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IS THERE A GHOST AT THE GRAND OPERA HOUSE? LEARN MORE ON PAGE A3.

Federal shutdown could 
leave locals in the cold

Do the read warp!

Future of money used to heat homes uncertain
BY LAURA E. CORLEY

Laura@MaconMelody.com

Those seeking help paying a heat-
ing bill this winter may not be able 
to get it for the foreseeable future as 
the federal shutdown continues to 
delay the passage of a Congressional 
spending bill that includes funding 
for the heating assistance program. 

The Low Income Home Ener-
gy Assistance Program, called LI-
HEAP, is a federal program that dis-
burses money to states for heating 
and cooling assistance each year. 
The money is funneled through 
nonprofits, which make a one-time 
payment (between $400-$810) to 
utility providers on behalf of eligi-
ble households. 

President Donald Trump proposed 
eliminating the funding altogether, 
but it is included in spending bills 
proposed by both the Republican 
and Democratic parties. The federal 
government shut down Oct. 1.

In Georgia, the state distributes 
its annual share of LIHEAP funds 
through the state Department of Hu-
man Services and the Department 
of Family and Children Services, 
which contract with 18 nonprof-
it “Community Action Agencies” 
across the state, according to the 
state’s formal 2026 plan. Those non-
profits then pay utility providers on 
behalf of eligible households, which 
are helped on a first-come, first-
served basis with cooling in April 
and heating in November. 

“Given the federal government 
shutdown, we are closely monitor-
ing the federal appropriations pro-
cess and will communicate relevant 
outcomes to Georgians as appro-
priate,” DHS Spokesperson Ellen 
Brown said in an email to The Mel-
ody. 

The Macon-Bibb County Eco-
nomic Opportunity Council Inc., 
or EOC, administers the federal as-
sistance program for eight Middle 
Georgia counties including Bibb, 
Crisp, Dooly, Macon, Marion, 
Schley, Taylor and Webster. 

The nonprofit’s leadership direct-
ed questions from news reporters to 
a Saint Simons Island-based public 
relations firm with which it con-
tracts. 

Katie Baasen, of 365 Degree To-
tal Marketing, told The Melody the 
EOC provided assistance to more 
than 6,170 households last year. 

“Generally, as soon as they have 
people sign up, they have more 
people sign up than the money that 
they are allotted,” Baasen said of the 
Macon-Bibb County Opportunity 
Council’s annual LIHEAP program. 
“The longer the shutdown prolongs 
is going to change some of the cir-
cumstances with the programs that 
the community service organiza-
tions have.”

It is unclear how much money, 
if any, remains in the nonprofit’s  
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More Macon residents are report-
ing dirt-tasting tap water online, 
but questions directed to the Macon 
Water Authority’s leadership about 
it so far have been met with silence.

MWA CEO Ron Shipman and 
elected board chair Gary Bechtel 
did not respond to questions about 
what MWA is doing to identify the 
source of the dirt-taste. Shipman 

also did not respond to a request 
The Melody made in writing last 
week for testing data from the ini-
tial six formal complainants.

The possible cause of the dirt-
taste or what MWA is doing to trace 
the source of it remains a mystery.

MWA secretary Jannette Ramey 
said Shipman is out of town and  
unavailable.

BY ED GRISAMORE
Gris@MaconMelody.com

Tom Johnson may not recall ev-
ery Christmas Day of his life, but he 
remembers where he was and who 
he was with on December 25, 1991.

He was in a room at the Kremlin 
in Moscow, a few feet away from 
Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev 
and at the threshold of history.

Johnson, who was then-president 
of CNN, watched as Gorbachev was 
about to dissolve the Soviet Union. 
With the stroke of a pen, he was 
transferring power of the govern-
ment to a new leader, Boris Yeltsin.

As Gorbachev was poised to 
sign the documents, his pen would 
not write. It was moments before 
the television cameras were set to 
broadcast the historic event around 
the world.

The last leader of the Soviet 

Union asked his 
press secretary to 
quickly find anoth-
er writing instru-
ment.

Johnson reacted 
by reaching for the 
Mont Blanc pen 
his wife, Edwina, 

had given him for their 25th wed-
ding anniversary in 1988.

“He (Gorbachev) asked me if it 
was American,’’ Johnson said. “I 
told him it was either French or Ger-
man. He said in that case he would 
use it. The idea of signing away all 
of that with an American-made pen 
was more than he could handle.’’

After the signing, Gorbachev 
stuck the pen in his pocket. But 
Johnson, realizing the historical 
(and sentimental) significance of it, 
quickly asked for it back. (The pen 
was later displayed at the Newseum 

in Washington, D.C.)
Fast forward 10 years to the sum-

mer of 2001. Johnson sat alone in a 
restaurant on Riverside Drive in his 
hometown of Macon. There were 
crayons on the table and paper table-
cloths for children to draw on.

The man with the famous Mont 
Blanc pen picked up a green crayon.

He was contemplating retirement. 
He had been working since the days 
of helping his father sell watermel-
ons out of the back of a truck and 
stocking shelves and pumping gas at 
Hoy’s Grocery in Macon.

At the top of the paper tablecloth, 
Johnson scribbled the date: July 20, 
2001. He listed the pros and cons of 
any possible decision.

Twelve days later, he retired. He 
was 60.

BY CASEY CHOUNG
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U.S. Rep. Sanford Bishop, D-Al-
bany, used a stop in Macon on Oct. 
24 to call for an end to the federal 
government shutdown and to urge 
congressional Republicans to im-
mediately extend tax credits offered 
through the Affordable Care Act.

The congressman, appearing at 
the Buck Melton Community Center 
in the afternoon hours, was flanked 
by Macon-Bibb County commis-
sioners Stanley Stewart and Elaine 
Lucas as he spoke to a handful of 
Maconites.

Bishop — who is the longest-serv-
ing member of the Georgia congres-
sional delegation and has since 1993 
represented the state’s mostly-ru-
ral Second Congressional District, 
which includes Macon — said Geor-
gians could see their premiums dou-
ble without the health care premium 

credits offered under the terms of the 
landmark 2010 federal legislation.

If the tax credits expire, small 
businesses won’t be able to cover 
premiums for their  employees, and 
the state’s hospitals will see greater 
numbers of people unable to afford 
care, he added.

“If the Republicans in Congress 
rip away the tax credits, its negative 
impact will cascade throughout our 
health care system and throughout 
our economy,” he said.

The federal government shutdown 
started Oct. 1 and resulted from par-
tisan battles over health insurance 
subsidies and other items, including 
foreign aid and overall government 
spending.

More than 900,000 federal work-
ers have been furloughed as a result

BY JOSHUA WILSON
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Editor’s note: The Macon Melo-
dy is proud to provide print copies 
of its most recent edition as props 
for Macon Little Theatre and The 
Grand Opera House productions 
of “The Rocky Horror Picture 
Show.” We love supporting our 
community in fun and meaningful 
ways. Shoot me a note if you have 
an idea for one of those partner-
ships.

We’re helping bring “The Rocky 
Horror Picture Show” to life right 
here in Macon — newspapers and 
all.

That’s right: when the rain scene 
hits, those Melody pages you’re 
holding aren’t just props, they’re 
a piece of your community story.

And if you want more where 
that came from, we’ve got a spe-
cial subscription offer for “Rocky 
Horror” fans (and anyone else 
brave enough to do the “Time 
Warp” with us). The offer includes 
unlimited online access, the week-
ly print edition and exclusive sub-
scriber events — all at a spooky-
good discount.

To get 50% off a year’s worth of 
The Melody, follow these steps:

— Go to MaconMelody.com/
subscribe.

— Toggle to the “Yearly” sub-
scription offers.

— Click the “Join” button under 
the “Member + Print” offer. (This 
subscription is usually $149.99 a 
year, but you’ll get it for $74.99.)

— Create your account and en-
ter your mailing information.

— Enter your credit or debit 
card details. Make sure you click 
“Add coupon code” and enter this 
code: HORROR1YR.

— Start receiving the print edi-
tion of The Melody and enjoy your 
online access, too.

Supporting The Macon Melody 
means investing in the heartbeat of 
your community. Local news isn’t 
just something you read; it’s some-
thing you live. Every subscription 
helps fund independent journal-
ism, pay local reporters, and keep 
Macon’s stories — from city hall 
to Cherry Street — playing loud 
and clear.

If you have any questions about 
the offer, give us a call at 478-200-
7403 or email me at joshua@Ma-
conMelody.com.

PHOTO BY JASON VORHEES
A Macon home sits powdered in snow as a truck passes by during a 
cold spell in Bibb County last year. As more winter weather approach-
es, some Georgians may not have LIHEAP funds to heat their homes.

PHOTO BY JASON VORHEES
Congressman Sanford D. Bishop, Jr., D-Albany, hosted a press con-
ference outside the Buck Melton Community Center to talk about 
the federal shutdown and to highlight the healthcare crisis.

PHOTO COURTESY OF JULIA MORRISON
Guests cover their heads with copies of The Macon Melody while 
watching “The Rocky Horror Picture Show” at The Piedmont 
Grand Opera House in October 2024. 
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BY GRANT BLANKENSHIP
GPB News

It was cold and drizzly when 69-year-old 
Cassie Collins arrived at First Baptist Church 
of Christ in Macon and started down a series 
of slick steps, looking for the church food 
pantry. 

"I live alone, and my SNAP benefits help 
me out a lot,” Collins said. “I'm a widow. I 
lost my husband like four or five years ago, 
and they really helped me.” 

Now Collins is among the estimated 42 mil-
lion people around the country (that includes 
about one and a half million in Georgia alone) 
who are preparing to go without their Supple-
mental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) 
benefits for the month of November, thanks 
to the ongoing federal government shutdown, 
which began Oct. 1. 

The program, administered by the U.S. De-
partment of Agriculture, will be paused after 
Oct. 31 if the shutdown doesn’t end. 

Collins said the threat has her worried 
about more than her own wellbeing. 

"I have a neighbor that has about four chil-
dren, and she's just—” she said, then paused.  

"You know, it's sad, especially with the 
people with the children that's going to suffer 
through this thing.” 

This was Collins’ first time at this food  
pantry.   

As she carefully made her way to the 
church basement, she said making the rounds 
of pantries like this is how she's planning to 
make it through November.  

"That’s why I'm out here in the rain now,” 
she said. “I have no business out here like 
this. Trying to get me some groceries.” 

The groceries in the church’s pantry came 
from the warehouse of the Middle Georgia 
Community Food Bank, where most days 
trucks and forklifts are busy moving food in 
and out through the loading dock to 161 food 
pantries in the region. 

Not far from the loading dock are floor-to-
ceiling shelves (here they are called "racks") 
where the food bank's CEO Kathy McCollum 
said most of the food supplied by the USDA 
would normally sit. But on this recent day, 
there was more empty space than food. 

"You're seeing more empty spaces now 
than certainly we've had,” McCollum said. 
“Back at the end of January, every rack in 
here was full. That hasn't been the case." 

What changed is that in March, the Trump 
Administration cut about a billion dollars in 
funding to USDA programs that used to steer 
food to community food banks like this one. 
That's why so many of these shelves are emp-
ty. 

"For example, a few weeks ago, we realized 
that we didn't have peanut butter,” McCollum 

said. “We typically get that from USDA, but 
that was one of those gaps.” 

That meant that a food bank in Georgia, the 
state that according to the USDA leads the 
nation in peanut production, had no peanut 
butter. 

McCollum said the Middle Georgia Com-
munity Food Bank has shifted to buying more 
food on the open market. That’s why she wel-
comes help in the form of money over food 
donations. 

“Money goes farther than canned food,” 
she said. “We are good at taking money and 
turning it into food because we can buy what 
we need.” 

This was on Oct. 7: Day 7 of the shut-
down, before any federal paychecks had been 
missed and before anyone was yet talking 
about a pause in SNAP benefits. 

The USDA has over $5 billion set aside 
in a contingency fund for SNAP recipients 
to be used during emergencies. At a recent 
press conference, Georgia's U.S. Rep Sanford 
Bishop said this pause in SNAP benefits is 
just such an emergency.  

Bishop’s 2nd District runs from Bibb 
County southwest to the Florida border and is 
one of the poorest in the country. Bishop said 
he and other Democrats asked the USDA to 
free up the contingency money.  

"We are urging the Secretary of Agriculture 
to utilize that $5 billion to extend those SNAP 
benefits so people won't go hungry,” Bishop 
said to a small crowd outside Macon’s Head 
Start center, which provides early childhood 
education to children from low-income fami-
lies, and is currently closed. 

The USDA issued a memo saying releas-
ing the SNAP contingency funds would only 
be legal in a weather emergency and, “If not 
for Congressional Democrats blocking gov-
ernment funding, November SNAP benefits 
would be paid on-time.” 

Now, attorneys general from a number of 
Democrat-led states are suing the USDA, 
saying the suspension of SNAP benefits is 
unlawful. 

At the First Baptist food pantry, Cassie 
Collins was greeted by a volunteer at the ta-
ble just inside. 

"Can you fill out one of these, please?” the 
volunteer said as she handed Collins a short 
form. 

"Yes, ma'am,” Collins replied. 
Collins got one of the last bags available. 

This pantry won’t have food to offer for an-
other month, per its schedule. But there are 
52 others in the county. She said she’ll visit 
some of them, too. 

"That’s what I got to do,” she said. 
“And pray.” 

Ahead of SNAP pause, shelves  
are empty at food banks in Macon

PHOTO BY GRANT BLANKENSHIP / GPB NEWS
Workers navigate the partially empty racks at the Middle Georgia Community Food 
Bank warehouse in Macon on day 7 of the federal government shutdown. 

Reports are widespread and range from 
downtown, south of Wesleyan, Vineville, In-
gleside, South Macon near the mall and Pres-
idential Parkway.

"Several, several people have called me 
and said that their water didn’t taste right," 
MWA board member Elaine Lucas said. 
"Those issues have been made known to the 
staff at the water authority, to Ron Shipman 
and Gary Bechtel, and I am just shocked and 
surprised and disappointed that there hasn’t 
been been more information shared or more 
information that’s come out to the public as 
to what the procedure should be when you 
have foul tasting water. As board members 
we need to know what we should tell our con-
stituents when they call us."

Lucas said she, too, has noticed a foul taste 
to the tap water at her house in recent weeks.

Some have speculated the foul tasting wa-
ter could be related to fire hydrant flushing.

In a phone call from Ohio, Macon-Bibb 

Deputy Fire Chief Michael Williamson said 
the hydrants are owned by MWA but the fire 
department maintains them.

“Pretty much the only time we flush hy-
drants is when people are out there doing 
maintenance,” Williamson said. “They’ll 
flush it just to make sure they’re running.”

The maintenance is regularly scheduled 
and the flushes done by the fire department 
are usually short-lived and twice each year, 
he said.

“Flushing for long periods of time and 
stuff, that goes through water authority,” Wil-
liamson said. “As for the funny tasting wa-
ter, that’s another question you’d have to ask 
them.”

The fire department is required to notify 
MWA any time it flushes hydrants. William-
son said MWA has a list of hydrants it flushes 
and plans to flush, “but they don’t put the list 
out to the public. They let us know and their 
groundcrews know.”

WATER
Continued from Page A1
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WHAT’S YOUR MOOD? SENIOR 
WORKOUT ROUTINES TO MATCH 

Sponsored by:

No matter how you woke up this morning — 
energetic, crabby, stressed out, or bored — 
there’s a workout routine that’ll put your brain 
and body in the right place today.

