
When State Attorney Angela Corey took
office in early 2009, she’d basically
promised to kill more people. To demon-
strate her unrelenting prosecution of vio-
lent criminals, Corey made clear she

would more frequently and rigorously
pursue the death penalty. So it was more
than a little befuddling when Corey’s
friend and political ally, incoming Public
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from signing his own quit-claim deed in
2005, relinquishing 4.5 acres of the 16-
acre site — free of charge — to the
Estates of Atlantic Beach. (Mayoral
spokesperson Misty Skipper says Peyton
relied on the advice of the General
Counsel’s Office that the deal was legal.)

Since the Folio Weekly story
appeared, Harcourt Bull’s granddaugh-
ter Chelly Schembera has come forward
to say she supports keeping the land in
the public domain. She says it’s clear the
land gift was intended for a park, not a
private subdivision. “I want my grand-
father’s wishes respected,” she wrote in
an e-mail to Folio Weekly.

And Oceanwalk residents whose
backyards border the property are work-
ing to mobilize others to oppose its
development. At a meeting last Wednes-
day of Beaches Watch, a citizens group
formed of residents from Jacksonville,
Neptune and Atlantic beaches, Ocean-
walk resident Mark Tomaski laid out the
history of the land deal and the prob-
lems Woodward discovered.

Based on research by First American
Title Insurance Company, hired to
examine the chain of title, Woodward
issued an 11-page title opinion declaring
the land transfer from the city of Jack-
sonville to the Estates of Atlantic Beach

illegal. Not only does the Estates lack
good title to the property, Woodward
says, but company owner Sones didn’t
have the authority to grant a sewer ease-
ment to the city of Atlantic Beach in
exchange for being able to build a road
into his subdivision. Woodward went so
far as to say that if Sones or anyone
from either the Estates of Atlantic Beach
or the city of Atlantic Beach sets foot 
on the land, they could be charged
with trespassing. 

In fact, the city has already been on
the land, tagging hundreds of trees to
determine which will be removed at city
expense, per the deal with Sones. But
Woodward advised the city it could be
held liable for any damages to the land.
“Nothing should be done until this all
gets sorted out,” he says.

Meanwhile, Atlantic Beach residents
are increasingly vocal about their desire
to see the land preserved and perhaps
married to adjacent parkland. 

“This piece of property is a corridor
to Hanna Park. It would make a won-
derful footpath that could open up this
city to Hanna Park,” says Atlantic Beach
resident Cindy Corey. “I think it would
be a real tragedy and an injustice to all
of us as stewards of this community if
we let this happen.” o
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Matt Shirk’s solicitation
for new lawyers asks them
to name their “salary
requirements.”
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Defender Matt Shirk, decided to fire 10
of his office’s most highly regarded attor-
neys. Not only were those dismissed
among the office’s most experienced —
with some 300 years of collective experi-
ence — but half of those fired were certi-
fied to try death penalty cases. Their
departure left just one attorney in the
Fourth Circuit’s entire Duval County
Office qualified to defend death penalty
cases. (The process of becoming death
penalty-qualified involves trying a certain
number of capital cases, as well as attend-
ing conferences that deal specifically with
death penalty cases.)

Corey made good on her promise, and
the Feb. 15 issue of The Florida Bar News
reflects the predictable outcome. The pub-
lication includes a classified ad seeking
death-qualified attorneys in the Fourth
Judicial Circuit. And although Shirk dis-
missed the original crop of death-qualified
public defenders as a cost-saving measure,
new applicants are invited to name their
“salary requirements.” 

Asked about the ad, former Public
Defender Pat McGuinness, who entered
private practice after being fired by Shirk
in late 2008, laughs roguishly. “Let me
think how I would word this … ,”
McGuinness begins. “I think it indicates
a certain lack of foresight on his part, real-
izing he had a staff of death-certified
lawyers whom he fired summarily with-
out ever even having reviewed their per-
sonnel files, and did so apparently solely
on the basis of saving money.”

But Shirk’s office insists the situation
isn’t as desperate as the advertisement
suggests. Although there’s been a “sub-
stantial increase” in the number of death
penalty cases compared to years past,
Shirk spokesman Matt Bisbee says there’s
still a total six death-qualified attorneys

on staff in the Fourth Circuit, which
consists of Duval, Clay and Nassau
counties. One more will be death-quali-
fied in the near future, Bisbee says, and
three more by year’s end.

“The Office of the Public Defender is
actively grooming several current, senior
attorneys to become death-qualified
while at the same time preparing for the
long term by obtaining a list of outside
attorneys who are death-qualified in the
event there becomes a need to hire addi-
tional attorneys who meet the criteria,”
Bisbee explains.

And lest potential applicants get the
wrong idea from the ad, Bisbee says that
there actually aren’t any current openings
in the PD’s office. o
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Asked about the ad, 
former Public Defender

Pat McGuinness, who was
fired by Shirk, laughs
roguishly. “I think it 

indicates a certain lack of
foresight on his part.”
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PAIN IN THE ARSE
“Assholistic Healthcare:
Medicine’s Moral
Mess: A No Holds
Barred Primer for
Patients”
— Title of a book by local
author and psychiatrist Dr.
Carl Burak. Of the book,
Burak says, “As a family physi-
cian, an emergency physician and
now psychiatrist … I have enormous
respect for our medical science and
utter frustration about our healthcare
delivery system. I care about patients
and the very uneven, sometimes
deplorable healthcare system we
have evolved.” Burak signs his
book at 7 p.m. on March 11 at
The BookMark in Atlantic Beach.
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