
By KIM MOODY
STAFF WRITER

AVON PARK — An unidenti-
fi ed man, 39, of Sebring, died in 
a bicycle crash with a se-
dan-type vehicle on Thursday 
about 6:20 p.m. The driver of 
the sedan did not have any 
injuries.

The Florida Highway Patrol 
gave limited details in a press 
release on Friday. In 2020, FHP 
changed its policy and does 
not give out names of those 
involved in wrecks until the 
supervisors have all signed off 
on the fi nal report. The process 
can take several months.

According to the FHP report, 
the sedan, driven by a 27-year-
old female from Haines City, 
was traveling eastbound on 
West Stryker Road, approach-
ing North Oleander Drive. 
Meanwhile, a bicyclist was 
also traveling eastbound on 

the same road. The front of 
the sedan “collided” with the 
bicyclist.

The sedan stopped in the 
east lane and into the shoulder 
of West Stryker Road. The 
cyclist separated from his 
bike and came to a rest on the 
south grassy shoulder of West 

Stryker Road. The cyclist was 
pronounced dead at the scene. 
FHP said the investigation was 
still underway.

The driver was wearing a 
seat belt. The bicyclist was not 
wearing a helmet.

This is the fi rst fatality on 
Highlands County roads this 

year. Last year, according to 
unoffi cial records kept by the 
Highlands News-Sun, there 
were 23 fatalities on Highlands 
County roads.

Sebring man dies of injuries 
from Maryland crash

Scott Allan Daniel, 52, of 
Sebring, was pronounced 
dead on Tuesday, Jan. 5, at a 
Washington hospital, as report-
ed by The Bay Net newspaper. 
TBN reported that Daniel was 
driving his 2001 PT Cruiser 
on Maryland Route 257, also 
known as Rock Point Road on 
Dec. 24 at about 3:40 a.m.

The report shows Daniel was 
traveling north when, for an 
unknown reason, Daniel left 
the roadway and hit a “ditch/
culvert.” Daniel’s Cruiser went 
airborne and overturned. 
He was airlifted to MedStar 
Washington Hospital Center in 
Washington D.C. for treatment 
of life-threatening injuries.

FHP releases identity in Nov. 
5 fatality

A Sebring man has been 
identifi ed as the victim of a 
Nov. 5 fatal crash at U.S. 27 
south of Thunderbird Road, 
according to the fi nalized FHP 
report.

The report states a Ryder 
rental truck was headed 
southbound on U.S. 27 in 
the center lane, while David 
Wayne-Joseph Harrison, 23, 
of Sebring, was in the grassy 
median. Harrison attempted 
to cross the southbound lanes 
and came out into the “imme-
diate” path of the Ryder truck.

The truck hit Harrison and 
came to a stop near the colli-
sion point. Harrison traveled 
south and came to rest in the 
center lane.

Harrison died despite 
being transported to Lakeland 
Regional Medical Center for 
treatment.
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A crash involving a bicyclist and a sedan ended in the death of the cyclist 
Thursday evening.

COVID numbers remain grim
By KIM MOODY
STAFF WRITER

It was a third straight 
bad day for Highlands 
County as far as new 
COVID-19 cases, although 
this time the high number 
wasn’t due to increased 
testing. Highlands saw 
an additional 99 virus 
cases with the release of 
Friday’s numbers by the 
Florida Department of 
Health.

With just over 500 
processed tests for the 
day, the county saw a 
positivity rate for new 
cases of 19.2%, which 
is the third-highest rate 
seen in the past 14 days.

Of the new cases, 10 of 
them were in children 14 
years or younger, while 
another 10 were in the 15 
to 24 age group.

The county saw an ad-
ditional two deaths, rais-
ing the total to 214. There 

were an additional fi ve 
hospitalizations, raising 
the overall total to 454. 
According to the Florida 
Agency for Health Care 
Administration, there are 
67 currently hospitalized 
with a primary diagnosis 
of COVID.

Highlands County gave 
an additional 306 vac-
cines on Thursday, with 
302 of those being fi rst 
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Sebring bicyclist dies in crash with car

TDC to focus 
more on sports 

events
By PHIL ATTINGER

STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — Sports events may help 
places like Highlands County, hit hard 
by COVID-19 in 2020, to hold onto its 

tourist economy, according 
to the county’s destination 
marketing and management 
staff.

