you without a shadow of a 
doubt, you did the right thing and your heart 
was in the right place,” said Cooper, who 
reviewed video of the events that unfolded 
outside her sister’s home, while she and her 
children were hiding under a bed. 
 “As a nurse, I’ve seen my fair share of 
codes, and you were quick. I could hear it 
in your voice when you asked him why he 
did it, and the regret, for the loss of life, no 
matter what,” concluded Cooper. Cooper 
said she heard Plemmons give her husband 
“every opportunity” to put down his gun.
 “It is without question that Deputy Ple-
mmons’ actions that day, along with these 
deputies saved many lives,” said Craig, also 
commending deputies Vaughn Kelly and 
Jody Weaver, and 911 dispatchers. “We have 
tremendous staff 

BY SCOTT AUER 
Big Canoe General Manager

F
or the past two years, property 
owners living on the most weath-
ered, beaten-up streets in Big Canoe 
often have endured near-constant 

work by the electric and water utilities and 
the subsequent road-patching issues that 
followed.

 It’s gotten so bad that neighbors on 
Ridgeview Drive have turned into amateur 
surveyors, slowly driving the length of their 
uneven street to count every patched-up 
pothole or asphalt scar they could find. 
These unofficial tallies have approached the 
200 mark and have been posted on social 
media.
 About the only thing missing was them 
quoting “A Day in the Life,” by the Beatles: 

BY DENISE RAY
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G
eorgia is set to become the 
first state to repeal a centu-
ries-old law allowing most res-
idents to arrest someone they 

suspect of committing a crime. Passage 
of the bill would make Georgia the first 
state to remove a citizen’s arrest statute 
from its books.
 The citizen’s arrest law came under 
renewed scrutiny last year after a prose-
cutor cited it to justify not charging three 
men involved in the shooting death of 
Ahmaud Arbery.
 Members of the state senate passed 
the measure 51-1 and it went on April 
9, Crossover Day, to the House where 
members voted 169-0 to send it to Gov. 

Brian Kemp.
 Danielsville 
Republican Sen. 
Frank Ginn, voting 
against the bill, 
adding that he did 
not feel comfort-
able supporting a 
measure that would 
not allow him to 
detain someone 
he saw stealing 
property from 

his neighbor’s home. As it reads now, 
bystanders can only intervene if the crime 
being witnessed is a forcible felony or 
to defend someone else from receiving 
bodily harm. Current state law allows any 
Georgian who believes he has witnessed a 
crime to arrest the 

Big Canoe $1.2 million paving project kicks off in May, 
addresses the community’s most battered roadways

“And though the holes were rather small / 
They had to count them all / And now they 
know how many holes it takes to fill the 
Albert Hall.”
 “In all my years in Big Canoe, and I 
have been here 28 years on Ridgeview, I 
have never seen anything approaching the 
horror – the horror – of this street,” said 
property owner Warren Culpepper. “It is 
incredible that when you drive you have 

to literally stop and creep through these 
potholes.”
 Culpepper, his Ridgeview neighbors 
and the residents on numerous other 
stretches in need of work are now getting 
relief. In late May, the POA’s $1.15 million 
road improvement project begins with Rid-
geview as the first street in line to be fully 
repaved. Rather than just patching up here 
and there, a com-

Georgia one step closer to 
repealing citizen’s arrest law

Georgia Gov. 
Brian Kemp. PHOTO 
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A
bout 50 citizens gathered at the 
Rec Department April 24 to hear 
the Impact Pickens (IP) presenta-
tion. Several spoke out express-

