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New wine

bar brings

flavor to Richmond Hill

Latrice Williams
Savannah Morning News
USA TODAY NETWORK

There was never a dull moment in Ni-
chola Lester’'s household coming up.
Her mother frequently held gatherings
at their home in the Bahamas and Lester
saw how meaningful those parties were
to her neighbors and friends.

Now, she is bringing her love of enter-
taining to Richmond Hill.

The Goodie Bar, which opened in
March, is a swanky, upscale wine bou-
tique, perfect for date nights or a girls
night out.

“I grew up in a house where we had
good food all the time, which is also how
Ilearned to cook,” said Lester. “My hus-
band and I loved cooking together, en-
tertaining as we moved around. He was
in the Coast Guard for 26 years. We are
always having friends over for birthday
parties, gatherings.”

Lester studied graphic design at Sa-
vannah College of Art and Design and
taught at the Art Institute of Pittsburgh
for 17 years. Her design skills are on full
display, as the charcoal gray wall color,
artwork and seating arrangements offer
a warm and inviting experience.

“People have said that it feels like
home in here, that there is a cozy vibe
here,” said Lester. “The painting, all the
furniture, the light fixtures, the build-
ing, the bar - the property manager did
pretty much everything. I just showed
him pictures and told him what I wanted
and then he made it happen.”

Inspired by both her British ancestry
and Caribbean upbringing, Lester craft-
ed amenu that offers several unique op-
tions. Whether it be brie bites, sausage
rolls, or her wide array of wine offerings,
the menu is catered to foodies and any-
one looking for a romantic night out ora
place to host a small event.

Lester put a new spin on avocado
toast — the bright green fruit sits atop a
slice of brioche bread complete with
pink peppercorns, balsamic vinegar
and pickled onions on the side.
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The bar’s wine portfolio is extensive,
offering an array of white and red wines
that are mostly international. Lester
said that Pinot Grigio and Cabernet are
best sellers.

Nichola Lester pours a glass of Cabernet at her wine boutique The Goodie Bar.
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The hint of sweetness from the brie
fig and pistachio bites and the spicy
flavors from the sausage rolls, served

See FLAVOR, Page 5A

Anchor
Park
project
moving
forward

Destini Ambus
Savannah Morning News
USA TODAY NETWORK

In 2023, City of Port Wentworth
leadership dreamed of a plan to bring
recreational amenities to a city over-
run with industrial development.
What residents have long wanted was
access to places they felt were essen-
tial to quality of life — libraries and
parks instead of what felt like the near
constant sprouting of warehouses.

That dream will soon become a real-
ity, with the first phase of a 150-acre
park at the corner of Monteith Road
and Interstate 95, which they've
dubbed Anchor Park, nearing comple-
tion. VyStar Pavillion, an open-air am-
phitheater that seats 4,200, and the
Ice Cove, the training facility for the lo-
cal minor league hockey team, are set
to open this August.

But, in the process of building this
park, which broke ground in 2024,
there have been a few hiccups, includ-
ing the initiation of an appeal process
by a resident that has held up the issu-
ance of revenue bonds, one part of
funding this supersized project.

Georgia and LaRay Benton, who
have filed the appeals, have filed nine
lawsuits against the City of Port Went-
worth since 2021. One of the central
conflicts between the city and the
Bentons in these lawsuits has been
their claim that the city is interfering
with their property rights, but five of
the nine lawsuits they’ve filed against

See PROJECT, Page 2A

Garden City temporarily halts data centers to study their impact

Destini Ambus
Savannah Morning News
USA TODAY NETWORK

Less than a week after residents of
neighboring city Port Wentworth met to
organize a protest against data centers,
Garden City City Council unanimously
approved a six-month moratorium for
these centers.

The moratorium doesn’t halt the re-
zoning of a land for this use, but it does
halt the acceptance of applications, is-
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Bullock County, Camden County, and Kingsland, Ga have all

passed moratoriums in the coastal area. Kingsland was also the

first city in the coastal region to receive an application at the end

of April for a data center.

suance of permits, licenses of approvals
within the limits of Garden City.

Data centers have made headlines
over the last year regarding the massive
amounts of power and water they con-
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sume and the increased construction of
them to power Al and cloud-computing
services. While there are none in the
Coastal Georgia region of any apprecia-
ble size, according to One Hundred
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Miles North Coast Advocate Jeffery
Beauvais, but there are currently well
over 100 in use or in construction in the
entire state, according to Science for
Georgia.

Port Wentworth Planning and Zon-
ing Commissioner Patrick Donovan,
said he’d been told there were five areas
in the region where there could be a da-
ta center: Port Wentworth, Rincon,
three potential sites in Effingham

See IMPACT, Page 5A
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the city have been dismissed.

Some were deemed frivolous, as was
the appeal made by the Benton’s for the
revenue bonds, by Judge Tammy
Stokes.

While the Benton’s initial appeal was
denied, as well as the appeal to the deni-
al of their first appeal, they’re pressing
forward with blocking the issuance of
these revenue bonds with a latest ap-
peal submitted to the Supreme Court of
Georgia on May 13.

LaRay Benton declined to comment
for this story until judgements have
been made on his appeal.

What are revenue bonds?

