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The little engine that could
Ask Judge Smith
Layne Smith 
Guest columnist

When I was a small child, my mother 
read me stories with morals, and one of 
my favorites was “The Little Engine 
That Could.” In the story, a determined 
little engine pulls a heavy-laden train up 
a mountain to deliver food and toys to 
children.

The lesson extols the values of opti
mism and work ethic. As it turns out, 
“The Little Engine That Could” is the 
perfect metaphor for your county court.

Like the hero of the story, your county 
court carries a heavy caseload. During 
fiscal year 2017-2018, 72 percent of the 
new cases opened in Leon County were 
filed in the county court. As a result, 
32,778 cases were divided among your

five county judges.
County judges’ criminal dockets cov

er misdemeanor cases, and their civil 
dockets cover:

1) Landlord-Tenant evictions;
2) Garnishments;
3) Small claims involving $5,000 or 

less;
4) Civil claims between $5,000 and 

$15,000; and
5) Traffic infractions involving seri

ous bodily injuries.
Most civil cases involve at least one 

person who represents himself without 
counsel. Because non-lawyers lack legal 
training and experience, judges must 
devote additional time to assure due 
process of law and decisions on the 
merits.

County judges preside over specialty 
courts, which include:

1) Veterans Treatment Court;
2) Drug and Alcohol Rehabilitation

Court;
3) Mental Health Court; and
4) Drivers’ License Clinics.
Specialty courts address far reaching

societal problems and require a signifi
cant investment of judicial time, which 
we alone provide.

Every day, county judges cover cir
cuit court work too, including:

1) Felony first appearances and extra
ditions;

2) Felony search and arrest warrants;
3) Jury qualification;
4) Baker Act hearings to compel psy

chiatric treatment;
5) Marchman Act hearings to compel 

substance abuse treatment;
6) Risk Protection Order hearings to 

take firearms, ammunition and weap
ons from people threatening suicide or 
murder;

7) Family court adoptions, uncon
tested divorces and name changes; and

8) Injunction hearings to protect vic
tims of domestic, repeat, sexual, or dat
ing violence, or stalking.

Our handling of these circuit court 
duties enables the circuit judges to fo
cus on their most serious, demanding 
and complicated cases, including ones 
with statewide implications.

Both Florida’s and Leon County’s 
populations are growing! As they in
crease, so too will the workloads as
signed to your county judges.

Like “The Little Engine That Could,” 
your county court “thinks it can” and re
mains optimistic and hard-at-work. Fu
ture columns will cover circuit and ap
pellate courts and other constitutional 
officers.

J. Layne Smith is a Leon County 
Judge who speaks and writes about civ
ics, law and the administration of jus
tice. Email questions to askjudges- 
mith@gmail.com.

The Holocaust: ‘Everybody’s 
story is a miracle of survival’

Founder and former Vice President of the Holocaust Education Resource Council, 
Rita Blank believes in learning, reaffirming and sharing our cultural and personal 
histories rita blank

Amanda Sieradzki
Council on Culture & Arts

As founder and former Vice Presi
dent of the Holocaust Education Re
source Council (HERC), Rita Blank firm
ly believes in learning, reaffirming and 
sharing our cultural and personal his
tories. This mission is the driving force 
behind HERC, which she began with 
Barbara Goldstein. Both Goldstein’s and 
Blank’s parents were Holocaust survi
vors.

Blank’s parents met and married 
post-World War II after embarking on a 
new life in the United States. Growing 
up in South Carolina, they did not talk 
about the horrors they endured. In fact, 
it wasn’t until Blank’s own daughter in
terviewed her parents and won a state
wide essay contest that Blank fully be
came aware of the intimate details her 
mother’s experience.

“Everybody’s story is a miracle of 
survival,” says Blank. “The opportunity 
to meet survivors and hear their stories 
never leaves you. It’s not easy for them 
to tell their stories, so it means a lot that 
we get to hear them.”

Blank will be recognized this year at 
the annual HERC Remembrance Dinner 
on Oct. 23 with the 2018 Honorary Foun
ders’ Award. Blank served as Vice Presi
dent from 2009-2016 and is still in
volved and serving on many commit
tees for HERC.