As you get older, maintaining mobility and 
movement is a crucial way to help prevent 
falls and stay strong. Still, there are lots of days 
when movement feels impossible or you have 
no idea what kind of exercise will work for you.

That’s why we’ve compiled this short and 
sweet guide to finding your ideal exercise 
routine no matter how you’re feeling. These 
routines are designed specifically for seniors, so 
no matter your current level of mobility (even if 
standing out of a chair is hard for you), there’s 
something for you here.

Sunny & Outdoorsy

Let’s say your mood matches the weather — 
it’s a beautiful, mild day, the sun is shining, 
and you’re ready to soak up some rays and 
get in some movement. Nature isn’t just for 
younger bodies and joints, though if you’re 
up for hitting the trails, you’ll want to prepare 
yourself accordingly. If you want to get outside 
but need a lower-impact routine, it may be a 
good time to hop in your local pool, where you 
can catch some rays and build strength. Here 
are some resources that may appeal to your 
nature-loving side:  

• Find a Hiking Trail Near You
• Find a Nature Preserve Near You 
• A 20-Minute Cardio-Interval Workout You
 Can Do in the Pool
www.silversneakers.com/blog/20-minute-
cardio-interval-pool-workout
10 Tips for a Better Lap Swimming Workout 
www.silversneakers.com/blog/swimming-
workout

Stressed or Anxious

For some people, the only thing that sets 
an anxious mood right is some intense 
movement (we’re not just making that up 
—  if you’re dysregulated, some types of 
movement can help you calm those feelings). 
Harvard Health recommends repetitive, 
meditative movement like walking, though 
more strenuous exercise like rowing or 
kickboxing can work as well. Here are some 
movement ideas for the next time you want 
to work out your mood, whether at home or 
at the gym:

• Walk at Home
• 20-Minute Treadmill Workout
• 20-Minute Rowing Cardio and Strength
 Workout
www.everydayhealth.com/workouts-
activities/rowing-workout-over-50/
•  Cardio Kickboxing Workout for Beginners
 & Seniors
www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZZXCoFUcaKE

Sleepy & Stiff

As you age, this mood may be hitting you 
more and more. You’ll wake up still a little 
groggy and a little tight in your joints and 
muscles. The feeling may make you want 
to lie in bed all morning, but fitting in some 
movement can be extremely beneficial. Aging 
naturally shortens your muscles and decreases 
their elasticity while restricting your range of 
motion in your shoulders, spine, and hips, but 
yoga, stretching, and mobility routines can 
help you stay limber and reduce your risk of 
falls. Here are some good places to start:

• 5 Exercises to Help Morning Stiffness (You 
can do these in bed!) 
www.surreyphysio.co.uk/top-5/top-5-
exercises-to-help-morning-stiffness/

•Standing Strength, Stretch & Mobility - 
24 Minutes 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=V2kcucJ4PJQ
• Yoga For Seniors - Slow and Gentle Yoga 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=kFhG-ZzLNN4
• 8 Simple and Important Stretching 
Exercises for Seniors 
www.onemedical.com/blog/exercise-fitness/
stretching-exercises-for-seniors

Inside & Restless

When you’re stuck inside — whether it’s nasty 
weather or lack of transportation keeping you 
there — it can be easy to exhaust all your 
usual pastimes pretty quickly. Movement is a 
great way to work out some excess energy and 
even help yourself sleep better when it’s time 
for bed. 

If you’re already experiencing some cabin fever, 
you probably want a workout that’s going to 
mix things up and hold your focus, so we’ve 
rounded up some dance and high-intensity 
interval training (HIIT) routines that’ll fully 
engage your brain and body:

• Cardio Dance Workout for Beginners & 
Seniors - Oldies/Motown
www.youtube.com/watch?v=51iHTzEiIr4
• 20 Minute Dance Workout for Seniors
www.youtube.com/watch?v=E6lsGDntAEM
• Beginner Seated HIIT Workout For Seniors
www.youtube.com/watch?v=s5FNlnEuux4
• Senior Fitness - Beginner HIIT Workout For 
Seniors
www.youtube.com/watch?v=gT9WO94knPg

Prioritizing movement is key as you age. With 
this guide, you can arm yourself with the tools 
to stay active no matter your circumstances.
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BY ED GRISAMORE
Gris@MaconMelody.com

The late Randell Widner worked 
at the Piedmont Grand Opera House 
only four months in the summer of 
1971, but there  are some who be-
lieve he never clocked out.

For the past 54 years, he has been 
the house ghost at 651 Mulberry 
Street. 

He doesn’t have tenure. Paranor-
mal tales have been passed down at 
the Grand for more than a century. 

Yet Randell is the default resi-
dent ghoul. He gets blamed for ev-
ery backstage bump in the night, 
mysterious tap on the shoulder and 
unexplained wisp of air that floats 
through the auditorium.

There are 986 seats at the Grand, 
but the chair on the end 11 rows 
back to the left facing the stage is 
unofficially reserved for Randell. 
It’s where he sat with his sack lunch 
every day while he watched the the-
atre renovations.

“He has been my constant com-
panion for 31 years,’’ said Bob Ma-
vity, the senior technical director at 
the Grand. “I’ve been dealing with 

him almost since the beginning. I 
speak to him on a daily basis and 
have to deal with all his shenani-
gans. He has been known to make 
his point on more than one occa-
sion.’’

Mavity said he has witnessed 
light racks levitating 10 feet above 
the stage. On surveillance video, he 
has seen washes of light sweep from 
corner regions of the stage and seep 
from side doors along the west wall.

A black Steinway grand piano is 
used for musical performances, but 
Mavity said he has heard piano mu-
sic from an unknown location after 
he has sealed up the building for the 
night.

“It’s like an apparition is saying, 
‘I’m going to play this piano,’ ’’ he 
said. “Sometimes, I don’t come out 
of my office. I just say, ‘Enjoy the 
piano, Randell.’ ’’

Before he became phantom of the 
Opera House, Widner was a  theatre 
director and classical pianist. He en-
tertained troops with the U.S. Ma-
rines during World War II and once 
performed for Presidents Franklin 
Roosevelt and Harry Truman.

He came to Macon as director at 

the Macon Little Theatre. In May 
1971, he was named managing di-
rector at the Grand to oversee the 
theatre renovations.

“A group of community leaders 
came together with money and a pe-
tition to save the theatre and return 
it to its original glory,’’ Mavity said. 
“It was down to the wrecking ball. 
We were due to be that parking lot 
next door.’’

Although he never met Widner, 
Mavity said he has done some re-
search on his life.

“He put a lot of energy into restor-
ing this theatre,’’ he said. “He had a 
great deal of love and passion for it. 
He considered it a great honor and 
privilege.’’

That’s why Mavity has long been 
suspicious about some of the details 
surrounding Widner’s death at the 
theatre on September 9, 1971. It was 
first ruled a suicide but later con-
cluded to be an accidental overdose. 

Widner was 47 years old. After 
an arts council meeting that night, 
he climbed a spiral staircase to the 
“Thunder Room” at the top of the 
theatre. It was called the Thunder 
Room because lead balls were rolled 

across the wooden floor to replicate 
the sound of thunder during theatre 
performances.

“He went up there with sleeping 
pills, whiskey and a pistol,’’ Mavi-
ty said. “His death has always been 
suspicious to me. There are a lot of 
gaps in the story.’’

Mavity said Widner was reported-
ly estranged from his wife. His body 
was not found for four days. The 
gun was never fired. It was reported 
that he apparently took the pills and
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PHOTO BY JASON VORHEES
Bob Mavity, senior technical director at the Grand Opera House, sits 
in the theatre seat unofficially reserved for the ghost of Randell Wid-
ner, who was found dead at the theatre in 1971.

Ghost at Grand Opera House still reigns

coffers for the program. 
A flyer on the EOC’s website 

states the nonprofit is currently out 
of LIHEAP money and no appoint-
ments are available to book online. 
But Bassan said the nonprofit was 
unaware of the flyer on its website 
and “they have funding available 
for their programming, but still it is 
a concern that the longer the shut-
down goes.” 

Annual tax filings for previous 
years show the nonprofit has re-
ceived yearly disbursements for LI-
HEAP that range from $939,000 in 
2015 to $4.3 million in 2022. 

‘On pins and needles’

As the weather continues cooling 
with autumn, calls for heating assis-
tance are already pouring into Com-
munity Action Agencies across the 
state, said Georgia Community Ac-
tion Association Executive Director 
Consuela Thompson.

The association provides training 
and technical assistance to 20 Com-
munity Action Agencies including 
the Macon-Bibb County EOC and 
three public entities. Thompson 
said she calls the state Department 
of Human Services almost daily 
to ask about the latest information 
on the state’s plan to deal with the 
indefinite delay of federal money 
including LIHEAP and SNAP, the 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program that provides food benefits 
to low-income families. 

“The community is already on 
pins and needles about what this is 
going to look like,” Thompson said. 
“I mean, look at SNAP. Come No-
vember 1st, that’s it. … We're just 
going to have an escalating situation 
as it relates to the needs of children 
and families in our state.”

The LIHEAP heating assistance 
program typically opens Dec. 1 for 
seniors and Jan. 1 for others. 

On a recent call with a national 
organization for Community Action 
Agencies, Thompson said someone 
suggested the nonprofits call state 
offices and ask for any money re-
maining from the previous year’s 
program. A question arose about 
whether the state or nonprofits 
would be reimbursed with federal 
money if either has to dip into cof-

fers to roll out the heating assistance 
program in the absence of federal 
money. 

Last year, 180,537 households in 
Georgia received some $81.5 mil-
lion in LIHEAP assistance, Thomp-
son said. 

The Georgia Community Action 
Association is urging residents to 
write letters to congressional repre-
sentatives relaying the importance 
of funding for the LIHEAP program 
and other federal funding including 
Community Services Block Grants. 

“What we're hoping is — trying 
to be optimistic — is that the peo-
ple that we have elected in these 
positions work it out and get us 
back up and running,” Thompson 
said. “Then we won’t have to worry 
about how we’re going to pivot if 

this does not happen.” 
In an emailed response to The 

Melody, Rep. Sanford Bishop, 
D-Albany, said he supports LI-
HEAP because it is "crucial for 
covering home heating and cooling 
costs for households with limited or 
fixed incomes."

Sen. Jon Ossoff said in an email to 
The Melody that “Georgia families 
continue struggling with high pow-
er and gas bills. This attempt to de-
stroy LIHEAP would make it even 
harder for Georgians to make ends 
meet.”Messages left for U.S. Reps. 
Austin Scott, R-Tifton, were not  
returned.

LIHEAP
Continued from Page A1

See GHOST
Page A5

Dia De Muertos
Cultural Fest

November 1 & 2, 2025
Saturday - 3:00-9:00 PM
Sunday - 1:00-5:00 PM

North Houston Sports Complex
900 North Houston Road

Warner Robins
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The helpers need our help, 
now it's time to offer a hand

Here’s the thing about generosity: 
it doesn’t happen in the abstract.

It happens in warehouses that hum 
with forklifts and chatter, in fellow-
ship halls lined with folding tables, 
and in car trunks packed tight with 
grocery bags. It looks like neigh-
bors sorting cans, sealing boxes and 
checking expiration dates by hand 
— and it looks like the folks quietly 
footing the bill to make all that pos-
sible. It’s regular people doing what 
they can so others don’t go hungry.

With a government shutdown 
dragging on, that ordinary work is 
about to get a lot harder. When fed-
eral aid sources evaporate, the lines 
at food banks and community pan-
tries get longer. Shelves empty fast-
er and phones ring more. The folks 
on the frontlines don’t complain; 
they just show up earlier and leave 
later. But showing up takes energy, 
and that’s where we can help.

Last week, I wrote about faith in 
each other — the kind that powers 
“chainsaws and casseroles” after a 
storm. This week, that same spir-

it takes another 
shape: helping 
the helpers. Local 
nonprofit organi-
zations — like the 
Middle Georgia 
Community Food 
Bank — are brac-
ing for a heavy 

holiday season. More families will 
need help, and the need won’t end 
when the festivities do. Come Jan-
uary and February, donations slow 
down, but the bills keep coming.

Food bank leaders will tell you: 
money stretches the farthest. They 
can make a dollar do what most of 
us couldn’t by buying in bulk, filling 
exact gaps and keeping food moving 
where it’s needed. But dollars only 
go so far without people. We can 
help — and sometimes it’s as simple 
as asking what’s needed and mean-
ing it.

The people running our nonprofits 
need steady volunteers, donors and 
neighbors who keep on caring. They 
need to know their work matters 

and that the community they serve 
is standing with them and not just 
watching.

Helping the helpers isn’t charity; 
it’s maintenance. It’s how we keep 
the engine running when times get 
tough. These are the people holding 
the community together. When we 
show up for them, we make it possi-
ble for them to keep showing up for 
everyone else.

If you’ve got a little extra — time, 
money, energy — send it where it 
multiplies. Call a local nonprof-
it giving folks grace, dignity and a 
fighting chance. Ask what they actu-
ally need this week and then do that.

Faith in each other isn’t a feel-
ing. It’s something we practice. And 
right now, when the load is heavy 
and the helpers are tired, it’s our turn 
to show up for them.

Write Executive Editor Joshua 
Wilson at joshua@MaconMelody.
com.

BETWEEN THE NOTES

Joshua
WILSON

Tom Johnson still has the pica 
pole from when he worked at The 
Macon Telegraph newspaper as a 
high school student in the 1950s.

If a wooden ruler can be a mea-
sure of a man’s success, Johnson 
can look back with a grateful heart. 
He carried it with him to every stop 
… from Macon to the University of 
Georgia journalism school, Harvard 
Business School, the White House, 
the LBJ Ranch, Dallas Times Her-
ald, Los Angeles Times and CNN.

It is 92 miles from Johnson’s 
home in Buckhead – not far from the 
Governor’s Mansion – to the mod-
est, two-bedroom house where he 
grew up on Columbus Road in West 
Macon.

His new memoir – “Driven:  A 
Life in Public Service and Journal-
ism From LBJ To CNN’’ – is both 
a love letter and a thank-you note to 
the “town I still call home.’’

“My story began in Macon, Geor-
gia, and it may very well end there,’’ 
Johnson writes. “I have asked that 
my ashes be scattered by my son on 
a small tract of Macon land where I 
lived as a child.’’

A few years ago, Johnson took 
his grandchildren to see the child-
hood home where his beloved dog, 
Sparky, is buried under a pecan tree 
in the yard. The graves of his par-
ents, Wyatt and Josie Johnson, are 

a short distance 
across the road at 
Macon Memorial 
Park.

Johnson also 
drove his grand-
children down 
Cherry Street, 
where he pointed 
out the old Tele-

graph building. It was where he 
learned to keep a scorebook and the 
importance of spelling someone’s 
name correctly. 

It was where he earned his first 
byline and was taught the five-finger 
method of typing. At age 84, he still 
types that way – three on the right, 
two on the left. 

“My mother always told me, 
‘Tommy, if you work hard and do 
right you can do almost anything 
you want to do in life,’ ’’ he said.

Once, on a trip to India, Johnson 
was introduced to Mother Teresa.  

But the real saint in his life was 
Josie Johnson.

He was her only child. She adored 
him. She had a number of  miscar-
riages during the first 18 years of 
her marriage.  Johnson was born at 
the Macon Hospital on September 
30, 1941, two months before Pearl 
Harbor.

Josie was the embodiment of hard 
work. She was a clerk at Foy’s Gro-

cery six days a week. Johnson later 
got his first job there. He stocked 
shelves, bagged groceries and ran 
the cash register. He also pumped 
gas from the two Sinclair pumps, 
checked every car’s tire pressure 
and looked under the hood.

