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United Way campaign season 
 nets $365,000

By SARAH BETH ROGERS
PROVIDED BY UNITED WAY OF 

CENTRAL FLORIDA

United Way of Central 
Florida, Highlands 
County Division collected 
more than $365,000 
during its 2019-2020 
campaign season. These 
funds have been allo-
cated directly back into 

the community, funding 
18 programs that are 
meeting the most critical 
needs in Highlands 
County. Thanks to 1,434 
donors from 143 local 
entities, United Way of 
Central Florida is able 
to continue to improve 
the health, education, 
and financial stability of 
community members.

This year, UWCF would 
like to say an extra big 
thank you to their Top 
5 Highlands County 
Workplace Campaigns: 
Publix, the School Board 
of Highlands County, 
Budget Insurance, 
Highlands County Board 
of County Commission, 
and Alan Jay Automotive 
Company. United Way of 

Central Florida is grateful 
for the vision these en-
tities have for a brighter 
future for Highlands 
County.

To officially begin 
the campaign season, 
United Way of Central 
Florida celebrated with 
the annual Campaign 
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From left: Ansley Woods, vice president of Resource Develop-
ment; Sarah Beth Rogers, Highlands County area coordinator; 
Jeannie Snively, advisory board representative, and Christina 
Criser Jackson, president and CEO, at the 2019 Campaign Kickoff 
hosted by Alan Jay Wildstein.

Highlands 
adds 64 new 

COVID-19 cases
By MARC VALERO

STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — Highlands County had its 
largest daily increase of COVID-19 cases 
with 64 in the Wednesday update from 
the Florida Department of Health.

The previous highest daily increase 
of 45 in Highlands County occurred on 
Saturday. The virus deaths in Highlands 
remains at 16.

Highlands has a total of 876 cases 
within an age range of 0 to 96 and a 
median age of 49.

There are currently 55 people in 
Highlands County hospitals with 
COVID-19 symptoms. That is one more 
than yesterday’s count.

Statewide there was a reported 9,785 
new coronavirus cases and 139 new 
deaths, according to the Wednesday 
data for a total of 379,619 cases and 
5,345 Florida residents who have died 
from COVID-19.

In Highlands, there has been a total 
of 12,976 tests for the virus with 6.75% 
being positive.

Statewide, there has been 3.16 million 
virus tests with a positive rate of 12.02%.

Glades and Hendry counties continue 
to have very high percentages of those 
who tested positive with 30.7% and 
20.0%, respectively.

Three zip codes in Highlands County 
account for a majority of the cases in 
the county: 33825 (Avon Park) with 293 
cases, 33870 (Sebring) with 277 cases 
and 33852 (Lake Placid) with 116 cases.

Three arrested in triple murder

Killing over alleged 
sold truck engine

By PHIL ATTINGER
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — When Damion Tillman told a cashier 
Friday night at Dollar General in Frostproof that he was 
going fishing with friends, he was overheard.

Tony “TJ” Wiggins, 26, and his 21-year-old brother, 
Robert Wiggins, heard Tillman say he was meeting 
30-year-old Keven Springfield and 27-year-old Brandon 
Rollins, according to Polk County Sheriff Grady Judd.

Judd explained in a press conference Wednesday that 
TJ Wiggins told his brother to follow Tillman to the lake, 
where Tillman ‘s and Springfield’s trucks were parked 
door to door.

Judd said TJ Wiggins drew a gun and confronted 
Springfield about allegedly selling the engine of his 
truck, but Springfield said he didn’t know what he was 
talking about.

Tillman got out of his truck and pleaded with Wiggins 
to drop the gun, but TJ Wiggins started shooting, Judd 
said.

He killed all three friends, Judd said: Springfield, 
Rollins and Tillman, 23.

Tillman’s father received the frantic phone call for 
help from his son, Judd said, and arrived to find his son 
“gasping his last.”

At best guess, Judd said, Tillman called for help at the 
start of the argument.

The rural, isolated site on Lake Streety Road in 
Frostproof sits three to four miles south of the town in a 
largely rural area of southeast Polk County. Emergency 
response would have had a hard time getting to the 
scene quickly, but Judd said a 911 call might not have 

mattered.
“His wounds were so severe, if an [Emergency Room] 

had been across the street, they could not have saved his 
life,” Judd said.

Prime suspect
When Polk County investigators asked for tips, they 

got numerous calls about TJ Wiggins, Judd said — not 
because they knew anything about the shooting itself — 
but because they knew Wiggins’ reputation.

Judd said Wiggins, arrested since age 12, has had 230 
felony charges to his name, 15 convictions, and spent 
two stints in state prison.

“This guy is just mean,” Judd said.
At the time of this murder, Judd said, he was out on 

bond for allegedly breaking a man’s arm with a crowbar 
during a fight.

“He would just punch you for no reason,” Judd said.
Robert Wiggins has had only one misdemeanor arrest, 

Judd said, and the other co-defendant, TJ Wiggins’ 
27-year-old girlfriend Mary Whittemore — has no crimi-
nal history.

TJ Wiggins has been charged with three counts of 
first-degree murder, tampering with evidence, posses-
sion of a firearm by a convicted felon and possession of 
ammunition by a convicted felon.

Robert Wiggins faces charges of tampering with 
evidence and accessory after the fact of capital felony. 
Whittemore has also been charged with accessory after 
the fact of capital felony.

Overheard
The incident actually started at the Dollar General in 

Frostproof, from which investigators got witness state-
ments, surveillance video, and later statements from 
both Whittemore and Robert Wiggins.

Investigators knew to start there after finding a Dollar 
General receipt in a shopping bag in Tillman’s truck.

It said Tillman paid and left the store at or just after 
9:56 p.m. Friday, 10 minutes before calling his dad.

Video from the store showed TJ Wiggins in the check-
out line behind Tillman, and Robert Wiggins behind him. 
The clerk, who knew Tillman as a frequent customer, told 
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Polk County Sheriff Grady Judd explains to reporters at a press confer-
ence Wednesday how investigators put tips and basic investigation 
together to solve a triple homicide in four days. He said three men 
went fishing in Frostproof and were confronted by an angry man with 
a gun who shot all of them.
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A homemade memorial gives homage to 23-year-old Damion Tillman 
at Lowe’s Home Improvement Warehouse in Sebring. He was one of 
three men killed in a shooting in Frostproof last weekend, for which 
three Lake Wales residents were arrested Tuesday night. Employees 
recall Tillman’s ‘infectious personality’ of respect and kindness.

Pedestrian 
killed in hit 

and run early 
Wednesday

Staff Reports
SEBRING — A Wauchula man was 

killed early Wednesday morning while 
walking along State Road 17 in Sebring.

According to Florida Highway Patrol, 
the 32-year-old man was walking within 
the northbound lane of State Road 17, 
approaching the intersection of Ramona 
Avenue, shortly after 2 a.m. when the 
front of a vehicle hit him. The driver and 
the vehicle fled the scene.

Reports indicate the pedestrian came 
to a final rest within the northbound lane 
of the roadway.

Anyone with information regarding this 
crash, please contact the Florida Highway 
Patrol or Crimestoppers.

According to unofficial records kept by 
the Highlands News-Sun, this marks the 
14th traffic fatality since Jan. 1.

In a recent policy change, FHP is no 
longer releasing names on their initial 
press reports. The year, make and model 
of the vehicles involved are also not 
included in that report.

Final reports with full details can take 
from 7-70 days.
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