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By sHane dunCan
Staff Writer

A protest in response to the recent kill-
ing of George Floyd was held in Athens 
Monday.

The protest came among a series of pro-
tests and riots across the country in the 
past week and McMinn County Sheriff 
Joe Guy said this one remained peaceful.

“There is a difference between a pro-
test and a riot,” Guy said. “Any American 
should support a lawful protest, it is part 
of our right as an American to voice our 
opinion and exercise our free speech.”

However, he noted that when violence 
breaks out, the protest loses its meaning.

“The rioting is a mistake that is in no 
way peaceful,” he stated. “It damages 
lives, it damages property and it doesn’t 
accomplish the goals that a protest does.”

Guy said he was happy to see how the 
protestors handled themselves Monday 
night.

“I was very proud of our young people,” 
expressed Guy. “We had a group of young 
people from a local high school that came 
out. They had concerns from things they 
have seen on the news, they have con-

cerns for their own families, they were all 
different races and they wanted to exer-
cise their right of free speech in a public 
place and be vocal about those things.”

According to Guy, the protest was very 
well organized and the people involved 
were very respectful.

“They were very open to anyone join-
ing them and there was nothing offen-
sive or vulgar,” he explained. “I partici-
pated along with them and they were 
kind enough to let me do that. These are 
things that they are standing up for that I 
believe in. They wanted to be heard and 
I enjoyed hearing them and I think a lot 
of other people enjoyed hearing them.”

He believes the bond between law 
enforcement and citizens is essential in 
order to prevent situations from getting 
out of hand.

“Relationships are at the bottom of all 
of this,” Guy said. “When we have healthy 
relationships we don’t turn on each other. 
We can have mature conversations ... so 
as a law enforcement officer any time that 
you can step over that line and maintain a 
relationship, I think any police chief, any 
sheriff and any officer should do that. So 
many times we are able to do that and it 

maintains relationships and I think that 
happens more often than not and I think 
it is what keeps our nation strong.”

He stated that a lot of communities, 
like the one in McMinn, have established 
relationships between citizen and law 
enforcement that they can continue to 
“build on and make better.”

“I think in grassroots America that is 
probably true in most places,” he noted. 
“All of the problems aren’t solved, all con-
cerns aren’t answered but the relation-
ships are there and as long as they are 
there we can continue to sit down and 
talk to make each others’ lives better.”

According to Guy, the organizer of the 
protest stated they planned to perform 
a prayer on Wednesday along with a 
community event that is currently being 
planned out for next week.

“We don’t always have to agree with 
each other, we don’t always even have to 
understand each other, all that we need 
to understand is that people are hurting 
... the point is to recognize and accept the 
fact that people are hurting or frustrat-
ed or angry for many different reasons 

A Friendly gathering

Guy ‘very proud’ of how protest handled in Athens

COURTESY OF JOSH BOGGESS
A protest took place at the McMinn County Courthouse Monday night in response to the recent killing of George Floyd by a police officer in Min-
nesota. Shown here, McMinn County Sheriff Joe Guy stands with several of the protestors during the event.

By sHane dunCan
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A local man turned a military 
career in the Marines into a small 
business ownership.

Oneil Gray is the owner of Gray’s 
Air Conditioning, Heating and 
Electric Service in Athens and he 
credited his time serving in the 
United States Marine Corps as a 
factor in becoming the owner of 
a business.

After graduating from high 
school, Gray joined the Marine 
Corp where he worked as an air-
craft electrician.

He served in the Marines for 10 
years from 1969 to 1979.

“I always wanted to join the 

Marines since I was a young man 
of 13 or 14 years old,” said Gray. 
“When I graduated high school 
on the 12th day of May in 1969, I 
enlisted in the Marines and started 
bootcamp on the 27th of May.”

During his military career, he 
rose in the ranks from private to 
sergeant major before retiring to 
help his son find a better educa-
tion.

As an electrician for the Marines, 
most of the places he was sta-
tioned at were stateside, such 
as Parris Island, N.C., Memphis 
and Buford, N.C., with a few short 
oversees trips to Okinawa, Japan 
and Vietnam.

“In that time and day, if you were 
an electrician, they wouldn’t let 

you go anywhere because of all 
the electrical problems,” said 
Gray. “Mostly all I did was go from 
Buford, overseas and back.”

Gray also furthered his educa-
tion during his time in the military, 
as he attended a correspondence 
school and then he obtained an 
associate’s degree from Cleveland 
State Community College.

He believes his electrician work 
in the military helped shape the 
idea that led him to found his busi-
ness.

“Even when I was a kid in the 
4-H club, I knew I wanted to be 
an electrician,” said Gray. “I took 
that interest into the military and 

Gray took experience from Marines into business world

SPECIAL TO THE DPA
Shown here is Oneil Gray with a truck from his business.

Special to The DPA

As protests and riots stretch across the 
country, the City of Athens has announced 
an attempt to bring people together.

On Thursday, June 11, the city will host 
the Conversation on Race and Community 
Event at 5 p.m. at Cook Park.

“Americans are mourning. Americans are 
angry. Americans are anxious. This too, 
describes Athenians,” stated a news release 
about the event. “The events of this past 
week, the death of Mr. (George) Floyd and 
the COVID-19 pandemic have everyone 
experiencing emotional discontent. The 
Friendly City sees you and hears you. We 
are in this one world together. All we have 
is each other.”

The release also stressed the importance 
of law enforcement during this period.

“This is a very difficult time in the world 
and in our community,” it read. “The City 
of Athens supports and cultivates profes-
sionalism in law enforcement, we uphold 
the rule of law, but equally as important, 
we promote liberty for all people. All peo-
ple have value and all people have a voice. 
The City of Athens and the Athens Police 
Department protect all people.”

The release continued that hearing and 
considering everyone’s view of the world 
is vital.

Athens announces 
conversation on 
race, community 
event for June 11

By andy BRusseau
Staff Writer

A state grant program is expected to help 
McMinn County navigate the financial 
uncertainty caused by the COVID-19 eco-
nomic shutdown.

McMinn County will receive $913,214 
through Gov. Bill Lee’s Local Government 
Support Grant program. This $200 mil-
lion program provides cities and counties 
throughout Tennessee with a portion of 
the grant funding with no local matching 
dollars required.

At a recent meeting of the McMinn County 
Commission’s Budget Committee, County 
Mayor John Gentry said the grant fund-
ing will give the county “hopefully, a little 
relief.”

The program was originally designed 
to allocate $100 million, but that amount 
doubled prior to the end of the Tennessee 
General Assembly session to expand fund-
ing for COVID-19 response.

“Times got worse and they increased it to 
$200 million,” explained Gentry. 

State funds provide 
‘relief ’ for McMinn 
budget concerns
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