His father, Wyatt, drank black cof-
fee, smoked Lucky Strikes and tried 
to make the most of his third-grade 
education. He was a free spirit who 
rarely held a full-time job.

 Johnson would ride with his 
father to the Farmer’s Market in 
his red International pickup truck. 
They bought watermelons for 10 
cents, then sold them for a quarter 
in Unionville. His father also pur-
chased wood scraps to sell for fire-
wood from a local company that 
made broom and shovel handles.

Ed Cagle, who was Johnson’s 
ninth-grade English teacher at La-
nier Junior High, encouraged him to 
apply for a job at the newspaper. The 
Telegraph sports department need-
ed “stringers” to cover high school 
games and answer the phones on 
busy Friday nights and weekends.

At the Telegraph, Johnson was 
mentored by a hall of fame of local 
journalists – Sam Glassman, Harley 
Bowers, Jim Chapman, Bill 

Ed
GRISAMORE

PHOTO BY ED GRISAMORE
Tom Johnson holds the pica pole he keeps in his home office in Atlanta. Johnson, who was once press 
secretary to President Lyndon Johnson and was the former president at CNN, got the pica pole when he 
was working part-time at The Macon Telegraph newspaper as a high school student in the late 1950s.

States consider insurance 
price controls, defy history

“There is nothing new under the 
sun,” according to the book of Ec-
clesiastes, and that’s especially true 
for bad public policy. Legislators 
love recycling old, failed laws and 
presenting them as innovative, for-
ward-looking initiatives. We are in 
the midst of one of those vicious 
cycles, or to quote Yogi Berra, “It’s 
like déjà vu all over again.”

“America is in a cost crisis when 
it comes to home and auto insur-
ance,” the Wall Street Journal re-
cently noted. “A number of states 
have a controversial answer: price 
controls.” While insurance rates 
have been increasing, limiting in-
surers’ ability to turn a profit by im-
plementing price controls is clearly 
a terrible—albeit not a new—idea.

“Illinois lawmakers are consid-
ering a ban on home insurers hik-
ing rates because of catastrophes 
in other states,” the Journal contin-
ued. “Louisiana recently handed its 
regulator the power to strike down 
‘excessive’ premiums […] In Mich-
igan, Democratic lawmakers this 
summer proposed a law to impose 
a 10% cut in auto-insurance rates.” 
Even in Georgia, a lawmaker not 
long ago proposed limiting insur-
ance rate increases to no more than 
the inflation rate.

Since legislative session conclud-
ed, a Georgia House of Representa-
tives study committee has been in-
vestigating market-based solutions 
to make insurance more affordable. 
Its chairman, Rep. Matt Reeves, 
R-Duluth, tells me, the committee 
“has held over 7 hours of hearings 
with dozens of informative speak-
ers […] and price controls have not 
been requested.” That is wonderful 
to hear. Even so, it’s important to 
expose the folly of price controls. 
Any student of history knows how 
these policies end.

Long before state lawmakers 
tinkered with the idea of insurance 
price controls, ancient Rome exper-
imented with a similar kind of reg-
ulation: curtailing interest rates on 
loans. In 342 B.C., Lucius Genucius 
passed a measure forbidding lend-

ers from recouping 
any interest. This 
was an abject fail-
ure. Ancient bank-
ers saw only risk 
and no upside to 
lending, and the 
Romans simply 
ignored the law. 

Otherwise the credit system would 
have permanently cratered.

With the rise of the Soviet Union 
a couple of thousand years later, 
communists decided to centrally 
plan their economy and establish 
price controls. This effectively pre-
vented inflation, but caused regular, 
widespread shortages of basic sta-
ples, which were simultaneously 
widely available and cheap in our 
market economy.

Years later, California decided to 
apply the same principles to their 
insurance industry. Through Propo-
sition 103, the state instituted regu-
lations that made it virtually impos-
sible for insurers to set rates based 
on actual risk, and thus insurance 
companies hemorrhaged cash and 
began to flee the state. California 
has since taken a less heavy-handed 
approach.

The lesson here is clear: Private 
enterprise and free markets are 
much better-positioned than gov-
ernments to determine what goods 
and services should cost. Com-
panies in competitive markets set 
prices to survive. Meanwhile, gov-
ernment officials who implement 
price controls have an incentive to 
artificially keep prices below mar-
ket average. The cheaper, the more 
popular for most consumers at first, 
but this destroys businesses and 
creates scarcity in the process.

None of this makes consumers 
happier about paying increased 
rates, but it is important to know 
how insurance rates are set. In a 
healthy regulatory market, proper-
ty and casualty insurance rates are 
largely based on the likelihood of 

Marc
HYDEN

Johnson left Macon, but it never left him Memory to become growing 
business as digital expands

  I can never remember my wife’s 
birthday. Not that I don’t try to or 
have a gift at the ready but keep-
ing the date in the forefront of my 
memory is difficult. Now, before 
you start accusing me of being a 
bad husband, which on some days 
I’m sure I can be, I have a good rea-
son for this problem, and like a lot 
of problems in our world today it is 
caused by a cell phone.

When my spouse’s now-dear-
ly-departed mother set up mobile 
phones for her children she attempt-
ed to get birthday dates as phone 
numbers. Unable to do so, instead 

of getting a completely random 
number, she went with a numeri-
cally adjacent figure. For the sake 

of explanation, 
let’s say my wife’s 
birthday was Oct. 
30, her phone 
would end with the 
digits 1031.

So, when put on 
the spot, I always 
mix the two up. 

I’ve looked quite the fool at phar-
macy counters and other places 
where confirming birth dates are a 
part of conducting a transaction.

Memory is big business these 
days in the physical and digital 
world. Researchers have predicted 
that there will be huge gaps in our 
recorded history as storage media 
continues to change and become 
obsolete. I have a stack of old flop-
py disks and camera memory cards, 
whose contents will never be seen 
again. We all have photos and notes 
on cell phones that will be lost with 
a device crash or upgrade unless 
they are uploaded somewhere else 
for safekeeping or physical copies 
are made.

Our brains reportedly can’t re-
tain information as well as previous 
generations could because we are 
always able to retrieve data with 

NEW SOUTHERN DAD

Kyle
DOMINY

See HYDEN
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Researchers have 
predicted that there 
will be huge gaps 
in our recorded 
history as storage 
media continues 
to change and be-
come obsolete. 

See DOMINY
Page A7
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Page A6
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FROM OUR KITCHENS
Secret is in the sauce: Old recipes keep family history alive

BY EVELYN DAVIDSON
evelyn@MaconMelody.com

My friend from college visited 
Macon all the way from Williams-
burg, Virginia, last weekend, so of 
course, I made sure to take her to 
all the good eateries and tasty spots 
around town.

We partook in delicacies from 
Layers bakery, H&H and Macon 
Bagels, to name a few. I’ve never 
had a visitor who hasn’t enjoyed eat-
ing their way through Macon. 

We also traveled about 30 min-
utes outside of Macon to Juliette. 
Last time I drove through the wind-
ing roads of Monroe County, I was 
headed to an interview with a fa-
mous wiener dog — the Usain Bark 
of dachshunds and a three-time 
champion of the Cherry Blossom 
Festival wiener dog races.

We weren’t there to see a low-rid-
ing, four-legged running prodigy 
this time, though. 

My friend, Zicky (college nick-
names sure do stick sometimes) is a 
huge fan of the book “Fried Green 
Tomatoes” and its movie adaptation. 
As most locals know, the movie was 
filmed in Juliette, where folks can 
still enjoy a hot order of fried green 
tomatoes at the Whistle Stop Cafe, 
just like Idgie and Ruth. 

We arrived in Juliette coinciden-
tally during the Green Tomato Festi-

val. Local vendors packed the street 
and a constant stream of visitors 
came in and out of nearby shops. 

We took lots of pictures and vis-
ited a couple shops, packed to the 
brim with vintage knickknacks and 
souvenirs for fans of the movie and 
book.

The street, with its rows of wood 
buildings and big porches, offered a 
kind of whimsy that my friend said 
felt as if we had traveled back in 
time.

At an antique booth, a painted 
metal recipe tin caught our attention. 
It overflowed with hand-written rec-
ipes and old newspaper clippings 
and cutouts from the back of ingre-
dient boxes.

We suspected the tin must have 
sat on someone’s kitchen counter for 
many years — collecting a lifetime 
of recipes from Watergate cake to 
pecan pie to meatloaf. Some of the 
recipes, pulled from a newspaper in 
Tennessee, dated all the way back to 
the mid ‘70s. We rifled through a lot 
of Jell-O and Cool Whip recipes to 
prove it!

Zicky and I decided to split the 
recipes in the box, so we could both 
try some old-school comfort foods 
in our kitchens. 

The little tin with its hodgepodge 
of old recipes reminded me how of-
ten they become family heirlooms 
passed down from generation to 

generation, a testament to the belief 
that taste and smell really are power-
ful senses of the memory. 

In many families, the same food-
stained and yellowed notecard writ-
ten in a great-great grandmother’s 
swooping cursive makes an ap-
pearance every year on holidays 
or special occasions. My mother 
still makes her grandmother’s len-
til soup, and we still use a holiday 
cheese log recipe that my grand-
mother once pulled from the back of 
a Kraft cheese container. 

This week I’ll share one of those 
recipes with you — Deviled eggs are 
a hit or miss party appetizer. I find 
that a lot of recipes are too dry and 
mustard-y for my taste. I like mine 
to be creamy, doused in paprika and 
containing the most important secret 
ingredient: sweet pickle juice. 

Perhaps this isn’t such a super se-
cret ingredient, but Zicky is the only 
other person I know who makes 
deviled eggs this way. I think we can 
both agree it adds a touch of sweet-
ness and a bit of needed moisture. 

My grandmother and mother used 
to measure this recipe out with their 
heart, but I’ve written it down since 
then. 

Hopefully you’ll give this recipe a 
try and let me know if the secret is in 
the pickle juice.

— 6 hard boiled eggs
— 1/3 cup of mayonnaise 
— 1 tablespoon of sweet pickle juice
— 1 teaspoon of mustard
— 1/4 teaspoon of onion powder
— 1/4 teaspoon of garlic powder
— 1/4 cup of cider vinegar.
— 1/4 teaspoon of pepper
— 1/2 teaspooin of paprika

Halve each hard boiled egg the long way and scoop out the yolks. 
Set the whites aside and mash the yolks in a bowl with a fork. Add the 
rest of the ingredients and mix thoroughly. Use either a spatula or a 
frosting bag to fill each egg white with a dollop of yolk. Sprinkle with 
extra paprika for a pop of color and enjoy!  

DEVILED EGGS

SUBMITTED PHOTO
Deviled eggs are a popular potluck dish that are easy to prepare and 
transport to any event. 

BY BILLY HENNESSEY
Special to The Melody

Hello, Macon! Allow me to in-
troduce myself. In short: My name 
is Billy, and I really like to eat. 

I think those are the two most 
important things to know as we 
embark on a culinary journey to-
gether. This new column, an ex-
clusive to The Macon Melody, is 
called “Billy’s Let’s Eat Review,” 
and together, we’ll be visiting Ma-
con’s restaurants.

You’re probably thinking to 
yourself: What’s the big deal? 
Another food critic? Another food 
blogger? Well, I’m not a food crit-
ic or a writer. I’m actually a flight 
attendant and have been traveling 
the world for 36 years.

My career has taken me across 
the globe. (Fun fact: Did you 
know that they deep fry spiders 
and snakes in China — and it’s 
considered a delicacy?! I’m hap-
py to say I never tried it, and I’ve 
come to terms with that.)

When I come home, I’m all 
about quality comfort food in 
great environments — and food I 
actually recognize! 

I moved to Macon from Orlan-
do in April 2025. Orlando is the 
chain restaurant capital of the 
world (or so it seems). Imagine 
how excited I was to discover 
Macon has so many privately-run, 
family-operated restaurants.

I joined the “Support Macon 
Restaurants” Facebook group the 
same day I moved here — and I 
quickly discovered the breadth of 
Macon’s eateries and the passion 

Maconites have 
for their favorite 
restaurants.

It didn’t take 
long before I fol-
lowed the advice 
of my new neigh-
bors and visited 
some outstanding 

spots. To show my appreciation 
for all the recommendations of-
fered to me, I started writing re-
views of my experiences. 

My first “Billy’s Let’s Eat Re-
view” was of Ole Times Country 
Buffet on Gray Highway, and it 
reached nearly 800 likes within 
the first day. People love talking 
about food spots, and I’m happy 
to oblige!

I hope my writing gives you 
a fresh pair of eyes on Macon’s 
eating and drinking scene. After 
all, you may have been born and 
raised here, but now, I hope to of-
fer you a newbie’s point of view 
on dining in our fine city.

Billy dines at  
Mercer Village Pizza

If you’ve ever wondered what 
it feels like to walk into an old-
world pizzeria that somehow 
landed right in the heart of Macon 
— Mercer Village Pizza is that 
place. 

The second you open the door, 
the aroma of fresh dough and 
smoky wings hits you like a warm 
hug from your Italian grandma.

Opened in April of 2024, Mer-
cer Village Pizza is exactly what 
a family pizza joint should be 
… rustic, cozy and spotless. Joe, 

the owner, runs the show him-
self. He’s a Warner Robins native 
who’s as hands-on as they come, 
greeting every single customer 
like an old friend.

Joe told me his favorite piz-
za is the MVP and his favorite 
wing sauce is the Bourbon Peach, 
though crowd favorites tell anoth-
er story. 

The top-selling pizza is the 
Peachy Keen (which also hap-
pens to be my personal favorite), 
and the number one wing flavor is 
Lemon Yaki.

Let’s talk about the real star of 
the show: the pizza dough. Joe 
makes his dough in small batches 
several times a day using a Nea-
politan recipe, and you can literal-
ly taste the freshness in every bite. 
It’s light, flavorful and has that 
perfect chew that lets you know 
this isn’t some mass produced piz-
za base — it’s crafted.

Now, about those wings. I don’t 
say this lightly: these are the best 
wings I’ve ever had. They’re 
smoked in-house, perfectly crisp 
on the outside, juicy inside and 
packed with flavor. Whether 
you’re a sauce lover or a purist, 
you’ll find something to love.

Mercer Village Pizza sits right 
alongside Mercer University’s 
campus, which makes it the per-
fect spot to catch a football game, 
grab a cold beer and dive into a 
plate of pizza or wings. They’ve 
got indoor and outdoor seating, 

and if you’d rather eat at home, 
they deliver and offer takeout too.

Joe isn’t just about running a 
restaurant, he’s about building 
community. He hosts field trips 
for local schools where he teach-
es kids how to make pizza, but 
he also slips in a little math and 
science to show them how it all 
works. As a dad himself, he knows 
exactly how to keep them engaged 
(and fed).

Before I left, I watched the 
kitchen team work, and it was 
like watching a perfectly choreo-
graphed ballet. Dough spinning, 
toppings flying, pizzas sliding into 
the oven with precision — it’s a 
dance, and everyone in that kitch-
en knows their steps.

Mercer Village Pizza isn’t just 
another pizza joint. It’s a neigh-
borhood favorite, run by people 
who genuinely care about what 
and who they serve. Whether 
you’re a Mercer student, a local or 
just passing through, do yourself a 
favor and stop by.

Billy Hennessey is new to Ma-
con and excited to share his view-
points on the city’s eateries. He’ll 
be visiting spots around Bibb 
County and highlighting them 
each week in The Melody. Send 
column feedback — or suggestions 
for places to try — to Billy through  
news@MaconMelody.com.

