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DeSantis:
Vaccines
for all on
April 5
All adults will be eligible
for virus inoculation
Jeffrey Schweers and
Steve Patterson

Jacksonville Florida Times-Union
USA TODAY NETWORK

Gov. Ron DeSantis announced on
Thursday the state will allow any adult
to be vaccinated for COVID-19 beginning April 5.
Anyone 40 or older can make an appointment for the vaccine starting
Monday, the governor said.
“Florida’s Senior First vaccine strategy is paying oﬀ,” DeSantis said in a
video announcing the decision. He
said more than 3.2 million people 65
and older, or over 70 percent of the
state’s seniors, have been vaccinated.
The result of those eﬀorts, DeSantis
Admitting girls, including Marina Mitchell, was one of many changes during the ﬁrst century of the Boy Scouts of
America’s North Florida Council. Mitchell is one of the council’s ﬁrst 13 female Eagle Scouts.
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Grand jury
hears from
former JEA
oﬃcials

Boy Scouts celebrate 100
years with ﬁrst Eagle girls
Beth Reese Cravey

Jacksonville Florida Times-Union | USA TODAY NETWORK

Three former JEA oﬃcials, including an ex-chief executive oﬃcer, appeared before a federal grand jury in
Jacksonville on Thursday amid a criminal investigation into a botched eﬀort
in 2019 to privatize the city agency.
It’s not clear if they were the ﬁrst
witnesses to speak to the grand jury —
whose deliberations are secret — or
how long ago federal prosecutors convened the body. But the appearance
Thursday of witnesses came during a
recent spate of activity during which
prosecutors sent numerous subpoenas for witness testimony across the
city, which suggests they are moving a

In the summer of 1912, two years after the Boy Scouts of America was founded, Earl
Marx of Jacksonville became the country’s second Eagle Scout, Scouting’s highest
honor.
About 100 years later on Monday, 13 girls will be recognized as the ﬁrst of their gender
in North Florida to achieve the same status.
Those girls and 213 boys accomplished the task — daunting even under normal circumstances — during the isolation of the COVID-19 pandemic. The achievement “underscores” what youth have learned in Scouting for a century, said Jack Sears, executive and CEO for the Boy Scouts of America’s North Florida Council.
“We teach young people to be resilient and be prepared for anything that comes at
them,” Sears said. “Look at the last 12 months — and 226 kids achieved Eagle Scout.
They found a way … to earn a very hard award.”
Jessica Parker, 19, of Saint Johns is one of the ﬁrst female Eagle Scouts. She said she
treasures being the latest generation of a century of Eagles.
“Having that many years and that many Scouts as my foundation is truly inspirational,” she said. “It feels amazing that the trail I have blazed is going to impact so many
Scouts, not just females.”
The Boy Scouts of America was founded in 1910 to develop character, citizenship,
leadership, life skills and ﬁtness.
On Feb. 17, 1911, 14 local boys formed the ﬁrst Jacksonville troop.
By 1920 there were 10 local troops, 200 members and a local governing body, the
Jacksonville Council, later renamed the North Florida Council.
In 1926 the ﬁrst African American troop in the South was organized at Jacksonville’s
Stanton High School. By 1934 there were 14 troops and 350 boys participating in Black
troops, with 17 receiving Eagle Scout status, according to the council. Integration of

See JURY, Page 5A

See SCOUTS, Page 2A

BOY SCOUTS OF AMERICA
NORTH FLORIDA COUNCIL
To donate, volunteer or get more
information, contact the council
at 521 Edgewood Ave. S.,
Jacksonville, FL 32205; (904)
388-0591;
northfloridacouncil@scouting.org
or go to nfcscouting.org.

Jessica Parker, of St. Johns, is
one of the ﬁrst 13 female Eagle
Scouts of the Boy Scouts of
America’s North Florida Council.
PROVIDED BY NORTH FLORIDA
COUNCIL/BOY SCOUTS OF AMERICA
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Scouts
Continued from Page 1A

troops throughout the South began in 1974.
Openly gay boys were admitted in 2013 and girls in
2019.
In 2020 the national organization declared Chapter
11 bankruptcy because of 300 lawsuits from men who
said they were sexually abused as Scouts. The ﬁling
was necessary to “equitably compensate” the men and
for the organization to continue to carry out its mission, the national oﬃce said at the time.
The bankruptcy did not impact local councils,
which provide programming, ﬁnancial, facility and administrative support to local units, Sears said.

