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Cunningham working his 

way back from stroke

Only last summer, former el-

ementary teacher Ray Cunning-

ham was busying himself with 

his Patterson City Clerk duties 

and helping keep the newly-cre-

ated Farmer’s Market organized 

at Eagle Station.

On Sundays, he filled Pat-
terson Baptist Church with his 

beautiful praises on the piano.

But on September 4, all of 

that suddenly . . . stopped.

“I had worked all day, came 

home and was supposed to pick 

up my son. I had started mak-

ing dinner, but didn’t feel well. 

I had a slight headache, so I 

laid down on the couch,” Cun-

ningham, 59, explained from his 

wheelchair at Pierce Chamber’s 

Annual Gala and Awards Cer-

emony recently, where he was 

a guest of honor as Citizen of 

the Year. “When I didn’t show 

up at my son’s, he came over 

and found me on the couch and 

couldn’t get me to move. So he 

called 911 and he called my sis-

ter Rita. She’s a nurse.” 

Cunningham had suffered 

a hemorrhagic stroke affecting 

the left side of his body, virtu-

ally paralyzing that side of his 

face, his left arm and his left leg. 

It also has affected his short-

term memory, he said.

He was first taken to Way-

cross, but immediately life 

flighted to Memorial Health 
University Medical Center in 

Savannah for treatment in its 

intensive care unit. 

“I had done a couple of things 

I’d never done before, but I don’t 

remember them,” he said, sport-

ing a black and silver sequin 

dinner jacket and shiny black 

shoes. “One was flying in a he-

licopter. But that’s better than 

the EMS truck. It’s not cool at 

all.”

He said the first thing he 
remembered was waking up in 

the Savannah hospital and not 

being able to move his left arm. 

“All I could think was I’m not 

going to be able to play the pia-

no anymore,” he said, glancing 

down at his left hand. 

Cunningham said he’s played 

piano since he was in the second 

grade and has a baby grand at 

home. His favorite type of music 

to play is Christian, especially 

“How Great Thou Art.”

He said this weekend he 

will start with playing with the 

strings on the keyboard.

“Our music director Bob Ed-

wards asked me if I’d consider it 

and I told him I would,” he said 

softly. “When I just go and sit at 

church I don’t feel like I’ve done 

what I needed to do.”

Cunningham said his goal is 

to be able to play the piano at 

church as well as before. 

Although he said his rehabil-

itation facility in Augusta was 

too much like a nursing home, 

he admitted the staff did help 

him make some progress over 

the last several months with 

physical therapy, occupational 

therapy and speech therapy. 

He said one of the most frus-

trating things now is how his 

brain makes him think he’s 

able to lift his arm, for instance, 

when he actually can’t. 

“I try to play piano with my 

right hand and I feel like I’ve 

got the left side working in my 

head, but it’s not,” he said. “The 

hardest thing is thinking you’re 

doing something you’re not do-

ing.” 

But he is now able to stand 

up at his kitchen and bathroom 

sinks for a bit with some assis-

tance, he said proudly. And he is 

determined to continue to make 

progress, little by little. 

Because he lives alone, 

health professionals were at 

first talking about his need for a 
nursing home, but he knew that 

wasn’t the place for him.

“I said ‘I’m not going,’” he 

said defiantly. “That rehab 

BY K.T. MCKEE

Staff Writer

Early voting 

has started 

in Pierce Co.

Early voting for the May 24 primary elec-

tion is now underway. 

Early voting began Monday and will con-

tinue through Friday, May 20. Voters can cast 

their ballot early from 8:30 a.m.-5 p.m. week-

days. Saturday early voting is 8:30-5 p.m. May 

7 and 14. All early voting will be held  at the 

Pierce County Courthouse Annex, 312 Nichols 

St., Blackshear. 

Voters can also request absentee ballots. 

The deadline for absentee ballot requests is 

Friday, May 13. 

Absentee by mail voting rules have changed 

since the last election cycle. Details are avail-

able at the Board of Elections and Registration 

Office. 
Polls will be open 7 a.m.-7 p.m. Election Day 

Tuesday, May 24 at Eagle Station on Williams 

Street in Patterson and the Southeast Georgia 

Regional Agricultural Center (SEGARAC) on 

Main Street in Blackshear. The polling station 

for the City of Patterson’s special election will 

be at Eagle Station, Williams Street, Patter-

son. 

Board of Elections Supervisor Leah Ritch 

recommends those who still wish to vote in 

person mark a copy of the sample ballot and 

bring it to the polls with them to expedite the 

voting process. Sample ballots appear on page 

1b in this issue of The Times.

Voters must choose a party in the primary 

election  — Republican, Democratic or Non-

partisan. Those who choose a nonpartisan bal-

lot will not get to vote in any races appearing 

on the Republican or Democratic ballots. 

County voters will have contested races for 

county commission and school board chairman 

and voters in county commission District 2 

will elect a new commissioner.

Incumbent chairman Neal Bennett faces a 

challenge from second district commissioner 

Mike Streat. For school board chairman, in-

cumbent Duward Boatright faces a challenge 

from Morris Pate. 

Bennett and Streat are running as Repub-

licans and there is no Democratic nomination. 

Whomever wins the race will take office in 
January. 

The school board race is non partisan.

Only one county-wide obser-

vance of the National Day of 

Prayer will be held this year. 

The annual National Day of 

Prayer observance will take place 

at noon Thursday, May 5, in the 

newly-renovated Offerman City 

Park. 

The Rev. James Lightsey, pas-

tor of Offerman Baptist Church, 

is the coordinator for the event. 

The Rev. Lightsey encourages 

all residents to attend the obser-

vance. 

“We try to keep our service to 

25 minutes so that those on their 

lunch breaks may join us for the 

event and have time to get lunch 

and return to work,” he said. “We 

hope to have a good turnout this 

year.”

The annual evening service, 

generally held at 6 p.m. in Black-

shear City Park, will not be held 

this year. 

This year’s Day of Prayer 

theme is “Exalt the Lord, Who has 

established us.”

The theme of this year’s obser-

vance is based on Colossians 2:6-7 

– “Therefore, as you have received 

Christ Jesus the Lord, so walk in 

Him, having been firmly rooted 
and now being built up in Him 

and established in your faith, just 

as you were instructed, and over-

flowing with gratitude.” (NASB).
This year’s observance marks 

the 71st National Day of Prayer 

which was first commemorated in 
1952.

Patterson City Clerk Ray Cunningham was honored as Citizen of the Year at the 67th Annual Pierce 

County Chamber Gala and Awards event at Okefenokee Country Club April 21. He and the other sev-

en honorees were celebrated with an 18-by-24-inch foam board photos of when they received their 

glass trophies at a March press conference. 

National 

Day of 

prayer 

May 5th
BY JASON DEAL

News Editor

Forum to 
be held 
Thursday

The Blackshear Times and 

the Edward “Bud” Newton Cen-

ter will host a political forum for 

county chairman and school board 

chairman tomorrow night, Thurs-

day, May 5. 

The forum will take place at 6 

p.m. at the Edward “Bud” Newton 

Center, Tyre Bridge Road, Patter-

son.

Candidates for county chair-

man include incumbent Neal Ben-
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