BILLY LET'S EAT REVIEW

Meet Billy: a foodie, adventure-seeking 
flight attendant, local restaurant explorer

Billy
HENNESSEY

PHOTO BY JASON VORHEES
Mercer Village Pizza owner Joe, a Warner Robins native smiles 
with Melody columnist Billy Hennessey inside the popular local 
eatery in Mercer Village.

PHOTO BY BILLY HENNESSEY
Pizza dough is made from scratch daily inside Mercer Village 
Pizza at 1635 Montpelier Ave.

passed out from the heat. The 
corpse had to be removed in pieces 
with ropes lowered from the upper 
windows.

The staff at the Grand often re-
ceives requests for “ghost” tours, 
and Mavity is happy to oblige. He 
said cast members of the annual 
Nutcracker performances some-
times ask to be guided around the 
haunts of the house.

“There have been occasions when 
I’ve taken 20 to 30 young ladies up 
the spiral staircase into the rafters,’’ 
he said. “It can be a little spooky. 
But, if you want to leave a lasting 
impression, something has to hap-
pen. So I will tell the story of Ran-
dell. I will show them the greasy 
spot on the floor that never traps 
dust.’’

Does it frighten them?
“They’re asking for it,’’ he said. 

“They know what they’re up there 
for.’’

Randell apparently is not the only 
Casper in the building. One of the 
most enduring ghost tales is the 
“Lady in White.”

“I’ve never been able to find her 
name or a date,’’ Mavity said. “As 
with anything in theatre lore, things 
can get fuzzy as time goes by. The 
description originally given to me 
was that she was a  performer and 
singer who passed away at the the-
atre. I’ve also heard she was a long-
time patron here, and she could be 
seen sitting in the second box. She 
loved the arts, and no one knows 
why she haunting the theatre.’’

He said he has had three en-
counters with a “female spirit" in 
the building late at night. Twice, 

he heard a woman singing, but her 
voice  faded out as he walked across 
the stage. Another time, he said he 
saw what appeared to be the silhou-
ette of a woman walking through a 
curtain in the balcony box seats.

Mavity said he had an “active 
imagination” as a child and is often 
asked if he still believes in ghosts.

“Well, I’ve never had a disbelief,’’ 
he said. “The first thing you have to 
understand is that I am the perfect 
person to be involved in a place that 
has these spirits. There are a lot of 
disbelievers in this world. And who 
is to say who is right? I just know 
what I have experienced.’’

GHOST
Continued from Page A3

"AS WITH ANY-
THING IN THEATRE 
LORE, THINGS CAN 
GET FUZZY AS 
TIME GOES BY."
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KATHLEEN O'NEAL
Special to The Melody

Opened in 1840, Rose Hill Cem-
etery is a microcosm of Macon’s 
history.

Buried among its 60 acres are ap-
proximately 16,000 people, and ev-
ery headstone tells a story of some-
one who is part of Macon’s past. 

Many people think that Rose Hill 
Cemetery is named for the flower, 
but it’s actually named for Simri 
Rose, who designed the cemetery. 
Tasked by Macon’s city council 
with laying out the new cemetery in 
1836, Rose chose land outside the 

city limits. 
The first of its kind in the Ameri-

can South, Rose Hill is known as a 
rural garden cemetery. These ceme-
teries are intentionally designed to 
look like a park with winding paths, 
beautiful statuary and ornamental 
plantings. Garden cemeteries fulfill 
a dual purpose of providing both a 
tranquil place to mourn and a pictur-
esque retreat.

The story of Simri Rose starts in 
1798. Born in Connecticut, his fa-
ther selected his name by opening 
the Bible at random and choos-
ing the first name he found, which 
happened to be Zimri. Zimri later 

changed it to Simri because he said, 
“I prefer signing my name S. Rose 
to Z. Rose,” according to the Geor-
gia USGenWeb Archives.  

Moving to Georgia in 1818, Rose 
settled near Fort Hawkins and estab-
lished a name for himself by pub-
lishing a manuscript paper called 
The Bulldog. When Macon was 
founded in 1823, he established The 
Georgia Messenger, a forerunner of 
The Telegraph.  

A publisher by occupation, Rose 
was also a renowned hobby horticul-
turist, and his home on Beall’s Hill 
had gardens crowded with flowers 
and ornamental shrubs. When the 
city was laid out, he ensured that 
many parks and trees were included 
in the master plan. 

Rose was known to have gone into 
the swamps south of Macon to bring 
back a particular species of tree to 
plant downtown — if he thought 
its presence would add to Macon’s 
beauty. 

Rose Hill Cemetery is Simri 
Rose’s greatest monument and one 
of Macon’s greatest treasures. In ap-
preciation for his design and work, 
Macon’s city council gifted him 
with a plot of his choosing. He chose 
to be buried in the Magnolia Ridge 
neighborhood on a bluff overlook-
ing the Ocmulgee River. 

A week after his death, The Tele-
graph wrote, “Mr. Rose was one of 
the old landmarks of Macon … he 
has been identified with almost ev-
ery public interest of the city since 
it first took shape.” Tributes to Mr. 
Rose poured in from throughout the 

state.  
Earlier this year, Liz Riley and 

I started a visual inventory of all 
those buried in Rose Hill, compar-
ing the written internment records 
with the headstones. Our goal is a 
free, complete and accurate data-
base of all buried there.

It will provide not only biograph-
ical data about those interred but a 

map to use to locate them when vis-
iting the cemetery. As we inventory 
those buried, we come across fasci-
nating stories, and we will use this 
column to tell them.

“For more information about how 
you can contribute to this project, 
email Kathleen and Liz at raisingth-
edeadga@gmail.com

Ott, Joe Parham and Blythe McK-
ay. They took a special interest in 
the hard-working young man. 

He worked on the school newspa-
per staff and became a leader in the 
ROTC program at Lanier – the all-
white, all-boys high school.

“Those of us who lived on the 
west side felt a certain sense that 
our wealthier friends lived a better 
life,’’ Johnson said. “I had a real in-
security. I was embarrassed my dad 
was not a doctor or lawyer. I used to 
have him drop me off in his pickup 
truck a block from campus.’’  

	 Telegraph publisher Pey-
ton Anderson once called him into 
his office and asked about his fu-
ture plans. When Anderson learned 

Johnson’s family didn’t have the 
financial means to send him to col-
lege, he offered to pay his way to 
the University of Georgia and later 
Harvard Business School.

	 It was agreed that Johnson 
would return to Macon from college 
every weekend to work at the paper 
and full-time during the summers.

Johnson was loyal. Anderson 
became a father figure. It was no 
secret the publisher was grooming 
him to take the reins of the state’s 
second-largest newspaper.

Destiny had a different idea. At 
UGA, Johnson met his future wife, 
Edwina Chastain. She had dated Pat 
Dye, a Georgia football star who 
went on to become the head coach 
at Auburn. 

Edwina fell in love with Johnson, 
but she was lukewarm to a life of 

hot summers in Macon. She could 
never get the smell of the paper mill 
out of her nose.

As a young, married couple at 
Harvard, she encouraged him to ap-
ply to be a White House Fellow for 
the inaugural class in 1965. Johnson 
was one of only 15 selected.

It changed the trajectory of his ca-
reer. He soon had a front-row seat 
to history in the press secretary’s 
office. LBJ considered him the son 
he never had. They even shared the 
same last name.

 One of the first White House staff 
members Johnson met was Macon 
native Rufus Youngblood, who was 
in charge of President Lyndon’s se-
cret service detail. (When John F. 
Kennedy was assassinated in Dal-
las, it was Youngblood who pushed 
then-Vice President Johnson to the 

floorboard in the second vehicle to 
shield and protect him.) 

The roads back to Macon were 
connected in other ways. Ted Turn-
er, whose first job was working for 
his father’s billboard company in 
Macon, later hired Johnson as pres-
ident at CNN, where he  worked 
with Macon native Nancy Grace.

I was honored when Johnson 
asked me to serve as moderator for 
the discussion at his upcoming book 
signing at Mercer on November 5.  
He called to congratulate me at ev-
ery major step in my professional 
career.

When I visited him last week, I 
asked if Peyton Anderson was dis-
appointed he did not return to Ma-
con. He showed me a framed photo-
graph Anderson had inscribed: “To 
Tom Johnson: My greatest pride is 

in your many outstanding accom-
plishments.’’

There are those in the world who 
go on to fame and fortune and nev-
er reach back to honor their roots. 
They forget all those shoulders they 
stood on.

Tom Johnson left Macon, but it 
never left him.

Ed Grisamore was the 2024 recip-
ient of the John Holliman Jr. Life-
time Achievement Award, presented 
by the Grady College of Journalism 
and Mass Communication at the 
University of Georgia. Tom Johnson 
was the first to receive the award in 
1975.

SUSAN FISHER
Special to The Melody

Ahhh, fall. Crisp days, cooler 
temperatures, pumpkins everywhere 
and state fairs.

This season means there’s no 
more experimenting with zucchinis 
and a sadness that comes with the 
final tomato sandwich — slathered 
in mayo (yes, mayo — I said it, and 
I’m not backing down).

Believe it or not, this is one of 
the most important times of the year 
for your garden. Sure, you’re tired 
— but your garden is tired too! It’s 
been working overtime, baking in 
the sun, dodging bugs and fending 
off diseases to provide you with 
fresh fruits and vegetables. 

Now it’s your turn to give it a lit-
tle TLC — a pick-me-up to help it 
thrive through the winter. Here are 
five tips:

— Remove spent plants. Destroy 
diseased plant material so it doesn't 
reintroduce disease to your garden 
next year.  Remove weeds and de-
bris so pests and fungal disease don't 
have a place to winter. This will go 

in the burn pile or trash. Don’t add 
diseased plant matter in your com-
post bin. 

— Give your soil a check-up! 
During the growing season did you 
think your plants struggled or didn’t 
perform as well as you thought it 
should? A soil test will tell you if 
you have the right nutrients and pH 
levels to help your soil and plants 
thrive. Fall is the best time to do the 
test, allowing ample time for any 
supplements to react with the soil 
before spring planting. The coun-
ty extension office can help with 
testing. Once you get the results, 
you’ll know exactly what your gar-
den needs to grow its happiest and 
healthiest.

— Dig or till your garden to a 
depth of 6-9 inches breaking up large 
clumps. This lets the soil breathe 
and fluffs up compacted soil, which 
makes it harder for the roots to do 
their job.  Add 2-3 inches of organic 
matter or compost and rake it in the 
top 3-4 inches. 

— Plant a cover crop! Cover 
crops help hold the soil and pre-
vent erosion while adding organic 

matter when they are tilled under in 
the spring. Cover crops can include 
a combination of a cereal grain — 
wheat, rye, or oats — with a legume 
plant, such as clover or winter peas.  

— Even if you decide not to grow 
a cover crop, you will need to cov-
er your beds or garden area with 
mulch. Mulching will help keep 
your soil soft and moist throughout 
the winter and suppress weeds.  Ex-

posed soil is a landing pad for every 
single weed seed within 5 square 
miles. Cover with 3-5 inches of 
wood chips, grass clippings, straw 
or raked leaves. What a great way to 
involve the whole family! What kid 
doesn’t love jumping into a pile of 
fallen leaves?  Great exercise. Great 
price. Great for your garden. 

Susan Fisher is a Program Assis-

tant with the Bibb County office of 
the University of Georgia Coopera-
tive Extension Service and serves as 
Garden Manager of the Gardens at 
Brookdale. 

Readers with gardening or land-
scaping questions can call 478-310-
5350 or email bibb.extension@uga.
edu.

GRISAMORE
Continued from Page A4

Fall chores gardeners 
need to do to ensure 
healthier plants, soil

SUBMITTED PHOTO
Fall is one of the most important times of the year to care for your garden, according to Susan Fisher, a 
program assistant with University of Georgia's cooperative extension service and garden manager of the 
Gardens at Brookdale.

Simri Rose’s living legacy: 
The man behind Macon’s 
historic Rose Hill Cemetery

PHOTO BY KATHLEEN O'NEAL
Simri Rose designed Macon's walkable Rose Hill Cemetery and 
he is buried on a bluff overlooking the Ocmulgee River. His grave 
inside the historic cemetery is marked by a tall stone monument.

PHOTO FROM THE MACON TELEGRAPH
Simri Rose designed Macon's walkable Rose Hill Cemetery, 60-acres 
of burials and monuments. The historic cemetery contains roughly 
16,000 buried indviduals.  
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a few swipes on a screen 
or clicks on a keyboard. This 
has opened a massive market 
for brain health supplements 
and mental exercise apps, 
purchased through the very 
devices that have robbed us 
of our memory.

The digital lives we’ve 
created also require a lot 
of memory, in the form of 
massive server housing data 
centers. The jury is still out 
on how such facilities affect 
humans and our environment. 
Nobody seems to want to live 
near one, but no one is will-
ing to go back to traditional 
banking or actually going to 
the store.

A group of scientists recent-
ly built a working computer 
memory out of shiitake mush-

rooms. Yes, apparently those 
delicious mushrooms from 
Japan contain fibrous tissue 
that operate much like a hu-
man brain and can “remem-
ber” things with low amounts 
of electricity. This discovery, 
it is hoped, will help solve the 
data center problem. No lon-
ger will vast amounts of re-
sources, like rare earth metals 
and water, be needed to store 
all of the data floating around 
on the cloud. There will be 
no more global competition 
to build computer chips. But 
we’re going to need more 
mushroom farms.

The even better news is that 
if this doesn’t work you can 
just eat the shiitake mush-
rooms.

I hear they’re good for your 
memory. 

Kyle Dominy is a reporter 
based in Dublin.

DOMINY
Continued from Page A4

It was only fitting he picked up that 
crayon in the same city where he ut-
tered his first words as a child and 
earned his first byline as a high school 
sports stringer for The Macon Tele-
graph newspaper in the late 1950s.

He went on to become one of 15 
White House Fellows in the inaugural 
class of 1965. He later became deputy 
press secretary and a top aide for Pres-
ident Lyndon Johnson. He was named 
publisher of the Dallas Times Herald 
and Los Angeles Times, and served 
as president at CNN, where he was a 
pioneer in the development of 24-hour 
cable news coverage.

Johnson had a front-row seat to his-
toric events. On April 4, 1968, he deliv-
ered the message to LBJ that the Rev. 
Martin Luther King Jr. had been shot 
in Memphis. When LBJ died of a heart 
attack at his Texas ranch on January 
22, 1973, it was Johnson who notified 
Walter Cronkite. Cronkite was eight 
minutes into his broadcast of the CBS 
Evening News when the network cut 
away from a pre-recorded segment on 
the Vietnam peace talks for Cronkite 
to take the call. Johnson stayed on the 
line as Cronkite reported the news of 
LBJ’s death to the nation.

At age 84, Johnson has written his 
autobiography,  “Driven: A Life in 
Public Service and Journalism from 
LBJ to CNN.” The 368-page memoir 
was published by University of Geor-
gia Press.

After beginning his book tour on 
September 30 in Washington, D.C., 
Johnson recently held book events in 
Austin, Texas, and Atlanta, where he 
now lives.

Johnson will be in Macon on 
Wednesday, November 5 for a book 
signing in the President’s Dining 
Room at Mercer’s University Center. 
There will be a reception at 5:30 p.m., 
and Johnson will discuss the book with 
Ed Grisamore, a columnist with The 
Macon Melody beginning at 6 p.m. 