Official: Ranks will return to
normal after pandemic
Boy Scouts of America has grown into one of the
largest youth organizations in the United States with
about 110 million Americans having participated over
the years. Pre-pandemic, the Jacksonville-based
North Florida Council had about 13,000 members in 17
counties: Alachua, Baker, Bradford, Clay, Columbia,
Dixie, Duval, Gilchrist, Hamilton, Lafayette, Levy,
Marion, Nassau, Putnam, St. Johns, Suwannee and
Union. Regular participants dropped to about 7,000
during the pandemic.
But Sears said he expects the missing members to
show up again once a “sense of normalcy” returns.
“They’ll be back,” he said.
Among those who hung around was Parker, who did
not let the pandemic divert her path to Eagle Scout status.
Now a freshman at the University of North Florida
Hicks Honors College, she had yearned to join the Boy
Scouts as she watched her brother rise from a Cub
Scout to an Eagle Scout. “Girl Scouts … had never appealed to me,” she said.
When she was 14, she joined Venturing, a co-ed Boy
Scout program for ages 14 to 20 that is all about adventure, from rappelling to robotics, as well as leadership development, personal growth and service. She
earned the Summit Award, the top honor in Venturing.
In 2019 when Boy Scouts admitted girls — the Boy
Scout program for boys and girls ages 11 to 18 was renamed Scouts BSA — Parker became a founding member of Troop 291 in Ponte Vedra Beach. And she began
her Eagle Scout quest.
“I was truly excited about the opportunity to earn
something I had been dreaming about since I was 13,”
she said. “This past two years … has truly been an
amazing experience.”

Pandemic set up its own obstacles for award
Parker’s project included 184 hours of volunteer service, leading fellow Scouts and adults in the construction of ﬁve bee boxes for the St. Johns County Beekeepers Association. The bee boxes have been strategically placed across St. Augustine.
But there were many pandemic-related obstacles.
“We couldn’t meet in person. That made meetings,
campouts and day activities very hard to plan for,” she
said. “My troop went almost four months without
meeting, and it was a challenge because active participant engagement is part of your requirement. Once we

In 1927 Robert Heekin of Jacksonville, then about 15,
poses in his Boy Scout uniform with his newly won
Eagle Scout medal on his shirt pocket. The Heekins
were a Scouting family: His nephew, local attorney
Rob Heekin, is an Eagle Scout, among other relatives.
PROVIDED BY ROB HEEKIN

