
Benkarski receives
Bell Ringer Award

Bond has been reduced in the case
of a carnival worker accused of
fondling two teen-age girls who had
just gotten on a ride.

A blanket bond of $15,000 was set
Tuesday by General Sessions Judge
Larry Ross in the case of
Tommy C. Ray, 48, who has
remained in custody at
Warren County Jail unable to
make bond since his arrest
early last month. His former
bond was $22,000.

His charges come for his
alleged actions last month at
the Family Attractions
Amusement Company carni-
val held at Northgate.
According to the victims,
both 15-year-old girls, they had
boarded the Music Fest ride and had
already sat down and buckled in
when an attendant wearing a red
shirt, later found out to be Ray, came
up behind them. The girls say he
reached around the seats, fondling
the breasts and buttocks of one teen
girl and between the legs of the other
girl. The teens reported the incident
to one of their mothers when they
got off the ride and police were
called.

During questioning, Ray denied

inappropriately touching the girls,
saying the girls must have taken his
actions wrong seeing his job is to
make sure customers are properly
buckled in to the ride before it starts
moving.

Following his initial questioning,
Ray was told by police to stand by
the ride and not move while they
went and talked to the carnival man-

ager who confirmed Ray’s
job was to attend to riders,
making sure they were prop-
erly restrained in their seats.
However, when police
returned they discovered
Ray had fled on foot. He was
found minutes later hiding in
a wooded area, lying in a
drainage ditch behind
Northgate shopping center.

Given the fact no force was
used in Ray’s run from offi-

cers, prosecutors admit resisting
arrest would be a hard charge to
prove, thereby justifying part of the
bond reduction. 

The fact Ray hails from Georgia
and has no local ties was a concern
for Judge Ross. However, prosecu-
tors pointed out Ray is wanted on
aggravated assault and failure to pay
child support charges in Georgia
making him fleeing home less of an
option. 
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Homicide charges have been leveled
against a man police believe stabbed a
man to death in his front yard and then
disappeared into the night a week ago.

The suspect, Jose G. Rocha, 20, is now a
wanted man as police have obtained
criminal warrants charging criminal
homicide and are placing him on the

Tennessee Bureau of Investigation’s most
wanted list. Police warn that he is to be
considered armed and dangerous and
that anyone knowing the whereabouts of
the alleged killer should contact authori-
ties immediately by calling 911 with the
information.

The Morrison resident is charged with
fatally stabbing Louis Miguel Corona
Gutirrez, 21, during a fight in the victim’s
front yard last Saturday evening.
According to McMinnville Police

Investigator Todd
Rowland, the stabbing
happened around
10:30 p.m. in the front
yard of Gutirrez who
lived in a trailer on
Martin Street just off
Chancery. The roots of
the incident, however,
were planted earlier in
the evening when
Gutirrez and Rocha
exchanged words at

one of the local apartment complexes.
Police suspect the disagreement was over

a woman.
The suspect then allegedly showed up

minutes later at Gutirrez’s residence
where the men argued and then began
exchanging blows. At some point during
the fist fight, witnesses say Rocha pulled
out a knife and stabbed Gutirrez in the
chest one time and then fled on foot. After
seeing he had been stabbed but apparent-
ly not knowing the blade had sliced a
vital organ, Gutirrez gave chase, pursu-
ing his attacker for nearly 300 yards to
Chancery Street before he collapsed. He
died a short time later after being airlifted
to Erlanger Medical Center in

Chattanooga. Police suspect an internal
organ, perhaps even the heart was hit by
the blade, causing him to bleed to death
internally since no significant blood was
found at the scene.

The suspect, meanwhile, continued
fleeing the scene after the victim col-
lapsed and has not been seen since. Given
the fact Rocha has roots outside the coun-
try, police say there is a possibility he has
fled the county, the state or even the
country. His only prior arrest here came
on Christmas Eve of last year when he
was taken into custody for driving while
impaired and driving without a license.

Suspected killer still at large

McMinnville officials may
not be holding a vote on annex-
ation next week. However, they
will be holding a Planning
Session Monday and a discus-
sion that could end in rate
increases for some city services
Tuesday. 

Officials will be meeting
Monday at 5:30 p.m. at city hall
to hold a planning session “to
discuss strategic plans for the
city,” a typed note attached to
the agenda for Tuesday night
stated. This will be the third
planning session in 2009.

Although no agenda has
been released regarding exactly
what will be up for discussion,
annexation will likely be on the
list as it was during the first two
sessions held in February and
in March.