A book signing will follow, with a 
limited number of books available for 
purchase. Registration is encouraged 
but not required. The event is co-spon-
sored by the Historic Macon Founda-
tion, Peyton Anderson Foundation, the 
Knight Foundation and Mercer Uni-
versity.

For the past seven years, Johnson’s 
home office in Buckhead has been 

filled with a lifetime accumulation of 
folders, photographs and yellow legal 
pads.

Edwina Johnson encouraged her 
husband to write his memoirs.

“I picked up some of the photos he 
had from the LBJ years and said, ‘Tom, 
this means nothing to me. I know some 
of the people, but there is a story here,’ 
’’ she said. “You should tell the story of 
what’s happening. Your grandchildren 
would like to know one day.’’

She said her first idea was a book of 
photos with captions. She didn’t expect 
the reading audience to extend much 
beyond family and a few close friends.

It wasn’t long before the book proj-
ect was revised and expanded.

Johnson jumped in with both hands, 
writing about his formative years in 
Macon. He paid tribute to the strong 
influence of his mother and the lessons 
he learned and friendships he made at 
Lanier High School for Boys. He talk-
ed about his tutelage as a young report-
er at the Telegraph and the father-like 
influence of publisher Peyton Ander-
son, who paid to send him to journal-
ism school at the  University of Geor-
gia and Harvard Business School.

The book chronologically follows 
Johnson’s years as a White House 
Fellow and his work with veteran Bill 
Moyers in the office of the press sec-
retary.  His duties included taking de-
tailed notes at high level cabinet meet-
ings and the President’s visits with 
dignitaries and foreign leaders.

Johnson gives readers an inside view 
of his years as publisher of both the 
Dallas Times Herald and Los Angeles 
Times, as well as his long friendship 
with CNN founder Ted Turner, who 
hired him as president of the cable 
news network.

Johnson asked veteran broadcast 
journalist and longtime friend Judy 
Woodruff to moderate his first book 
event five weeks ago in Washington. 
She also wrote the book’s foreword, 
where she described him as “a larger-
than-life personality who stood at the 
intersection of politics and the news 
media.”

Johnson said writing about himself 
was a challenge, especially consider-
ing the depth and breadth of his career. 

“It was difficult trying to decide 
what to include and exclude,’’ he said.

He writes at length about his work-
ing relationship with LBJ, who consid-
ered him the son he never had, and the 
inner circle of the White House. John-

son watched the 36th President deal 
with the Vietnam War and Civil Rights 
movement. He devoted an entire chap-
ter to the turbulence of 1968, the year 
LBJ decided not to seek re-election 
and one of the most divisive years in 
American history.

He also included sub chapters on 
Vietnam (Fracture Jaw) and national 
security (Furtherance). He worked tire-
lessly to have the notes he took during 
that time declassified.

Public figures who write their au-
tobiographies are often advised not to 
make them confessionals. They are en-
couraged to leave out some of the sad 
and painful parts of their life. There is 
no need for full disclosure.

But Johnson openly talked about his 
ongoing struggles with depression, his 
wife’s cancer journey and his 58-year-
old daughter's diagnosis with Alzhei-
mer's. He also shares his thoughts on 
today’s political environment, the First 
Amendment and the future of journal-
ism.

“Everybody told me not to, but I 
wanted this book to be brutally hon-
est,’’ he said. “I’ve had successes in 
life. I also wanted to talk about my 
failures. One of my great regrets was 
that I did not build a stronger relation-
ship with my dad. My greatest regret 
was that I was an absentee father. I was 
out the door early and home late. …  I 
know I could have been a better father 
and husband.’’

There were roads not taken, too. 
When he was a college student at 
Georgia, Johnson attended a summer 
ROTC camp at Fort Benning. He was 
injured during a jumping exercise from 
a tower and medically discharged.

“That’s the best piece of bad luck I 
ever had,’’ he said. “I would have been 
commissioned and most likely been a 
young 2nd lieutenant headed to Viet-
nam.’’

‘Driven’ is also a cautionary tale 
about finding the balance between a 
strong work ethic and being a worka-
holic. 

Johnson said he was aware, but not 
deterred, that there were a number of 
books on the market with “Driven” as 
part of the title.

“That title is absolutely me,’’ he said. 
“Bill Moyers wanted me to call it ‘The 
Note Taker.’ I told him, ‘Bill, that’s 
only a part of my life.’ I had a list of 
other titles, but ‘Driven’ is so right.’’

JOHNSON
Continued from Page A1

of the shutdown, which 
has affected local activities, 
including accessibility at 
Ocmulgee Mounds Nation-
al Historic Park in Macon 
and some operations at Rob-
ins Air Force Base in nearby 
Warner Robins.

Bishop said congressional 
Democrats are using “all of 
the tools” at their disposal to 
reopen the government and 
undo cuts made by the Donald 
Trump presidential adminis-
tration, including Medicaid 
coverage losses for millions 
of Americans.

The “One Big Beauti-
ful Bill Act,” supported by 
Trump and passed by the Re-
publican-controlled Congress 
in July, provided for a 12% 
cut in spending for the pro-
gram, which provides health 
insurance to those with limit-
ed income.

Bishop said Congress needs 
to come together and figure 

out a solution to the shutdown 
before Nov. 1, the day Af-
fordable Care Act-mandated 
health insurance marketplac-
es open across the country.

“This is a critical, primary 
issue that needs to be dealt 
with now — not next month 
or two or three months from 
now,” Bishop said.

Bryan Scott, who runs 
Scott’s Pharmacy on Pio 
Nono Avenue, spoke at the 
event. He said people coming 
to his pharmacy worry about 
the affordability of their med-
ication.

“We really need to try to 
figure out how we can fix 
these gaps in coverage, how 
we can make it more afford-
able,” Scott told attendees.

BISHOP
Continued from Page A1

"This is a critical, 
primary issue 
that needs to be 
dealt with now."

BY EVELYN DAVIDSON
evelyn@MaconMelody.com

Grab your poncho, toilet paper and 
fishnets, because Rocky Horror is com-
ing to Macon. 

The Rocky Horror Picture show, a 
film based on the 1973 musical produc-
tion, hit the silver screen in 1975 and 
stars Susan Sarandon and Tim Curry 
as an engaged couple who stumble into 
an eccentric party at a castle owned by 
alien transvestite and mad scientist, Dr. 
Frank-N-Furter.

“It’s a story that’s bizarrely relat-
able,” said JP Haynie, artistic director 
of Macon Little Theatre. “Stories about 
discovering yourself, about coming 
of age, about trying to realize that not 
everyone's exactly like you — I think 
those are important elements that relate 
with every generation over time.” 

Macon Little Theatre is performing 
The Rocky Horror Show on Hallow-
een weekend from Oct. 31 to Nov. 2. 
Haynie said a couple celebrating their 
40th wedding anniversary  attended 
last week’s performance as a throw-
back to when the original movie came 
out while they were dating.

The musical comedy is a nod to 
mid-century sci-fi movies and is widely 
considered a cult classic and Hallow-
een tradition — frequently shown in 
theatres during spooky season.

The film rose in fame for its uniquely 
interactive audience experience that in-
volves props, dressing up as characters 
from the movie and “callbacks” or lines 
for the audience to shout during specif-
ic parts of the show.   

Rocky Horror celebrated its 50th an-
niversary this year. The film and live 
show have become an integral part of 
popular culture and a symbol of sexual 

freedom for the LGBTQ+ community. 
Every year, a new wave of viewers 

are introduced to the fan-favorite film, 
while a loyal following returns to see it 
once again. 

Macon residents can see both the live 
play and the movie in the coming week

The Piedmont Grand Opera House 
downtown is showing the film on Hal-
loween night.

The show starts at 9 p.m. and tickets, 
which include a prop bag, are $20. For 
more information and to purchase tick-

ets visit thegrandmacon.com. 
Macon Little Theatre’s Saturday 

evening performance will be interac-
tive like the film, including props and 
callbacks. 

“There’s nothing else quite like it,” 
Haynie said. “I’m glad we finally got 
it on stage.” 

For more information and ticketing, 
visit maconlittletheatre.org. 

Look out for a copy of The Melody 
at both the movie and live showings!

Rocky Horror Picture Show is a 
cult classic, Halloween tradition

PHOTO BY JP HAYNIE OF MACON LITTLE THEATRE
Macon Little Theatre's production of “The Rocky Horror Show” opened 
Oct. 24. The show runs until Nov. 2 and tickets can be purchased at 
maconlittletheatre.org. 
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ARTS & LIFE
Local designers, artists, stylists to showcase their 
work on the runway for first Macon Fashion Week

The first-ever Macon Fashion 
Week debuts Sunday, Nov. 2 bring-
ing seven days of runway programs, 
workshops, panel discussions and 
other events showcasing the tal-
ent of local and Muscogee (Creek) 
Indigenous designers, student cre-
ators, area models, makeup artists 
and hairdressers.

Starting Sunday and running 
through Saturday, every Fashion 
Week event is free to attend, except 
Sunday’s “Macon Shades of Fash-
ion Day Party” for VIP Signature 
Pass holders. 

The $100 VIP pass helps support 
Fashion Week and offers perks such 
as a Macon Fashion Week T-shirt 
and tote bag, VIP seating/viewing, 
a chance to win a designer style 
session and boutique gift card, bou-
tique deals, behind-the-scenes looks 
and designer access at main runway 
events. It also includes entry to the 
VIP area of the Fashion Week af-
terparty — plus a complimentary 
drink.

But the focus of Macon Fashion 
Week’s free community-wide access 
to programs is on the designers and 
on fashion in Macon — past, pres-
ent and future — with an eye toward 
sustainability, ethical entrepreneur-
ship and the area’s undeniable style.

Macon Fashion Week is being 
presented by Macon Magazine in 
partnership with Wesleyan College.

A sampling of scheduled events
— Monday: Young Designers 

Night showcasing youth-designed 
fashion and styling with pop-ups by 
Macon-Bibb County students

— Tuesday: Fashion: Past to 
Future with presentations and dis-
cussions by Wini McQueen, Emily 
Allmond, Loretta Clayton and Lisa 
Sloben, along with a virtual session 
on Fashion and Artificial Intelli-
gence

— Wednesday: A discussion on 
fast fashion and the ethics of design 
featuring local designers and a run-
way show featuring Wesleyan stu-
dents’ upcycled designs

— Thursday: An “Elevate Your 
Style” workshop with Andrea 
Cooke plus boutique pop-up, and 
an “Armor and Adornment,” discus-
sion with Tracie Revis and Christi-
na León on indigenous ceremonial 
wear, drag and cultural influence

— Saturday:  Community runway 
show closing and brunch fundraiser 
featuring styles from the week

Times, locations, additions, 
changes, VIP passes, informa-
tion on store and boutique dis-
counts and more can be found 
at maconfashionweek.com and  
facebook.com/MaconMagazine.

Friday is a standout MFW day
Nov. 7 is not only November’s 

First Friday, it’s a highlight day for 
Macon Fashion Week. Things be-
gin at 5 p.m. at the Wesleyan Lead-
ership Lab at 522 Cherry St. when 
indigenous designers Jamie Rol-

land-Hill — one of 
the week’s seven 
featured designers 
and an enrolled 
citizen of the Mus-
cogee (Creek) 
Nation with Yu-
chi, Seminole and 
Cherokee heritage 

— and Julia Hayden Wakeford, a 
Muscogee and Yuchi creator, are 
featured in a discussion of creativity, 
fashion and their indigenous culture.

Rolland-Hill said she finds inspi-
ration in her family and community 
and that, with every stitch, she tells 
stories to keep her culture alive, pre-
serve heritage, love and hope for fu-
ture generations.

Wakeford’s grandmother and 
great-grandmother were renowned 
seamstresses and artful creatives. 
From an early age, she was encour-
aged to sew, bead and create while 
questioning and pushing traditional 
definitions. This foundation shaped 
her interest in creating modern rega-
lia and shaping how native people 
view their clothing and lives.

Following their discussion, things 
will move to Poplar alley, site of on-
going outdoor Bright City Photog-
raphy Exhibits, for the unveiling of 
a new exhibit featuring the work of 
Muscogee designers and tribal wear.

Between 7-7:30 p.m., activities 
will move to the Poplar Street medi-
an for the week’s top designer event.

The premiere event:  
The designer runway showcase
The outdoor fashion show will 

highlight the work of all seven 
featured Macon Fashion Week de-
signers: five from Macon and two 
from the Muscogee (Creek) Nation 
in Oklahoma. In addition to Rol-
land-Hill, there is Jamie Bennett, 
also from Oklahoma, Ashley Mo-
nique, Quitman Alexander, Isiah 
Miller, Monique Nicole Pitts-Taylor 
and Diane Jackson. Each designer 
will show a collection of up to 10 
designs.

Admission is free to all such 
events.

“Macon Fashion Week is commit-
ted to supporting local artists, am-
plifying diverse voices, supporting 
responsible fashion practices and to 
building bridges between designers, 
students and the Macon community 
and beyond,” said Susannah Mad-
dux, publisher of Macon Magazine. 
“We have great fashion designers 
right here in Macon that people need 
to know about. Macon is known for 
great music and art; it’s time for our 
designers to shine.

“A lot of people feel fashion and 
style aren’t for them; they’re just not 
interested. We want to show how 
fashion and style intersect in every-
one’s life. It doesn’t have to be high 
fashion or some imaginary idea of 
what style is. We’re inviting people 
to come and see that fashion is an 
integral part of life and can be re-
ally interesting. Other people think 

Macon has no fashion history, but I 
challenge them to come to our pan-
els and be surprised. I’ll just say that 
I just learned that Oscar Wilde came 
to Macon and the reason will sur-
prise you. There are a lot of stories 
about Macon and fashion that will.”

Maddux said the week should 
hold a lot of important eye-openers.

“There is so much bubbling up in 
Macon from local designers,” Mad-
dux said. “Macon Fashion Week is 
an opportunity to highlight what 
we have here and to bring to light 
a representation of what is possi-
ble. We've had designers tell us that 
if they’d known earlier, when they 
were younger, what it meant to be 
a designer and what opportunities 
were out there, they’d have been do-
ing much more – they’d have been 
designing more and pursuing it ear-
lier as a full-time career. Hopefully, 
young people will be able to learn 
a lot during the week about how to 
practically follow their dreams.”

Three designers’ thoughts 
I’ve had a chance to talk to and 

discover what some of the fea-
tured designers are thinking about 
the show and their work. Here’s a 
glimpse:

— Diane Jackson: “I’m excited 
because it gives participating de-
signers the chance to show what a 
vital design community Macon has, 
and that you don’t have to run to At-
lanta to get custom-fit clothes. I do a 
variety of work, but mainly formal 
wear, bridal gowns and prom dress-
es. Then there’s the custom vests or 
ties and whatnot to go with it for the 
men. No matter what you put on, 
someone made it. Why not make 

that someone a Macon seamstress or 
designer? Even if you get something 
off the rack, it’s going to look much, 
much better if it goes through some-
one’s hands to make it suit you.

“There are so many in our line of 
work that feel, ‘No one needs me.’ 
I’ve felt that way. I hope they see the 
show, get inspired and become part 
of it next year. Fashion Week is a 
great opportunity for local designers 
and those in related fields to network 
and learn about and from one anoth-
er. It makes a difference when you 
can share your work and network.

— Isaiah Miller: "I’m a self-
taught designer who started out in 
Macon, then moved to Charlotte, 
[North Carolina] where I created for 
Miss North Carolina, who compet-
ed in Miss America. I moved back 
to Macon a couple of years ago and 
have done a lot of fashion shows but 
never a fashion week like this. It’s 
great. It’s good getting to see where 
you started and how far you’ve 
come and look toward where you 
want to be. I usually do larger col-
lections than 10 so I’m having to be 
very thoughtful about what I want 
to put out on the runway. I’ll have 
a couple of men’s fashions and the 
rest women’s.