ing anger, disgust, embarrassment and 
helplessness in the face of text threads that 
revealed behavior many consider a breach 
of ethics, for elected board members and 
certified educators.
 Pieced together “like a jigsaw” from a 
stack of paper by IP Treasurer Chris Pence, 
texts from October 2020 through February 
2021 show that Sue Finley and Tony Young, 
then assistant superintendent with Rick 
Townsend, often discussed both board 
politics and internal administration. 
 Pence showed they texted about board 
votes, during board meetings, and pressur-
ing new board member Aaron Holland to 
vote in favor of termination. They texted 
about using a transportation issue involving 
a student in Special Education as a cause 
for termination, involving Chief of Student 
Services Kristy Bone. That rumor was 
squelched due to Townsend’s handling of 
the matter in accord with local policy, state 
and federal law.
 Finley and Young discussed exactly 
when to take action against Townsend. 
Going into the January 15 - 18 weekend of 
meetings, Finley and Young discussed how 
to handle the executive session and termi-
nation without letting Townsend know, 
involving attorney Phil Landrum and Chief 
Financial Officer Amy Smith in preparing 
the buyout package a week in advance. 
 On New Year’s Eve, Finley suggested 
Maintenance and Operations Chief Officer 
Stacy Gilleland replace former superinten-
dent Dr. Carlton Wilson’s nameplate on the 
office wall before Townsend returned to 
work. Young and Finley texted often about 
Wilson’s opinions on instructional technol-
ogy, in place to help with virtual learning 
during the pandemic.

January 

• 1/14 Regular meeting, Sue Finley voted in as chair
• 1/15 Special called meeting, almost three hours in exec-
utive session, listing“termination of superintendent,” and 
“appointment of interim.” Attorney Phil Landrum advised 
Townsend to clean out his office, return his cell phone and 
his ePmail account was closed.
• 1/18, MLK Day, special, 90-minute, called meeting, 
ended with 3-2 vote to “renegotiate” Superintendent Rick 
Townsend’s contract, appointing Assistant Superintendent 
Tony Young as interim.

February

• 2/23 - Another called meeting terminated Townsend 
“without cause” in a 3-2 (Finley, Steve Smith, Aaron Hol-
land in favor) vote, with the board stating a desire to “chart 
a new course.” Townsend receives a $420,000 payout.
• 2/26 - Landrum issues a statement, detailing elimination 

of assistant superintendent position, chief accountability 
officer, and Pearson Connexus virtual school at this year’s 
end, to help make removing Townsend “revenue neutral.”

March

• 3/1 - Pickens BOE receives letter from Cognia.
• 3/11 - Board votes unanimously to remove “interim” 
from Young’s title.
• 3/15 - Young responds to Cognia, addressing complaints.
• 3/19 - Impact Pickens recall effort certified against Aaron 
Holland and Steve Smith to remove, hold new elections.
• 3/29 - Impact Pickens chair Steve Lowe served with civil 
case to dismiss recall.

April

• 4/24 - Impact Pickens meeting to release April 2 Open 
Records Request, texts showing Finley and Young coopera-
tively working to oust Townsend.

Texts reveal plan to return Dr. Carlton Wilson to office

 Their texts covered many topics and 
several private citizens, by name. They tex-
ted keeping Wilson up to date on Young’s 
decisions to finesse Townsend’s fiscal 
settlement, move people around, and make 
room for Wilson. Young said he would take 
a 30-day, month to month rolling contract to 
“make it better for the board,” and as Finley 
texted, allow time for Holland and Steve 
Smith to formally interview Wilson before 
hiring him back as superintendent. 
 Finley twice called Young “the grand 
Poohbah,” and he referred to her as “ma-
dame chair;” they appreciated their mutual 
“cheerleader” support.  Members of the 
audience audibly groaned.
 A woman expressed concern that given 
Finley’s attitude and the way she discount-
ed constituents in her texts, it would take 
an agency like the Professional Standards 
Commission, SACS or the attorney general 
to make things right on the school board.
 Pence acknowledged that Impact Pick-
ens has been in contact with those agencies, 
and encouraged those present to do the 
same. Packages of contact information were 
handed out, including state Board of Educa-

How We Got Here: 

Impact Pickens founders (L-r) Brian 
Rittenberry, Chris Pence and Steve Lowe 
remain dedicated to accountability for three 
board members and now, Superintendent 
Tony Young. PHOTO BY ELLEN HARRISON

tion members, too.
 “I’m 8th generation Pickens…and I 
just want to apologize to Dr. Townsend, 
and thank you for actually working, while 
all this, for lack of a better word, BS, was 
going on,” said Amy Gibson, her senti-
ments met with applause. n  BOE  |  Page 3

“I didn’t sign on to sit at a table once a month 
and raise my hand during voting.”