While the city’s strategic
plans are vague, what awaits
discussion Tuesday night is

clear — fee increases and a con-
troversial study:

• Members of the Street and
Sanitation Committee will be
meeting at 6:30 p.m. On the
agenda is water and sewer rate
increases, as well as discussing
street lights for the Newtown
area.

• Members of the Water and
Sewer Committee will be meet-
ing at 6:40 p.m. On the agenda
is rate increases for solid waste
collection, better known as
trash collection.

Following these discussions,
the Finance Committee will
meet at 6:50 to discuss a
Community ID proposal by
Buxton. The discussion comes
one year following a presenta-
tion by the company.

Back in June 2008, Buxton
Identifying Customers territory
manager Blaine Smith present-
ed officials with an idea to bring
new business and new jobs to
Warren County.

By DUANE SHERRILL
Staff Reporter for the Southern Standard
(McMinnville, Tenn.)

Rocha wanted for homicide

Record year for Relay

A crowd estimated by Relay logistics coordinator Emily Panter
to be around 2,000 took part in the seventh annual Warren County
Relay for Life stretching from Friday night into Saturday morning.

This year’s event raised a record high $149,000. For more Relay
coverage, see page 1-C.

ROCHA

City to discuss
rate increases
Officials also to consider $70,000
customer analytics survey of area
By LISA HOBBS
Staff Reporter for the Southern Standard
(McMinnville, Tenn.)

Continued on page 2-A
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Bond reduced for
‘carny’ accused of
fondling teen girls
By DUANE SHERRILL
Staff Reporter for the Southern Standard
(McMinnville, Tenn.)

Continued on page 2-A

One of Warren County's most
recognized and beloved health-
care workers, Gerane Powell
Benkarski, RN, has earned
another honor, the CHEER
Mental Health Association's
prestigious Bell Ringer Award.

Gracious and mod-
est in accepting the
accolade at CHEER's
annual membership
banquet Thursday
evening, she credited
"Jesus Christ for get-
ting us through life
every day." She went
on to say, "I do what I
do because I love
people."

Mrs. Benkarski's
career has, in fact,
touched thousands
of people and made their lives
better and, in many cases,
longer.  After employment at
River Park Hospital, she has
worked as clinical nurse at the
Warren County Health
Department. In addition to her
regular job, she has contributed
to her community through
active involvement in various
health-related non-profit agen-
cies including the Warren
County Health Council.

In presenting the 2009 D.
Porter Henegar-Fred L. Hoover
Sr. Bell Ringer Award, Janell

Hawkins took note of Mrs.
Benkarski's history as a high-
achiever with a strong work
ethic. For example, she graduat-
ed Warren County High School
as top medalist in science, Latin,
social studies and mathematics.
After completing her RN degree
in 1973, she won the Dr. Frist
Award in 1983 and was honored
as the Southern Standard

Woman of
Achievement in
2006.

In community and
church service, she
has been women's
class teacher at
Smyrna Church of
Christ for 13 years.
Even though her
professional respon-
sibilities for former
patients may have
ended years earlier,
she continues to

visit many of them, check on
their health condition and help
to meet their needs in physical
care and daily living, Mrs.
Hawkins told the banquet audi-
ence in the fellowship hall of
Central Church of Christ.

The CHEER charitable organi-
zation also recognized as
Employees of the Year two asso-
ciates: outpatient adult coun-
selor Karla F Brock, Ph.D., and
outpatient therapist Mary
Louise Ecker, MSW, LCSW. 

By BILL ZECHMAN
Special to the Southern Standard
(McMinnville, Tenn.)

Photo provided
Gerane Powell Benkarski speaks at the CHEER

Mental Health Association’s annual membership
banquet Thursday night after receiving the orga-
nization’s prestigious Bell Ringer Award.

“I do what I do
because I love
people.”

– GERANE
POWELL

BENKARSKI

“

”

Continued on page 5-A
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Warren County ignored hard times and
once again dug deep in their pockets to
raise money at the 2009 Relay for Life to
support vital cancer research. The goal for
this year’s Relay was $140,700 and, accord-
ing to Relay co-chairman Dwight Burch, as
of yesterday the total funds raised this year
came to $149,000, a record for Warren
County.

“We were all very, very happy,” Burch
said Saturday morning. “It’s all due to the
teams and the community. Everyone
stepped up during hard economic times
and gave to a great cause.”

During the event Friday Relay volunteer
Emily Panter, who handled logistics, said
those involved with Relay are pleased with
this year’s event, the seventh for
McMinnville and Warren County.

“It’s going great,” Panter said.
“Everything’s gone real well this year. The
weather’s been good to us. I think we’ve
had around 2,000 here tonight. We’ve got 35
teams that have tents set up, and the com-
munity has really come out to support us.”