“I’m teaching fashion and sus-
tainability at Wesleyan and students 
from there will get to show how 
they put things together this week 
on Wednesday. I believe in giving 
back and investing in young people 
and have a sewing academy at the 
Creative Alternative where my stu-
dio is. There are ongoing classes and 
after-school sessions where students 
just come to learn, maybe involving 
fashion or maybe just sewing skills. 

I’m also working on a two- or three-
month fashion course where, at the 
end, students will be able to put on a 
show. I think there’s a future for de-
signers in Macon and it’s great to get 
to show that during Fashion Week. 
It’s going to be dope.”

— Jamie Bennett: “It’s special to 
bring my Muscogee art to the home-
lands in Georgia. I’ve spent years 
researching and learning about the 
textile and pottery designs from 
pre-removal (from Georgia to Okla-
homa) and worked out ways to in-
corporate those images and themes 
into a modern aesthetic. I absolutely 
love the stories behind the images. 
My way of telling stories is through 
my wearable art. I hope I’m able to 
spark interest in our history but also, 
I want to let people know we’re still 
here and we’re thriving.

“I admire native designers who 
have paved the way. Clothing is 
very important to us culturally, not 
just for ceremony but for pride in 
who we are. Sewing is a way for me 
to connect to my ancestors and tell 
new stories. It can be challenging 
to design honoring our traditional 
dress and patterns but bring them 
into a modern setting, but it’s well 
worth doing. I believe in community 
— that’s important in our culture. I 
like that bringing my work and tak-
ing part in fashion week, exhibits 
and the Ocmulgee Indigenous Cele-
bration helps build a bridge between 
Oklahoma and our homeland and 
the people of Macon."

Contact Michael W. Pannell at 
mwpannell@gmail.com. Find him 
on Instagram: michael_w_pannell

Michael W.
PANNELL

PHOTO BY JAVE BJORKMAN
Macon Fashion Week organizers and fashion designers are set to debut a weeklong series of runway 
events, panel discussions, workshops and more. Macon Magazine’s Susannah Maddux and Wesleyan 
College's Alexis Grieg will host this year's events, featuring designers such as Jamie Rolland-Hill, Ashley 
Monique, Quitman Alexander, Isiah Miller, Monique Nicole Pitts-Taylor, Diane Jackson, Jamie Bennett.

HYDEN
Continued from Page A4

consumers making 
claims, the size of the pro-
spective claims and to re-
coup losses from catastro-
phes, which have played 
an outsized role in Geor-
gia.

In 2023 and 2024, hur-
ricanes Idalia, Helene and 
Milton slammed into the 
Peach State—leading to 
massive losses. In 2024, 
Georgia homeowners 
insurers paid out $1.42 
for every $1 they earned 
through premiums. Busi-
ness, regulatory and legal 
costs are also baked into 
insurance rates, and un-
derstandably. After all, a 
business that cannot turn a 
profit does not stay in busi-
ness, and if insurers leave 

the state, then Georgians 
have no options for insur-
ance.

Georgia lawmakers re-
cently tackled the rampant 
lawsuit abuse that plagued 
insurers. It may be far too 
early to tell how success-
ful it will be at curbing 
skyrocketing rates, but the 
initial results seem prom-
ising. “I expect reasonably 
[to see a] 3 to 5% decrease 
in rates in Georgia this 
year,” Insurance and Safe-
ty Fire Commissioner John 
King said.

“State Farm, one of 
Georgia’s largest insurers, 
has reduced its rates this 
year. Changes like that in 
the market, and a contin-
ued excellent small busi-
ness climate […] have all 
the right ingredients to 
deliver savings to insur-

ance customers in Geor-
gia,” Rep. Reeves told me. 
These are clear examples 
that there are methods to 
help insurance customers 
without resorting to busi-
ness-killing price controls.

Even though ancient 
Rome, the Soviet Union 
and California learned 
firsthand of the dangers of 
price controls, the urge to 
revisit this policy seems ir-
resistible to many officials. 
Instead of recycling yester-
day's failures, Georgia pol-
icymakers should focus on 
innovative approaches to 
foster a thriving free mar-
ket and competition.

Marc Hyden is the senior 
director of state govern-
ment affairs at the R Street 
Institute. You can follow 
him on X at @marc_hyden.

We Build 
Relationships!
At Sheridan Construction, we don’t just 
build structures—we build relationships, 
trust, and a foundation for the future. As 
a leading commercial construction firm 
in Georgia, we specialize in education, 
healthcare, corporate, and industrial 
projects, delivering top-quality results 
with integrity and precision.

Creating spaces that 
transform communities 
for generations.

(478) 743-1578  
www.sheridanconstruction.com

Offices in: Macon • LaGrange • Athens
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SPORTS
FPD begins quest for three-peat

PHOTO BY JESSICA GRATIGNY
FPD quarterback Major Simmons goes airborne to evade Mount de Sales defenders during a game this year. With Simmons injured, backup Cash Walker has stepped up.

BY MICHAEL A. LOUGH
Melody Contributor

Brett Collier can’t wait to get back into the 
full routine of a game week.

And he’s thrilled to not be in the full routine 
of a game week.

FPD is the third seed in the GIAA Class 
4A playoffs and, like top seed Stratford, has a 
first-round bye this week. As ready as they are 
to play — FPD hosts Strong Rock next Fri-
day — they’re ready to be healthier when that 
kickoff rolls around.

“We’ve had a rough go with the injury bug 

so far,” said Collier, who is 27-8 near the end 
of his third season as head coach. “We’re 
pushing through.”

There was suspense about that on Friday. 
The 6-3 Vikings led 0-9 Tattnall only 3-0 at 
one point. Even with FPD down a number of 
starters, that was a surprise.

The Vikings got back in gear and pulled 
away for a 31-6 win, scoring right at about 
their average in the second half alone.

“I give credit to Tattnall,” Collier said. 

BY MICAH JOHNSTON
Micah@MaconMelody.com

The GIAA playoffs are set, and 
two Macon teams have a bye week 
home field advantage in the first 
two rounds of the Class 4A state 
tournament.

The Stratford Eagles secured 
the No. 1 seed in the 4A bracket 
with a win over Calvary Christian 
on Oct. 25. The 34-7 victory gave 
Stratford an 8-2 regular season 
record and a third-place Region 
6 finish, though region placings 
do not impact playoff seeds in the 
GIAA.

The win was important for an-
other reason: the Eagles showed 
they can still move the ball with-
out their premier player. Running 
back Tyler Stephens, who had led 
all classifications of GIAA in rush-
ing yards before sustaining an in-
jury against Mount de Sales.

Stratford did not miss a beat 
filling the gap in the backfield. 
Freshman Aaron Jefferson stepped 
right in and tallied 131 rushing 
yards on 11 carries, with Sanford 

Horne and Morris Butler chipping 
in for several yards as well. Jeffer-
son also had a great performance 
the week before against Mount de 
Sales after Stephens left with his 
injury.

The Eagles get a week off be-
fore facing the winner of the No. 8 
vs. No. 9 game on Nov. 7 at home. 
Stratford could face Calvary 
Christian again — the Knights are 
the No. 9 team in the tourney — or 
draw No. 8 Bethlehem Christian, 
which it did not face during the 
regular season.

The next-highest ranked team, 
No. 3 FPD, has its first playoff 
matchup set in stone with a bye 
week to prepare.

The Vikings will host No. 6 
Strong Rock Christian on Nov. 
7 after both teams get the first 
week of the tournament off. FPD, 
much like crosstown rival Strat-
ford, will benefit from a week off 
to recuperate from injury. Star 
quarterback and defender Major  

Bibb GIAA teams 
ready for tourney

High stakes for Macon in GHSA
BY MELODY STAFF

Macon’s high school football teams will have a lot 
on the line the final week of the GHSA regular season. 
Here’s a look at some of Bibb County’s crucial games 
this week.

Northeast (7-2, 7-1 in region) vs. 
East Laurens (3-6, 3-5 in region)

Last meeting: Northeast won 32-7 in 2024. Last 
week: Northeast defeated Dodge County 33-14; East 
Laurens lost to Jefferson County 14-13.

Northeast has perhaps the most at stake in its final 

game of the year. If the Raiders defeat the visiting East 
Laurens Falcons, they will win the school’s first re-
gion championship since 2009 and secure home field 
advantage through at least two rounds of the playoffs.

It would be tied for the best regular season finish in 
Northeast history with last year’s 8-2 record, though 
the Raiders did not come away with the Region 2-A 
Division I trophy last time around. A ringing 33-14 
win over Dodge County last week helped them take 
control of the region. Now only East Laurens, which 

PHOTO BY JASON VORHEES
Northeast's Kortnei Williams tries to break free of two Dodge County defenders during their game last 
week. After defeating Dodge, the Raiders only need to win this week to claim the Region 2 trophy.
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Mercer sets records, tone against VMI
BY MICAH JOHNSTON

Micah@MaconMelody.com

If the Mercer Bears were feeling 
good about their season before, they 
must be ecstatic after last week’s ac-
tion.

Mercer practically rewrote its en-
tire football record book Saturday, 
defeating VMI 62-0 and tallying 834 
yards of offense in one of the biggest 
wins since the program returned in 
2013.

The victory kicked off a crucial 
stretch of Southern Conference 
games in explosive fashion. The 
Bears led 31-0 in the first quarter 
and did not take their foot off the 
gas, maintaining the shutout and 
suffocating the Keydets for all four 
quarters.

Mercer head coach Mike Jacobs 
has talked at length about his atten-
tion to detail. He has said before that 
it’s probably impossible for his team 
to play a perfect game of football.

The blowout Saturday was about 
as close as it gets.

“In other games, there have been 
moments where I'm not happy about 

something. I’d argue where this 
week was maybe the first time this 
season where there hasn’t been a lull, 
something I’ve gotten mad about 
how we handled stuff,” Jacobs said 
Monday at Mercer’s weekly athlet-
ics press conference. “I’m probably 
worse (during blowouts) than in the 
really big games that are close, but I 
thought our kids were really dialed 
in yesterday.”

Freshman quarterback Braden 
Atkinson had yet another incredible 
outing, passing for 538 yards to set 
a new Mercer single-game record. 
He also tied his own record of five 
passing touchdowns and, as he has 
done multiple times this season, 
gave credit to his offensive line for 
helping his performance.

“That’s a young man who’s wise 
beyond his years, right? And the cool 
thing is, his starting center was his 
center all through high school,” Ja-
cobs said of his quarterback. “Those 
kids are both true freshmen playing 
two of the hardest positions on the 
entire football field, and doing it at 
an extremely high level. So they're 
obviously in tune with each other. 

He knows what it takes for those 
guys to have that type of work.”

Another Braden got in on the of-
fensive action, albeit with his name 
spelled differently. Wide receiver 
Brayden Smith had a career effort 
as well, tallying 155 yards on nine 
catches — both career highs — and 
scored two touchdowns.

Just about everyone ended up 
getting in on the action, even with 
a 105-man roster. Reserves made an 
impact and kept the scoring rolling 
late in the contest.

“With the roster and us being 
banged up, we take the approach 
where I don’t cap it. If you are el-
igible, you dress out. That’s what 
you’ve earned through practicing re-
ally hard throughout the week. Your 
role in our victory is to prepare the 
other guys,” Jacobs said of hisback-
up squad. “When we get those op-
portunities where we’re up big and 
we try to get as many guys as we 
can into the game, they don’t always 
play well.

“They played really well. They 
maintained the shutout and scored 
some points. To see those guys, 

some young guys or players who toil 
all week and do hard work on that 
scout squad — seeing them get in 
the game and maintain the standard, 
the guys on the sideline love it.”

Now the Bears look to carry that 
momentum into two of its biggest 

Southern Conference games in the 
coming weeks. Mercer travels to 
Furman on Saturday for a confer-
ence tilt at 2 p.m., then travels again 
Nov. 8 to face Western Carolina, 
which is currently tied with Mercer 
in the conference standings.

PHOTO BY DONN KESTER
Mercer running back CJ Miller deals a stiff arm to a VMI defender 
during Mercer's dominant 62-0 win at home on Oct. 25. The game set 
the tone for the Bears' upcoming stretch of conference matchups.

After bruising home opener, Mayhem hockey is back
BY MICAH JOHNSTON

Micah@MaconMelody.com

Any sports fan knows there is 
more to a contest than its final score.

The Macon Mayhem lost their 
home opener 3-2 against the Hunts-
ville Havoc on Oct. 26, certain-
ly. The team played a close game, 
matching the Havoc blow for blow 
until they ultimately came up short 
in the final few minutes.

What the box score and sta-
tistics might not reflect was the  
atmosphere.

The fans showed out for Macon’s 
hockey team at the first in-town 
game of the year. What they got 
on the ice was something special, a 
physical game filled with momen-
tum swings, slapshots, saves, scuf-
fles and sequences of intense back-
and-forth action.

It felt like an entirely new brand 
of Mayhem hockey.

There were many chants of ‘Let’s 
go Mayhem’ — at first they were 

prompted by the arena announcer, 
but eventually they started on their 
own as spectators grew more invest-
ed — along with penalties, broken 
sticks and even a hit laid on a goalie.

The Macon squad appeared trans-
formed. The offense, while it could 
not match Huntsville’s shot count on 
the night, looked born anew. Even 
after a scoreless first period, the fans 
could sense that the tension in the 
Coliseum was rising.

Then the Mayhem gave up two 
goals in about three minutes, and the 
air threatened to leave the building.

A momentum turn like this, had it 
stayed that way the rest of the game, 
would not have been entirely unex-
pected. While the Mayhem had a 
solid enough defense last season and 
quality goaltending, they struggled 
to score and finished last place in the 
league in goals.

It became clear that this team 
would not be so sedentary on of-
fense when the Mayhem scored 
their first home goal of the year, a 

sweet slapshot off the stick of Alex 
Cohen, with about 11 minutes left in 
the second period.

As the piped-in goal horn sounded 
and the lights shut off again in the 
Macon Coliseum, an already riled-
up audience got louder.

The energy only got better from 
there. It was a bruising second pe-
riod, with more than 10 penalties 
between the two teams and even an 
ejection. Across the dingy bleachers 
of Macon’s classic sports venue, you 
could feel it — the fans knew that 
this game was turning into a real 
battle. 

Then Connor Witherspoon netted 
his second shot of the season with 
about five minutes left in the peri-
od. The Coliseum went nuts again 
with the game tied, lights flickering 
and Chuck Norris gifs — referenc-
es to the team owner, who shares a 
name with the iconic “Walker Texas 

Mercer basketball coaches ready for new season
BY MICAH JOHNSTON

Micah@MaconMelody.com

The Mercer basketball teams be-
gin their seasons next week, and 
both head coaches showed optimism 
when chatting about the expecta-
tions for what should be an eventful 
2025-26 season.

Both squads open with one diffi-
cult power-conference foe and one 
more manageable opponent, though 
the men play their tougher game on 
the road while the women host their 
Power 5 game.

Regardless of home or road sta-
tus, the non-conference schedules 
for both squads looks intimidating 
from the get-go. Here’s what you 
need to know about each roster and 
schedule as the season begins.

New look, same philosophy
Mercer men’s head coach Ryan 

Ridder found success at every 
coaching stop he made prior to Mer-
cer. Transfers have always been a big 
part of that success, and the coach 
is leaning into that strategy again in 
his second season at the helm for the 
Bears.

