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Lake Placid gun shop burglar pleads guilty
By JOHN GUERRA

STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — Hayden Middleton, 
charged with breaking into the Bean 
Armory gun store in Lake Placid and 
stealing more than two dozen guns in 
January 2019, was to face a jury of his 
peers on Monday.

Instead, he pled guilty and will be 
sentenced later this year, Assistant State 
Attorney Steve Houchin said.

“The gun shop defendant pleaded 
guilty straight up to the Court morning 

of trial,” Houchin said in an email. “He 
will be sentenced at a later date.”

Middleton, who was found hiding 
under a dock in Lake Placid after 
fleeing police in a car with a juvenile 
co-defendant, pled guilty to the fol-
lowing charges: armed burglary of a 
structure or conveyance, possession of 
burglary tools, two counts of possessing 
a machine gun, and grand theft with 
damages above $10,000, court records 
show.

According to news accounts, 
Middleton, of Winter Haven and Talique 

McKenzie, then 20, of Auburndale, fled 
the burglary just after 2 a.m. Jan. 25, 
2019 in a white Audi SUV, and led Lake 
Placid Police and Highlands County 
Sheriff’s deputies in a high-speed car 
chase.

They fled to U.S. 27, with speeds 
reaching over 110 miles per hour, 
according to the HCSO. They drove the 
SUV through a few yards of homes in 
Tomoka Heights and when it came to a 
stop, they ran off.

When the SUV finally stopped, the 
two suspects jumped from the car, 

dumped the stolen guns into a trash 
can and hid under a dock. That’s where 
K-9 officers found the two hiding.

10th Judicial Circuit Court Judge 
Peter Estrada, who presided over the 
case, has scheduled a pre-sentencing 
hearing for Middleton on Aug. 2 at 
1:15 p.m. The armed burglary charge 
alone carries a mandatory 10-year 
sentence.

McKenzie was found guilty and 
sentenced to five years in federal 
prison in July 2019. Both men are from 
Polk County.

All caps 
removed 
from fire 

assessment,  
for now

County to review, 
adjust rates for 

2021-22 fiscal year

By PHIL ATTINGER
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — All caps are off the fire 
assessment, at least until Aug. 3.

That will give county administration 
and fire services staff a month to reana-
lyze call volume and revenue numbers 
to find the right balance for each land 
category.

Commissioners started the meeting 
with the task of removing the $115 
residential cap and deciding whether 
or not to enact the third 7% increase. 
Commissioner Chris Campbell, who was 
not present for last week’s workshop on 
the assessment, said he watched the 
online video and agreed with others on 
removing the residential $115 cap.

County Administrator Randy Vosburg 
and County Attorney Sherry Sutphen pre-
sented commissioners with a resolution 
to remove all caps — including the top 
range assessments for other categories — 
to give staff a chance to calculate new top 
ranges that may be higher or lower than 
current ones.

Vosburg said that commissioners could 
also put in a 7% increase for several 
more years, and as long as they outline a 
plan for how long they plan to have that 
increase, they won’t have to re-advertise 
or go through a two-hearing process each 
year.

They voted 4-1 Tuesday to authorize 
that 7% increase for all categories for the 
next five years, and to remove all caps, 
including the top range assessments, at 
least for now. Commissioner Arlene Tuck 
dissented. She had moved earlier to keep 
all rates the same and drop the rate on 
institutional buildings, namely churches, 
to 10 cents per square foot.

Other commissioners said they also 
wanted to look at cutting the fee for insti-
tutional buildings in half, from 23 cents 
per square foot to 12 cents, after hearing 
from pastors at the workshop who said 
they would have trouble paying if that 
category increases to the full amount 
possible.

Right now, all categories of land use — 
except vacant land — have ranges of fees 
charged per square foot. They started at 
the low end in 2017 when assessments 
began and those fees have gone up 7% 
each year, according to the resolution 
commissioners approved at that time.

One of the improvements brought 
about by the assessment was an im-
proved incident reporting and recording 
system and database, which has allowed 
Highlands County Fire Rescue command 
staff to better tally and analyze their call 
volume.