started meeting virtually, it was still hard to keep the
younger girls engaged.”
Merit badge fairs also were canceled, but she was
able to meet the requirement through online programs
held by other councils. Eventually she had 76 badges
and completed the beekeeper project with the help of
20 youth Scouts and adults.
The council’s other inaugural female Eagle Scouts
are Olivia Pottenburgh of Jacksonville; Marina Mitchell of Ponte Vedra Beach; Courtney Laird of Orange
Park; Grace Bunch, Kelly Myers and Eve Waskevich of
Interlachen; Olivia Foli and Linda Mentz of Gainesville; Taryn Hoﬀman-Rocha and Samantha Surratt of
Hawthorne; and Dianna McNair of Tampa. One member of the group declined to be publicly identiﬁed.
Among their Eagle Scout predecessors are local attorney Rob Heekin and Bryan Cooksey, CEO of McCall
Service, a pest management company in Jacksonville.
They were impressed with what Cooksey called the
“quite commendable” staying power of the current
crop of Eagle candidates.
“Young people are bulletproof,” Heekin said. “I’m
not sure they appreciate the degree of diﬃculty this
virus has caused them in their Scouting advancement
to Eagle, but I can assure you the adult Scouting volunteers recognize the diﬀerence. I’m extremely proud of
all of them, Scouts and Scouters.”
He also recognized the important role Scouting
played in his own development and that of his children
and grandchildren.
“Scouting meant fun and diﬀerent things to do,” he
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said. “As a parent and grandparent, Scouting means
learning to get along with our world — its people and
natural resources — in a respectful way, while still
holding onto the fun and adventure of it all.”
He said he learned communication, leadership and
interpersonal skills.
“I also learned how to take care of myself, physically
and mentally, and to be personally responsible for the
things I do and don’t do,” he said. Of all youth programs, Scouting is the “most complete and wellrounded,” he said.
Enduring minor bits of discomfort, such as mosquitos on a camping trip, helps Scouts handle larger challenges as they get older, Heekin said. The youth lead
each other, with adults around just “to keep them from
running into a ditch.”
Cooksey loved the adventure.
“Camping, outdoor activities, camaraderie, being
around other kids,” he said.
As a parent, he has held adult volunteer positions
and is a member of the council board. His brothers and
sons are also Eagle Scouts.
Cooksey said he loved working with youth, particularly helping them learn the core values of Scouting,
such as trustworthiness, loyalty, kindness and thriftiness. With such values, he said, “They can go the distance.”
Boy Scouting has also gone the distance because it
has evolved over the years, he said. He compared the
Boy Scouts allowing girls to his alma mater, West
Point, allowing female cadets.
The changes “opened up new avenues …new opportunities,” he said. Jacksonville and West Point beneﬁted as a result, he said.
“We’ve evolved to the diﬀerent needs of society,” he
said. Local and national Scouting has survived “because we’ve been willing to change,” he said.
Heekin said there was “no magic” to the survival of
the Boy Scouts.
“Scouting has survived because young people have
an attraction to the outdoors, unstructured play, adventures … and so forth,” he said. “And what parent
doesn’t want his or her child to grow up to be trustworthy, loyal, helpful, friendly courteous, kind, obedient, cheerful, thrifty, brave, clean and reverent [the
Scout Law]? The challenge for Scouters is to keep it fun
and safe.”
Sears, who joined the Boy Scouts as a child and never really left, agreed.
“Don’t we need more citizens? We have become
more inclusive when we welcome young people,” he
said.
Sears was one of those young people. “It was fun,
adventurous and having grown up in coal country in
West Virginia, it was my pathway to get out of my
neighborhood,” he said. “Not that I did not like my
neighborhood, but I wanted to see more of the world. It
was the camaraderie of being with like-minded folks,
other guys, ﬁshing, camping, hiking.”
The guys provided a support network, he said.
“We looked after each other,” he said.
And they recited the same Scout Oath as those ﬁrst
Jacksonville Scouts in 1911 and the Scouts of 2021.
The oath: “On my honor I will do my best to do my
duty to God and my country and to obey the Scout
Law; to help other people at all times; to keep myself
physically strong, mentally awake and morally
straight.”
“Bedrock, fundamental values,” Sears said.
Beth Reese Cravey: bcravey@jacksonville.com

TODAY IN HISTORY
Today is Friday, March 26, the 85th
day of 2021. There are 280 days left in
the year.
On this date in:
1812: An earthquake devastated Caracas, Venezuela, causing an estimated
26,000 deaths, according to the U.S.
Geological Survey.
1827: Composer Ludwig van Beethoven died in Vienna.
1874: Poet Robert Frost was born in
San Francisco.
1892: Poet Walt Whitman died in Camden, New Jersey.
1917: The Seattle Metropolitans be-

came the first U.S. team to win the
Stanley Cup as they defeated the
Montreal Canadiens in Game 4 of the
finals by a score of 9-1.
1945: During World War II, Iwo Jima
was fully secured by U.S. forces following a final, desperate attack by Japanese soldiers.
1962: The U.S. Supreme Court, in Baker v. Carr, gave federal courts the
power to order reapportionment of
states’ legislative districts.
1964: The musical play “Funny Girl,”
starring Barbra Streisand as Fanny
Brice, opened on Broadway.
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BIRTHDAYS
Actor Alan Arkin is 87. Actor James Caan is 81. Singer Diana Ross is 77. Singer
Steven Tyler of Aerosmith is 73. Actor Martin Short is 71. Actor Michael Imperioli
(“Life on Mars,” “The Sopranos”) is 55. Country singer Kenny Chesney is 53. Actor
Leslie Mann (“Knocked Up,” “This Is 40”) is 49.
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