“When you look at non-returners, 
what did we target in the portal … 
what did we target in freshmen? We 
targeted high-trust, low maintenance 
guys who are tough and have a high 
IQ,” Ridder said Monday at a press 
conference. “That was a non-nego-
tiable for everyone we brought to 
the table.

“We have 11 new guys on the ros-
ter. It’s gonna take a little time to 

mesh like any organization or team 
would, but I know we got the right 
guys in this building.

Part of that is out of necessity. 
Many of last year’s stars, who were 
also transfers, ran out of eligibility 
or transferred out again. 

The new group consists of guys 
from several levels of play ranging 
from junior college to high major, 
and several of them could be key 
contributors. Ridder noted Baraka 
Okojie, a junior guard, as one of the 
most notable transfers. Okojie hails 
from Canada and starred at George 
Mason two seasons ago before see-
ing limited action at Memphis last 
year.

“He was on the all-freshman team 
at George Mason. He’s got a chance 
to be a premier player (in the South-

ern Conference), we think we have 
one of the best guards in the league,” 
the head coach said.

Other potential standout trans-
fers include Armani Mighty, a red-
shirt-junior with two seasons at 
Boston College and a year at Cen-
tral Michigan — “I mean, his name 
is Mighty,” Ridder quipped — along 
with Zaire Williams out of Wagner 
and Kyle Cuff Jr., a former Syracuse 
and Kansas player.

There are still some returning 
players, though, and several of them 
should be key contributors. The most 
notable player back for another year 
is Brady Shoulders, who got signifi-
cant playing time as a freshman last 
season and was voted a team captain 
this season.

“It’s my 18th year coaching. I 

don't know if I’ve had a time in my 
coaching career where they voted 
a sophomore a team captain. You 
don’t see that so much,” Ridder said. 

The players coming back likely 
remember Mercer’s campaign last 
year, which saw the Bears struggle 
to finish games in conference play 
despite flashes of brilliance at times.

“I think if you really summarize 
last year, I think we had a lot of 
‘what ifs’, a lot of ‘almost’ finishes,” 
Ridder said of the 2024-25 season, 
which Mercer finished with a 14-19 
overall record and 6-12 conference 
mark. “I think we had four, five or 
six losses by one possession (in con-
ference play). Finding a way to turn 
those close games into Ws is a lot of 

PHOTO BY DONN RODENROTH
Macon Mayhem center Jake Goldowski bows up against a Huntsville Havoc player 
in a fight for the puck during Macon's home opener Oct. 25. The Mayhem played a 
great game but gave up a back-breaking goal in the third period to lose 3-2.

PHOTOS BY JASON VORHEES
LEFT: Mercer men's basketball coach Ryan Ridder gestures and shouts to his players during a game last season. RIGHT: Mercer women's coach Michelle Clark-Heard totes a 
dry-erase marker as she breaks it down in the huddle during a game last year. Both coaches are hoping for growth in their second season at the helm of the basketball teams.

See HOOPS
Page B3

See MAYHEM
Page B3



BY MICAH JOHNSTON
Micah@MaconMelody.com

ACE had its softball season come 
to an end at home on Oct. 22, as the 
No. 10 Banks County Leopards de-
feated the No. 7 Gryphons 1-0 and 
12-4 to sweep their second-round 
matchup in the GHSA Class A-Di-
vision I state tournament.

Head coach Andrew Claxton, in 
his first year at the helm for ACE, 
commended his players on an im-
pressive season in which the Gry-
phons won the Region 2 champi-
onship over rival East Laurens and 
won a playoff series over Berrien 
County.

“I think we established a culture 
my first year here with these girls. 
That’s what we’re trying to do going 
forward,” Claxton said. “It was defi-
nitely a really successful year.”

The first game of the series, a 1-0 
loss for the Gryphons despite Giselle 
Giles’ stellar pitching performance, 
was the fourth consecutive one-run 
playoff game for ACE after a barn-
burner three-game series against 
Berrien in the first round. The team 
showed its wear in the second tilt of 
the day, allowing the Banks County 
lineup to tag them for 12 runs in a 
mercy rule loss.

“Right, it does wear on you. We 
preached it all year, though, and we 

scouted this team really hard. You 
saw it in that first game, that’s why 
we get games like that,” Claxton 
said of the first game of the series. 
“We were ready for ‘em, but we just 
couldn’t get the big time hit and just 
kind of ran out of gas at the end.”

It was a bittersweet ending for 
ACE’s senior class — the Gryphons 
had a particularly large and mean-
ingful one stacked with players like 
Avery Stone, Reese Thames, Sophie 
Denney, Ella Allen, Ava Allen and 
Kinsley Lineberger.

“I told ‘em, I’ve been doing this 
for a while, and this is by far the best 
year I’ve ever had. Those seniors are 
so much fun,” Claxton said. “Those 

girls have accomplished so much, 
not just on the softball field but ac-
ademically. Softball is temporary. 
The attitude, the way they go about 
things? Their future’s bright.”

Claxton praised the entire team, 
which he thinks will bounce back 
and have another banner season next 
year. After all, the Gryphons lost 
impact players like Laney Bridges, 
Madisyn Hallar and the Yates twins 
— Karlee and Karsyn — after last 
season and still improved enough to 
win a region title. Key contributors 
like Giles, Avery Edalgo, Sydney 
Collins and others will return next 
season more experienced.

“Talent takes you so far, but the 

rest of it is grit, perseverance and 
pushing through. That’s what these 
seniors have taught the younger 
girls,” Claxton said. “They have that 
valuable experience now, and there 
will be seniors to lead the way next 
year. It’s something where you keep 
rotating and moving forward.

“You have to give a shoutout to 
the parents, the school, the staff. 
They’re a big reason for that prog-
ress, too.”

The first game was the polar op-
posite of last week’s shootout series 
with Berrien County, as Giles and 

hard work.”
The Bears had a tough non-con-

ference slate last season, but this 
year’s should be even more strenu-
ous. Games against UCF, Clemson 
and Washington State loom down 
the stretch, but Mercer’s toughest 
challenge might be its first one — a 
game against No. 18 Tennessee will 
serve as the season opener Monday.

“Opening night is going to be 
great. There’s 18 or 19,000 people 
there, it’s gonna be an experience,” 
Ridder said. “For a lot of our guys 

it’s a once-in-a-lifetime experience, 
but for (transfers) they’ve played in 
a lot of environments like that. They 
won’t be surprised by the physical-
ity, they’re not going to be bewil-
dered by the situation or anything 
like that … you just go in there and 
compete the best you can.”

Beyond those difficult oppo-
nents lies the Southern Conference, 
a league Ridder acknowledged is 
highly competitive and often pro-
duces memorable NCAA tourna-
ment teams. 

The head coach was extremely 
confident in Mercer’s guard play, 
something he thinks is the base for 

a great team, and noted the team’s 
ability to run with several defensive 
schemes and rebound well.

“I think the thing we have to get 
better at is the unknown commodi-
ty — we don’t have a lot of proven 
shotmakers. I think we have a lot of 
guys who can shoot the ball … but 
at the end of the day it's just about 
finding more consistency doing 
that.”

The Bears open the season 
against Tennessee in Knoxville at 7 
p.m. Monday before their first home 
game against LaGrange at 7 p.m. on 
Nov. 5.

Depth and development
Mercer’s women’s team will be a 

bit more balanced in terms of trans-
fer-to-returner ratio, though they 
will also have plenty of new faces 
on the roster. 

Head coach Michelle Clark-
Heard, also in her second season at 
Mercer, will have a lot of building 
to do after last year’s 8-22 overall 
record and 3-11 conference mark.

She said Monday that the team 
should have the talent to do it, not-
ing depth as a strength.

“If we can stay healthy, I think 
we have the opportunity to run 
some different lineups on the floor 
and do a lot of things to wear other 
teams down,” Heard said. “Things 
we need to work on, our consistency 
and playing hard all the time, every 
single day and every single quarter. 
I try to simulate that in practice, we 
practice in quarters.”

Heard mentioned a recent scrim-
mage against Jacksonville where 
the Bears played well in the first and 
fourth quarters but struggled in the 
second and third as an example.

“Then defending and rebounding, 
those are things we’re harping on 
every day,” she said. “When you get 
in conference play, I think there was 
a stretch where we lost three games 
by one or two points. We want to 
make sure we’re still guarding that 
way but also being able to finish the 
other way.”

As for key players, Mercer has 
two freshmen that should make an 
impact in Remi-Hope Drantmann 
from Belgium and Rania Curry from 
Augusta. Micah O’Dell, a player 
Heard described as a “three-level 
scorer,” notched 26 points in a pre-

season scrimmage. Returners Naha-
wa Diarra, Ariana Bennett and Talia 
Harris should be crucial players.

“Everybody. I think just being 
honest, across the board, this is 
going to be a team that people are 
going to have to guard us all across 
the scouting report,” Heard said. “I 
think last year, there were one or 
two players people could circle on 
the scouting report. Now they’re 
gonna have to make sure they’re 
guarding all over the floor.”

The women have something of a 
“flip-flopped” version of the typical 
early schedule. Instead of playing 
a difficult power-conference op-
ponent on the road and playing a 
somewhat weaker team at home, the 
Bears will travel to UNC Asheville 
on the road in Monday’s season 
opener before hosting Clemson at 
Hawkins Arena on Nov. 6 at 6 p.m.

The Tigers have struggled in 
ACC play in recent seasons, going 
6-12 last season and 5-13 in the 
2023-24 season against conference 
opponents. Rachael Rose, who is on 
some preseason lists as a top point 
guard this year, will be a player to 
watch for Clemson against Mercer.

Heard said the Bears should be 
more prepared for the Tigers after 
scrimmaging in the preseason as 
well.

“I think they took a lot of great 
things from (the preseason scrim-
mages). We scrimmaged against 
UAB, who shoots a lot of threes, 
because that’s what Clemson does. 
We just wanted to prepare for that 
differently,” the head coach said.

Mercer will play UNC Asheville 
at 6:30 p.m. Monday before hosting 
Clemson at home on Nov. 6.
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ACE softball season ends with playoff loss to Banks

PHOTO BY JESSICA GRATIGNY
Mercer's Alex Holt goes up for a layup against an East Tennessee State defender during a game last season. Holt and other key 
contributors have since moved on, leaving the men's roster filled with transfers and freshmen ahead of the 2025-26 season.

See SOFTBALL
Page B4

HOOPS 
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Ranger” star — flashing on the jum-
botron.

The rest of the game was a nail-bit-
er as well. Both teams threatened to 
score regularly, with the Mayhem 
appearing to get more quality looks 
than the Havoc. But it was Hunts-
ville that got the last laugh, scoring 
with less than 10 minutes left and 
ultimately taking the win even after 
Macon rallied in the final minutes 
with several shots.

The clamor of the crowd fizzled 
with the loss, yes, but the fact re-
mained — Saturday night felt differ-
ent. Fans flocked to the Mayhem’s 
Facebook page after the game, dis-
cussing the team’s grit in the home 
opener.

“We did lose, but it was an amaz-
ing game. We played so well. Big 
difference,” one fan commented. 
Several fans commented on how 
much more physical the Mayhem 
looked. “An entirely different team 
from last year,” another fan wrote.

The newly-minted mentality of 
the Mayhem was visible from every 
seat in the arena, but it was perhaps 
on best display right next to the ice, 
where sticks shattered and slapshots 
stung goalie pads with shocking 
volume.

Goalie Josh Boyko made 36 
saves, each effort somehow seem-
ing more impressive than the last. 
He acknowledged fans on the glass 
with a nod and a raise of his gloved 
hand. Those same fans smacked on 
the glass with fervor whenever a 

Huntsville player skated by.
More often, those Huntsville 

players did not skate by but instead 
flew by, or were pressed against the 
glass with intense force during body 
checks and fights for the puck. The 
only thing more abrupt than the bod-
ies hitting the boards was the sound 
of the puck rocketing off the rink, a 
sound not unlike a gunshot that star-
tled folks close to the ice even well 
into the third period.

“You get used to it, but even then 
sometimes it still gets you,” said a 
security guard who works down by 
the glass nearly every game. “Every 
now and then one pops and you’re 
not ready for it.”

For every thrilling occurrence on 
the ice, there was an equally endear-
ing fan interaction. An adorable kid-
do in an Elsa dress from “Frozen” 
dropped the puck before the game. 
Moms and dads hoisted babies for 
the jumbotron. Some lucky patrons 
played a game on the ice where they 
raced down the rink by repeatedly 
flopping onto air mattresses.

And, through all the in-between 
activities and comedic moments, the 
Mayhem put on a show — and the 
crowd knew it, matching the ener-
gy on the ice with raucous support. 
Even the aforementioned security 
guard agreed.

“They’re into it more than they 
were last year. This is a good one,” 
he said.

There’s little doubt, it seems — 
the Macon Mayhem found their 
footing Saturday as the new season 
began.

PHOTO BY DONN RODENROTH
TOP: Two players go at it in one of the many fights during the Macon Mayhem's 
home opener Oct. 25. It was a physical game that featured an ejection.
BOTTOM: Macon Mayhem player Connor Witherspoon controls the puck as he 
skates toward the offensive zone during Macon's home opener Oct. 25. 

MAYHEM
Continued from Page B2
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“They had a great game plan. They 
played really well, especially on the 
(defensive) front. We’re always go-
ing to try to run the ball, and they 
did a great job stopping the run, re-
ally all night.”

The Vikings managed only 35 net 
rushing yards. As well as Tattnall 
played, FPD had its own issues, un-
surprisingly.

The Vikings have lost six starters 
to season-ending injuries, some at 
the start of the year and some in the 
middle.

Quarterback and defensive back 
Major Simmons went out with a 
concussion late in the third quarter 
of the win over Stratford on Oct. 3 
and he’s nowhere near ready yet, 
though he is progressing.

Defensive back and running back 
Brady McHugh suffered a shoul-
der injury a week later against John 
Milledge. He played sparingly last 
week.

FPD has lost starters at every po-
sition group. Combine that with nor-
mal injuries, and the Vikings have 
faced some suspense each week: 
How well will the replacements 
play? Who’s going down next, with 
what, and for how long?

With weekly personnel moves, 
pre-snap 5-yard penalties on offense 
aren’t going to be shocking.

“We made a lot of penalties (Fri-
day),” Collier said. “A ton of false 
starts. We got behind the chains 
pretty quickly.”

But there were adjustments, with 
players making plays in place of 
injured players who used to make 
plays.

“When you're playing some guys 
that at the beginning of the year 
were backups and then maybe a few 
other guys in new positions, there's 
some growing pains,” Collier said. 
“We’re learning as we go. Credit to 
our guys. They never panicked.”

FPD couldn’t get out of the Tat-
tnall game without an injury. Center 
Thomas Everett suffered a shoulder 

injury, but he moved to tackle and 
all was well.

That wasn’t necessarily a sur-
prise, because Collier and his staff 
have spent half the season moving 
players around. He listed four play-
ers who can back up Everett at cen-
ter.

“We made the joke (Tuesday) 
about the offensive line,” Collier 
said. “We said, ‘OK, new week, 
new offensive line.’ That’s the way 
it’s felt all year.”

Still, the Vikings finished 7-3, 
with losses to 4A second seed 
Brookstone, 3A third seed Westfield 
and 3A top seed John Milledge. 
Collier is off to the best three-sea-
son start in FPD history after the Vi-
kings won the 4A state title his first 
year in charge.