Revenue bonds are a type of loan iis-
sued by state or local governments to
fund specific public infrastructure pro-
jects. They are typically repaid solely
from the revenue generated by those
projects, funds collected through park-
ing revenue, rent/lease payments, con-
cessions and drinks sales or ticket sales,
etc.

“Anchor Park is a long-term capital
asset designed to serve residents for
decades,” said Mayor Tracy Saunders in
an email. “The funding....allows the city
to finance infrastructure over time in-
stead of placing the full cost on current
taxpayers. This approach is common
across Georgia for large public projects
supported by user activity and public-
private partnerships.”

Anchor Park, including the costs of
the Ice Cove and VyStar Pavillion is esti-
mated to be about $76.2 million total.
The construction of the Ice Cove and Pa-
villion is a $46.2 million project, ac-
counting for nearly 60% of that total.

The training facility and amphithe-

ater are being funded through a public-
private partnership between the city,
the Port Wentworth Development Au-
thority, VyStar Credit Union, Zawyer
Sports, who owns the Ghost Pirates, and
the Oakview Group, which will manage
VyStar Pavilion.

In Georgia, revenue bonds must go
through a judicial validation process,
which Port Wentworth started last year.
The city or development authority files
a petition in the Superior Court, then a
judge reviews the legality of the bonds,
how it will be repaid and compliance of
the bonds with state law.

The process is meant to provide legal
certainty to investors — once validated,
the bonds have strong legal standing,
“which protects both the public and the
bondholders,” Saunders wrote in an
email.

This process includes a requirement
to inform the public of the hearings to
confirm the legality of the proposed
bonds. Residents are given the opportu-
nity to speak at the hearing, to comment
on the project and the financing. At the
hearing in September 2025, six resi-
dents chose to speak, including the
Bentons.

What are the Benton’s arguing?

In September, Judge Tammy Stokes
ruled to validate the sale of these bonds.
About 12 days later, the Benton’s filed
their motion for reconsideration, which
the court denied alittle over a month lat-
er in October, deeming their arguments
as meritless and frivolous.

The Benton’s argued that the bond
process lacked transparency and public
accountability; that Port Wentworth of-
ficials violate their oath of office by en-
gaging in “self-dealing”; that the city is
attempting to use residents’ private
property as “indirect collateral” from
the bonds by potentially imposing taxes
without “proper disclosure”; and that

the PWDA is unlawfully composed be-
cause it is made up of sitting elected or
appointed officials, so everything they
have done, including the bond issuance,
s “null and void.”

Port Wentworth argued that the Ben-
ton’s lack legal standing to challenge the
bonds and that their objections fall out-
side what Georgia law allows in bond
validation cases.

The city also asked the court, in Octo-
ber, to require the challengers to post a
bond of $20 million (the contribution
from Zawyer Sports), a financial guar-
antee by the courts that they would get
paid if the appeal fails, before any ap-
peal can proceed, citing repeated and
allegedly frivolous litigation.

The Benton’s then filed another ap-
peal to the denial of their first appeal to
the Court of Appeals on the same day
the trial court signed an order requiring
the Benton’s to post an appeal bond
within 10 days.

A month later, the city filed a re-
sponse, requesting that the Court of Ap-
peals dismiss the appeal, and accept the
trial court’s findings that the objections
were frivolous. They mentioned that the
Benton’s had not paid the appeal bond,
and even failed to appeal the bond order
within the 30 days.

Ultimately, in early April the Court of
Appeals dismissed the second appeal
because the Benton’s failed to establish
legal standing, but the court also denied
the request to penalize the Benton’s for
filing a frivolous appeal.

A Bill of Peace was issued though, re-
quiring frequent litigants to get court
permission to file further actions
against the city, aiming to curb frivolous
lawsuits, according to the city attorney
in April.

Despite that, it appears that LaRay
Benton filed a court order for judicial re-
view vs. the city of Port Wentworth to
the Georgia Supreme Court on May 13,
further appealing the decision to ap-

prove the bonds.
What happens now?

The city is once again in a standstill
regarding the issuance of the revenue
bonds, as this appeal is reviewed. The
City of Port Wentworth filed a response
to the new appeal on June 3, stating that
the case should be “swiftly denied” be-
cause the petition was untimely, lacks
standing, and none of the claims have
merit.

In the meantime, the city said they
have been pursuing alternative funding
options like the tax anticipation note,
which is a short-term security debt is-
sued by a state, that was approved in
January. The debt is repaid with future
tax collections. The borrowing for the
TAN was limited to no more than $7.4
million, with an interest rate of 3.8%
and is to be repaid by the end of the year,
or when the Port Wentworth Develop-
ment Authority is able to issue the reve-
nue bonds.

The second phase of the park began
construction in mid-March, which in-
cludes the football and soccer fields,
concessions areas, team rooms, play-
ground and parking. While the amphi-
theater is still set to open in August, the
full build out of Anchor Park across all
four phases is projected for completion
in the fourth quarter of 2028, according
to Saunders.

“The bond validation appeal could
create challenges if not resolved in a
timely manner. That is why the City is
proactively working on alternative
funding strategies,” Saunders said in an
email. “Our focus is to prevent disrup-
tion and protect the project schedule.”

Destini Ambus is the general assign-
ment reporter for the Savannah Morn-
ing News, covering the municipalities,
and community and cultural programs.
You can reach her at DAmbus@gan-
nett.com
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