HCFR Chief Marc Bashoor told com-
missioners at the workshop last week that 
almost all categories were paying either a 
lot more or a lot less than their fair share, 

SFSC alumnus Derrick Roper 
discovers a passion for teaching

Special to the Highlands News-Sun
PROVIDED BY SFSC

AVON PARK — As young people, we all dream 
about how our lives will unfold. We may dream of a 
career that fulfills our ambitions. Sometimes, when 
our dreams become reality, they take a turn in a 
direction we would never have expected. A passion 
may become something new and equally fulfilling. 
And so it was for Derrick Roper, a South Florida 
State College (SFSC) alumnus who graduated from 
the College in December 2006 with an Associate in 
Arts.

Roper loved to perform. When he was a student 
at Avon Park High School, he tried out for cheer-
leading in his sophomore year and made the junior 
varsity team. His cheerleading coach suggested 
he take classes at a dance studio in Avon Park, so 
he signed up. Although he had never taken dance 
classes before, his instructor, Amy Sims, was 
impressed with his abilities. Once he graduated 
from high school, Sims asked him to teach dance at 
the studio.

“I was teaching hip hop dance,” Roper said. 
“That was my skill. I had never been trained in any 
other genres of dance. Miss Amy pushed me in to 
doing Jazz and things like that. Kids and parents 
had seen me dancing at the studio for the previous 
three years, so they all knew me. So, when I started 
teaching, all of the younger kids wanted to sign up. 
I had about 25 first graders in my first class. It was a 
lot of fun. I learned a lot from Miss Amy about how 
to teach. Under her leadership, I learned how to 
become a choreographer and dance teacher. And I 
fell in love with it.”

But Roper’s performance skills branched into 
acting. While he was a student at SFSC, he was cast 
as one of the leads in a musical produced by Larry 
Moore called “Yuletide Treasure” at the Restoration 
Center in Sebring. Moore was a Sebring resident 
who owned a production company. “Once I did 
musical theater, I really fell in love with the life,” 
Roper said. “I knew that this is what I really wanted 
to go to college for.”

Roper continued his education at Florida A&M 
University (FAMU), majored in theater perfor-
mance, and graduated in the summer of 2009. At 
FAMU, some of the productions he performed in 
were August Wilson’s play, “Jitney,” and a children’s 
production of “The Emperor’s New Clothes.” At the 
Boys and Girls Club in Tallahassee he taught hip 
hop dance. He also performed at Tallahassee Little 
Theater as part of the dance ensemble in “Chicago” 
and played Papa Ge in Lynn Ahrens’ one-act 
musical, “Once on This Island.”

“While at FAMU, one of the biggest productions 
I was in was called FAMU Connection,” Roper said. 
“It’s the university’s recruitment tool. During foot-
ball season, college fairs are held at high schools. 
Wherever the football team is playing, they hold a 
college fair. The FAMU Connection travels with the 
team and goes to the high schools. It’s a 25-minute 
show — live singing and dancing. That was one of 
the biggest things that I enjoyed about FAMU.”

During his last semester at FAMU, Roper’s profes-
sor said, “You should go to Disney in Orlando and 
audition. So, once you graduate, they’ve already 
seen your face and you can get yourself out there 
and maybe have a future opportunity.”

Roper drove to Orlando and auditioned for “High 
School Musical II, the Live Show.” “I was just going 
in for an audition for the experience and to see how 
I do in that environment,” he said. “I auditioned 
and got a call back. During the call back, they 
were making cuts left and right. It went from 50 
of us down to four. I was one of the four, so I was 
like, ‘This is real.’ Then they asked questions such 
as, ‘Are you willing to relocate if you’re offered a 
contract?’”

Disney called back and offered Roper a full-
time contract for a principal role. “But I was still 
in school,” he said. “I didn’t think my professors 
would want me to take a semester off. I was about 
to graduate.”

Roper approached his professor and told him 
about the contract offer. His professor said, “It’s 
your last semester, so you can use your experience 
to write a thesis paper.”

COURTESY/SFSC

Derrick Roper (right) performs as Wendal in Cheryl L. West’s play, “Before It Hits 
Home,” as his graduate school thesis performance at Savannah College of Art 
and Design.
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Derrick Roper (left) performs as Hud in the musical, “Hair,” while he was a 
graduate student at Savannah College of Art and Design.
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In his first year teaching at Achievement First in New York City, Derrick Roper 
provided performance instruction exclusively on Zoom.
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