Casey Hartt, lead 
marketer for the Tourist 
Development Council, 
branded as “VisitSebring,” 
told the Board of County 
Commission in her end-
of-year recap that a couple 

of sports-related events in 2020 helped 
recover some of the tourist tax revenue 
that the county expected to lose to the 
pandemic.

“Many destinations are looking at 
sports tourism. They’re one of the fi rst 
segments to return to travel,” Hartt said. 
“If you think about it, you may not be 
ready to take that leisure trip, but if your 
[child] is playing a soccer tournament 
somewhere else, or a baseball tourna-
ment or whatever — disk golf — you 
might be, ‘I’ll go ahead and travel for 
that.’”

She said 2020 saw four new sports 
events come into the county, including 
the Gran Fondo New York (GFNY) inter-
national cycling marathon in October 
and the Expedition Florida Adventure 
Race at the end of December. Hartt said 
those events and others came in during 
slow months when the county needs 
tourism funds.

Last year, the TDC had a record high 
20% increase in tourist tax collection, 
indicating a high number of people 
staying short-term in the county, through 
February. Starting in March 2020, Hartt 
said, the county had an overall decrease 
of 14%, mainly because of the loss — via 
an eight-month delay — of the annual 12 
Hours of Sebring.

“That was our biggest hit,” Hartt said. 
“However, I will say, that a decrease of 

Graves robbed, skulls taken
By ROBERT MILLER

NEWS CLERK

WINTER HAVEN — Deputies 
with the Polk County Sheriff’s Offi ce 
arrested two men who are accused of 
robbing a cemetery in Lake County 
and taking the skulls from four differ-
ent graves to use in religious practices.

Brian Montalvo Tolentino, 43, of 
Davenport and Juan Burgos-Lopez, 
39, of Lake Wales, were arrested on a 
Lake County warrant in connection 
to grave thefts at Edgewood Cemetery 
in Mount Dora on Dec. 6, 2020. Crime 
scene investigators with Lake County 
Sheriff’s Offi ce found cigars at the 
scene that were sent off for DNA 
testing, according to reports.

One of the samples came back as a 
match for Tolentino who has a crimi-
nal record that includes arrests for co-
caine possession, possession of drugs 
with intent to distribute, grand theft 

and armed bank robbery 
in 2000. The PCSO was 
notifi ed on Jan. 6 and ex-
ecuted a search warrant 
for Tolentino’s DNA to 
compare to the sample. 
Burgos-Lopez did not 
have a prior criminal 
record but spent time as 
a police offi cer in Puerto 
Rico, telling deputies 
that he left because the 
department was corrupt. 
During the interview 
with deputies, Tolentino 
confessed that he had an 
accomplice and named 
Burgos-Lopez, reports 
said.

PCSO deputies execut-
ed a search warrant on 
Jan. 6 for Burgos-Lopez’s 

address, 5170 Timberlane Road in Lake 
Wales. There they discovered a shed 

that contained a religious shrine that 
contained seven skulls. Four of the 
skulls were human remains identifi ed 
to have come from the Mount Dora 
cemetery, two were determined to 
be fake and there is still one human 
skull under investigation to determine 
where it came from. Along with the 
skulls, deputies also found other 
human remains and various animal 
skulls including the head of a baby 
alligator, reports said.

“This is a black magic art that needs 
body parts in order to worship,” Polk 
County Sheriff Grady Judd said Friday 
in a press conference. “They prefer to 
have skulls.”

Tolentino and Burgos-Lopez told 
deputies that their religion, Palo 
Mayombe, uses human remains and 
demands the remains be from indi-
viduals who have “done something 

COURTESY PCSO

Brian Tolentino and Juan Burgos-Lopez used a crowbar to break into 
four graves in a Mount Dora cemetery on Dec. 6 and remove four 
human skulls and other human remains for use in a religious shrine at 
Burgos-Lopez’s home in Lake Wales. The suspects left behind orange 
peels in the graves and used cigars that were used in a ritual before the 
grave robbing.
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Brian Tolentino and Juan Burgos-Lopez removed the skulls of four 
people from their graves at a cemetery in Mount Dora in December. 
Three of the deceased victims were military veterans including a 
WWI veteran and a Korean War veteran.
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