Cindy Rogers, of Homeland Community
Bank which sponsors the Survivor Walk
and Survivor Brunch, was also happy with
the turnout for this year’s Relay.

“Relay is doing wonderfully, “ Rogers
said. “We’ve got just a great crowd out,
beautiful weather, we couldn’t ask for any
nicer weather.”

Rogers said the fundraiser did well prior
to the actual event Friday.

“Volunteers Carla Savage and Tammy
Vinson take care of the money,” Rogers
said. “And as of Bank Night we had
$110,000. We were so excited. Our commu-
nity support has been overwhelming. It’s
all from our community, we couldn’t do it
without the community.”

Rogers says the event itself shows how
important cancer research is.

“I think tonight brings an awareness of
the importance of that,” Rogers said.
“When you see the survivors walking that
first lap, that’s when it all comes together.
We know what we’re doing it for.”

Cancer survivor Natasha Burks, 19, says
the Relay for Life is literally a lifesaver.
Burks, who was diagnosed with Hodgkins
Lymphoma in 2006, has been cancer free for
almost two years now, and has another
wonderful blessing, her 7-week-old son
Memphis.

“He is so great,” Burks said. “I wouldn’t
trade him for anything in the world. Being
a mom is the best thing that could ever hap-
pen. Our thing is he’s our hope for a sur-
vivor, and it’s the best thing in the world.”

Burks says she appreciates everyone who

is involved in Relay.
“I love Relay,” Burks said. “I support

Relay with everything in my heart. It’s the
greatest thing in the world somebody could
do for someone who has been diagnosed
with cancer or is a cancer survivor.”

Burks’ mom, Middle Tennessee Surgical
Care Scheduler Pam Hodges, says her
daughter and grandson are living proof of
Relay’s effectiveness.

“I feel blessed, very, very blessed,” said
Hodges. Relay is the most wonderful non-
profit organization, which helps the
American Cancer Society, that I’ve ever
been with. I did not know what it was, but
now I’m going to be one voice to help get
the word out about what it is, and what it
does. It’s so wonderful and it helps so many
people with the Hope Lodge and other pro-
grams.”

Burch said the event met and exceeded
expectations. 

“It’s gone even better than we hoped,”
Burch said Friday night. “We set lofty goals
this year and the community has come out
like we knew they would, like they always
do for this event. This is the biggest one by
far that we’ve had. We were farther ahead
financially coming in to tonight than we
have ever been in the past. It’s awesome.
The community has gone out of their way,
gone above and beyond to make this a suc-
cess. We really appreciate it.”

By CHARLES W. JOHNSON
News Editor for the Southern Standard
(McMinnville, Tenn.)

Event sets local record, raises
$149,000 for cancer research
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The track at Nunley Stadium took on a purple tint as local can-
cer survivors walked the opening lap of the 2009 Relay for Life.
Sponsored by Homeland Community Bank, the walk gives friends

and family a chance to observe and honor those who have chal-
lenged and defeated this devastating disease. Relay for Life is
one of the premier fund-raisers for the American Cancer Society.

Cancer survivor Natasha Burks, who was diagnosed with
Hodgkins Lymphoma in 2006, has been cancer free for almost
two years. Burks stands in front of the HOPE sign with her 7-
week-old son Memphis. “He is our hope for a survivor,” she says.

It’s not often you see a kid in a yellow shirt riding a pink pig, but
7-year-old Jacob Lann seems to take it in stride as his dad,
Dennis, looks on. The pig is actually a specially designed grill
donated by Foodland Plus to be auctioned off for this year’s
Relay for Life.

A true KISS fan, Jack Sherrill poses with a full-size Paul Stanley
cutout at the River Park Hospital Relay booth, complete with an
electrically illuminated KISS sign. The River Park booth’s theme
was “Rock and Roll All Night to KISS Cancer Goodbye.”

Above, “The Dukes of Hazzard” were
reunited for this year’s Relay for Life in
keeping with its “Welcome Back to the
1980s” theme. Portraying the Dukes
crew are, from left, Dale Sneed (Uncle
Jesse), Michael Breedlove (Luke), Kaci
Chilton (Daisy), Traye Cope (Bo), Rob
Nunley (Cooter) and Terri Nunley (Boss
Hogg).

At left, the food at this year’s Relay for
Life was delicious, as always, as proven
by Bailey Palmer in the midst of this
group of her WCHS friends. They are,
front row, from left, Kalley Kominos,
Palmer, Therese Miller and Jordan Dyer.
Back row, Martha Harvey, Megan Sandlin
and Caroline McKinley.