Each season has been markedly 
different, with this year’s team per-
haps his grittiest. And by the time 
the season is over, it’ll probably be 
his most versatile.

How many different players have 
started this season?

“Oh man, there’s no telling,” Col-
lier said. “I don’t know how many 
different people have started. New 
combinations of kids makes things 
tough, but that’s football. We’ve 
been learning to get through it.

“It’s been a conversation every 
week. How can we cross-train as 
many kids as possible? Just staying 
ready for what might happen.”

Losing Simmons was quite the 
double whammy, yet not necessar-
ily a surprise. He plays quarterback 
with his defensive back mentality: 
the shoulder will be lowered.

But freshman Cash Walker 
has stepped into the pocket and 
thrived. His debut was against John 
Milledge, the best team FPD has 
played, and it didn’t look like a de-
but.

“He’s super poised,” Collier said. 
“He’s calm under pressure, and he’s 
handled the offense really well. 
He’s just been seamless.”

The Vikings are taking the “next 
man up” philosophy to another lev-
el, including with several young-

sters.
“Like our offensive linemen,” 

Collier said. “People might not re-
alize that there's some ninth-graders 
on our team that could get in and 
execute our offense on the offensive 
line.

“There's not many schools, I 
think, that could say that.”

Collier pointed out Harrison 
Keenan and Jacorey Burke as two 
who have thrived in multiple posi-
tions, and Marlon Kramer as some-
body who has stepped up when nec-
essary, like against Tattnall.

“He played outstanding,” Collier 
said. “He had two interceptions, 
blocked a field goal, made several 
really good tackles, and plays wide 
receiver also.”

Collier is trying to pace himself 
as well as his team this week.

“Our kids are resilient,” Collier 
said. “They practice really well. I’m 
impressed with that. They know 
how to practice hard, but take care 
of each other.”

Simmons missed the final two 
games of the season after getting 
hurt against Stratford. The Vikings 
have also been without standout 
linebacker Brady McHugh, who an-
chors the defense, since he sustained 
an injury against John Milledge.

Though they lost against a strong 
John Milledge team, the Vikings 
still looked solid enough against 
a contender and played well with 
freshman backup Cash Walker. 

Strong Rock, which did not play 
FPD during the regular season, fin-
ished 6-4 with key wins coming 
against Calvary Christian and St. 
Anne-Pacelli. Running back Jake 
Johnson is the most eye-catching 
offensive threat for the Patriots, 
coming into the contest with 1,205 
rushing yards this year.

Mount de Sales and Tattnall fin-
ished outside the Top 10, ending 
their seasons. The Cavaliers finished 
2-8 and ranked No. 12. The Trojans 
finished 0-10 and No. 13, its worst 
finish since an 0-10 mark in 1974.

Windsor, CFCA earn playoff bids
Two more Macon schools made 

the playoffs as well, this time in the 
GIAA’s Class 2A tournament.

Windsor Academy will be the 
only Bibb County GIAA team to 
play in the first round of the play-
offs Oct. 31, earning the No. 8 seed 
in 2A. The Knights will host No. 
9 Augusta Prep at 7:30 p.m. to de-
termine who will face top-seeded 
Brentwood in the next round.

Windsor got off to a sluggish start 
this year but caught fire in the tailend 
of the season, going 1-7 before reel-

ing off a pair of wins in their final 
two games including a 16-14 thriller 
over archrival Central Fellowship to 
finish 3-7.

Knights quarterback Heath Wood-
ard found his stride in that final 
stretch — Windsor and head coach 
Dylan Bass actually switched quar-
terbacks briefly midseason before 
going back to Woodard — when he 
formed a connection with star Daw-
son Sims in the passing game.

The team has now tallied more 
than 300 yards of offense in its last 
three consecutive games, the kind of 
hot streak that should be valuable as 
the postseason begins.

Augusta Prep comes into the play-
off game 2-8 with a victory against 
Thomas Jefferson Academy in its 
final game and, back on Aug. 29, a 
win against Windsor. The Cavaliers 
defeated Windsor 22-14, though the 
Knights look very different on of-
fense later in the year.

CFCA bounced back from that 
loss to Windsor with a 56-32 win 
over Cherokee Christian, bring-
ing them to 5-5 on the season and 
the No. 6 seed in the playoffs. The 
Lancers get this week off before 
travelling to face No. 3 Southland 
Academy on Nov. 7.

Central Fellowship’s offense runs 
through tailback and jack-of-all-
trades Judson Walls, son of head 
coach Jake Walls. Despite breaking 
his elbow and missing two weeks in 
the middle of the season, the young-
er Walls returned on Oct. 10 and ran 
all over Heritage in his first game 
back.

Southland is 6-4 this year and lost 
its final two games of the regular 
season in competitive games with 
RTCA and Southwest Georgia.

sits at an unsteady 3-6, stands in 
Northeast’s way.

“Just want to get to next week 
and take care of business. You know 
East Laurens wants to come in and 
play spoiler,” Wiggins said after the 
road win against the Indians. “You 
just have to go back home and finish 
it.”

A region championship would 
give the Raiders a Top 8 seed in the 
A-Division I tournament automati-
cally. If Northeast falls in an upset, 
it would likely fall to the mid-teens 
range.

ACE (5-4/4-4) at Washington 
County (4-5/4-4)

Last meeting: Washington County 
won 17-14 in 2024. Last week: ACE 
lost to Bleckley County 48-9; Wash-
ington County defeated Southwest 
21-14.

The ACE Gryphons have a lot 
to play for as well. Despite a 48-9 
drubbing at the hands of Bleckley 
County last week that put their re-
cord at 5-4, the Gryphons are very 
much in playoff contention and are 
within striking distance of getting 
the school’s first-ever home playoff 
game.

The GHSA’s Post Season Rank-
ings have ACE at No. 29 following 
the loss to Bleckley County. The 
seven private schools ahead of ACE 

will have their own bracket, making 
the school’s true ranking No. 22.

With this seed, the Gryphons 
should be locked into a playoff spot 
if they win as a result, but a loss to 
Washington County this week could 
put them just outside the bubble. 
The Golden Hawks are in a similar 
position — though it’s a bit more 
must win for them, with Washington 
County ranked at No. 38 — giving 
the matchup crucial playoff stakes.

Rutland (0-9/0-4) at Pike County 
(3-6/0-4)

Last meeting: Pike County won 
35-18 in 2024. Last week: Rutland 
lost 16-14 to Westside; Pike County 
lost 41-7 to Morgan County.

The Hurricanes have to mend 
their broken hearts from last week’s 
loss, when they were yards away 
from likely the game-winning 
touchdown in the final minute only 
to fumble on the 7. Clearly im-
proved in 2025 despite the same re-
cord as 2024, Rutland lost by two to 
a team that won 57-18 last year.

Rutland quarterback Zamerian 
Johnson completed 9 of 12 passes 
for 135 yards and one touchdown 
and ran six times for 94 yards and 
a score, while linebacker Jaykaden 
Hill had 11 tackles, three for loss, 
and two breakups plus a forced 
fumble.

Rutland is averaging 12.3 points 
a game and giving up 33.8, a margin 
of 21.4 points. A year ago, that dif-

ference was 32.7. Four losses have 
been 11 points or less.

Pike County went 5-6 last year, 
breaking a four-game losing streak 
with the win over Rutland. The Pi-
rates’ defense improved this year, 
but the offense stagnated.

The Pirates are on the playoff 
bubble, barely on the outside, and 
are done with a loss and probably in 
with a win.

 
Jackson (3-6/2-2) at Westside 

(3-6/2-2)
Last meeting: Westside won 29-

23 in 2024. Last week: Jackson lost 
47-17 to Callaway: Westside beat 
Rutland 16-14.

The records aren’t impressive, 
and neither team has been a con-
tender for a region title or runner-up 
spot. But the regular-season fina-
le has plenty of meaning. For one 
thing, it’s the final home game for 
Westside head coach Spoon Risp-
er,who announced his resignation 
from the program before the season. 
For another, it might be his final 
game with Westside, period.

The Red Devils and Seminoles 
are both on the Class AA playoff 
bubble. Westside enters game night 
as the No. 27 team (of 32) in the 32-
team field, two spots ahead of Jack-
son. There are lot of games with 
bubble teams playing bubble teams, 
so it’s kind of a must win scenario 
for both teams.

Westside broke a six-game los-

ing streak last week, a streak that 
included three ranked (at the time) 
teams and two of whom are still un-
defeated. Jackson had a four-game 
losing streak with two losses to 
still-undefeated Class A-Division I 
teams. And the Red Devils are off 
consecutive games against the top 
two teams in the region, Morgan 
County and Callaway.

Jaiden Stephens ran for 111 yards 
and a score against Rutland, but 

the Seminoles had little passing 
game, completing three passes for 
41 yards while giving up 104 yards 
passing to Rutland.

Westside averages 116.9 yards 
rushing and 110.6 passing.

Jackson quarterback Canaan Ber-
nhardt has 1,378 passing yards and 
Danarri Brown 867 rushing yards.

Micah Johnston and Michael A. 
Lough contributed to this story.

Gaylor were both in the zone from 
the circle. The Leopards managed 
to hit a bit better than the Gry-
phons early — ACE did not get its 
first hit until the fifth — but it was 
a 0-0 game through four innings 
and looked like it could stay that 

way for a while.
That said, it felt like the first 

team to find a way to score would 
have all the momentum, and 
Banks County broke through first. 
In the top of the fifth, Marley Mc-
Daniel doubled and eventually 
scored on a base hit from Gaylor, 
who helped herself out.

Despite a stellar effort by Giles 
— she also tried to give herself 
a boost at the dish, as the pitch-
er snagged one of ACE’s two hits 
— the Gryphons could not muster 
any offense in the final frames. 
Banks County pulled away for the 
1-0 win to take the lead in the se-
ries.

The Gryphons refused to start 
Game 2 on the same track. Stone 
started the game with a hit and 
scored on a crucial two-run homer 
from Collins that put a charge into 
the ACE bench and got the crowd 
involved again.

The Gryphons added on with 
one run in both the second and 
third innings on RBIs from 
Thames and Giles, taking a 4-0 
lead and commanding the mo-
mentum.

Banks County put together a 
significant rally in the bottom of 
the third, though, getting a three-
run tank shot from Tylee Strick-
land to cut the deficit to one before 
Gaylor tied it with an RBI single.

The offensive outburst did not 
stop there. The Leopards con-
tinued their surge the next in-
ning with four more runs, a rally 
capped by a two-run triple off the 
bat of Gaylor, who stood scream-
ing and dapping up her coach on 
third after the clutch hit.

A three-run fifth inning kept 
the train moving and more or 
less sealed the deal, giving Banks 
County an 11-4 lead that they did 
not relinquish. A sac fly in the bot-
tom of the sixth made it 12-4, giv-
ing the Leopards the “walk-off” 
on a mercy-rule technicality.

FPD
Continued from Page B1

GHSA
Continued from Page B1

PHOTO BY DONN RODENROTH
Westside running back Kaleb Blount crosses in to the endzone for a touchdown 
against Rutland. The Seminoles held off a Rutland comeback for a key 16-14 region 
victory. Both teams finish their seasons this week with region games.

PHOTO BY MARK POWELL
ACE senior Reese Thames, who ended the game behind the plate, tosses her 
catcher’s mask as the Banks County Leopards celebrate advancing to the Elite 
Eight after defeating the Gryphons in the second round of the GHSA Class 
A-Division I state tournament in Macon on Oct. 22.

SOFTBALL
Continued from Page B3

PLAYOFFS
Continued from Page B1
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COMICS & GAMES

STRANGE BUT TRUE
BY LUCIE WINBORNE
King Features Syndicate

— Hockey pucks are frozen be-
fore each game to prevent bouncing 
in and out of play and other poten-
tially dangerous and uncontrolled 
movements.

— According to the National 
Turkey Federation, around 88% of 
Americans enjoy the bird as part of 
their annual holiday feast each year. 
That adds up to a belly-busting 46 
million-plus turkeys, says the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture. Yep, we 
don't call it Turkey Day for nothing!

— The phrase "United States of 
America" was first published anon-

ymously in the Virginia Gazette 
newspaper in Williamsburg, Virgin-
ia, on April 6, 1776.

— When he was a teenager, phys-
icist Stephen Hawking's friends 
called him "Einstein" after they 
created a computer using telephone 
switchboards, old clock parts and 
additional items meant for recycling.

— Nearly 500 animal species 
have documented homosexual be-
haviors.

— The Atlantic is the saltiest of 
Earth's five major oceans, primari-
ly due to the Antarctic ice sheet and 
global mountain ranges.

— Muhammad Ali started box-
ing at age 12 after someone stole 

his bike. The tearful boy told police 
officer Joe Martin that he wanted 
to pummel the culprit, and Martin, 
who was a boxing instructor at a lo-
cal gym, advised him to learn how 
to fight.

— American school buses are yel-
low because the color is easier to see 
in poor light and bad weather.

— On average, Google.com pro-
cesses about 63,000 search queries 
every second, or more than 5.5 bil-
lion searches per day, and 2 trillion 
per year.

— A common garden spider can 
produce as many as seven types of 
silk, each made up of a different se-
quence of proteins.

NOW HERE’S A TIP
BY JOANN DERSON

King Features Syndicate

— From a reader in New York: 
"Save plastic bags that cannot be 
recycled and use them to collect 
food scraps that cannot be com-
posted or flushed." 

— Keep your hard-boiled egg 
yolks from crumbling by wetting 
your knife between slices. 

— From a reader in Indiana: 
"To soften the butter without melt-
ing it, warm a bowl that is bigger 
than the butter stick and invert it 
over the butter on a plate."

— Save the peel on oranges and 
grapefruits. You can toss them on 

a fire for a nice smell.
— From a reader in Wash-

ington: "Hard water stains in 
the toilet are no match for den-
ture tablets. Simply drop one in 
the toilet and let sit overnight. 
A quick scrub and a flush in the 
morning should do it."

— Make a holiday cheese ball 
simply: Combine a package of 
cream cheese with a cup of fine-
ly shredded cheese and 1/3 cup 
sour cream or plain Greek yogurt. 
Form into a ball, roll in coating of 
your choice (chopped nuts, spic-
es, etc.) and chill. Bring with pita 
chips, crackers or pretzels as a 
hostess gift.
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SNAPSHOTS

PHOTOS 1 AND 2 — Macon-Bibb County Parks and Recreation 
hosted the 2025 Annual Fall Festival & Trunk or Treat Oct. 24 
at Carolyn Crayton Park. Photo by Macon-Bibb County Parks and 
Recreation

PHOTO 3 — Nick Trivelas & the Aegeans perform during the 
18th annual Central Georgia Greek Festival in Macon on Oct. 
26. The three-day festival featured authentic Greek cuisine, 
traditional dancing, live music and a market. Photo by Jessica 
Gratigny

PHOTO 4 — Culinary instructor Chef Mark Robinson poses for 
a picture with student Debreon Felton during a Culinary Toque 
Ceremony Oct. 23 at W.S. Hutchings College & Career Academy. 
Photo by Jason Vorhees

PHOTO 5 — Areti Dancers of Atlanta perform during the 18th 
annual Central Georgia Greek Festival in Macon on Oct. 26. 
Photo by Jessica Gratigny

PHOTOS 6 AND 7 —  Students dance in the stands and rapper/ 
singer Chino Cappin performs during a pep rally at Ballard-
Hudson Middle School Oct. 28. Bibb County schools partnered 
with Tex James from Power 107.1 for the "I Believe N Me" 
attendance pep rally. Photo by Jason Vorhees
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