The foundation of the organization 
was laid 15 years ago and it all started 
with a phone call. Blank was asked by an 
elementary school teacher to speak to a 
fifth-grade class about her parents’ sto
ries, so she paired up with Goldstein — 
who had received similar requests — 
and took on the responsibility of keep
ing this vital piece of history alive.

Visiting and speaking to classrooms 
came naturally to Blank, who graduated 
from the University of South Florida 
with a degree in elementary education. 
She remarks that while her own school
ing did not cover Holocaust history, she 
felt believed the impact she and Gold
stein were making was invaluable to 
these young students.

“I always remember connecting with 
the children’s eyes and them listening to 
me so intently,” says Blank. “I thought 
about how they could become more tol-

If you go
What: Holocaust Education Resource 
Council Annual Remembrance Dinner

When: 5:30-9 p.m. Tuesday, Oct. 23

Where: FSU Turnbull Conference Cen
ter, 555 West Pensacola Street

Cost: $100 per ticket

Contact: For more information, call 
850-443-9649 or visit www.holocaus- 
tresources.org.

erant and compassionate and learn 
from the lessons of the Holocaust.”

Adapting her parents’ stories from 
speeches they gave at conferences later 
in life, as well as research on other sur
vivors and liberators, Blank compiled 
information that would later form the 
base of HERC’s teacher workshop curri
culum.

Additionally, She immersed herself 
in literature about the Holocaust and 
has been particularly drawn to the sto

ries of Anne Frank, Jodi Picoult’s “The 
Storyteller,” Markus Zusak’s “The Book 
Thief,” and Nicholas Winton’s “Lottery 
of Life.” Even when the books don’t fo
cus on the history, Blank appreciates 
how they teach lessons on morality and 
doing what’s right in the face of adversi
ty.

“We see the terrible consequences of 
hatred and I think it’s important to en
sure that these lessons live on to teach 
future generations,” says Blank. “Study
ing the Holocaust and becoming edu
cated on it is a human issue because it 
affects all of us. It’s not just Jewish peo
ple, but human beings who should be 
treated kindly and respectfully and stu
dents learn they need to stand up for 
what’s right.”

Blank and Goldstein are proud of how 
their efforts have rippled outward to 
make even greater changes in the Talla
hassee community. They are also grate
ful to the National Council of Jewish 
Women the first organization to sponsor 
HERC and gave them “their wings to fly.”

HERC has grown exponentially from

its beginnings, which relied heavily on 
volunteers and local educators before 
former governor Lawton Chiles put forth 
a state mandate that the Holocaust 
would be taught in all grades. Later, 
HERC introduced essay and art contests 
as a part of the educational curriculum.

“The first year had 300 children par
ticipating, then we realized some chil
dren can better express themselves 
through art so we added that compo
nent,” says Blank. “It’s so interesting to 
see through the children’s eyes, and how 
they interpret the lessons that they 
learned.”

However, the crowning event for 
Blank is the annual HERC dinner where 
hundreds of community members come 
together to share a night of remem
brance and gratitude. She is thankful for 
long-time HERC member Susan Turner 
for providing such a delectable spread 
of Jewish foods, many which can be 
found in the HERC cookbooks that com
pile survivors’ stories alongisde family 
recipes.

Out of all the dishes, Blank is partial 
to her mother’s recipe for Rugelach, a 
cream-cheese pastry filled with raisins, 
chocolate and nuts.

The proceeds from the dinner go to
wards educational resources for HERC, 
including stocking the trunks of Holo
caust books, films and supplies that cir
culate school classrooms. Regardless of 
cultural heritage or ties to the Holo
caust, Blank says the dinner is always 
an evening of unity. She feels especially 
honored to be receiving the founder’s 
award this year.

“It’s something that I share with Bar
bara because without her we never 
would have kept going and growing,” 
says Blank, who is inspired to see how 
many people in the community HERC 
has been able to touch over the years. 
“My mom used to tell me to be strong. 
Even through all that she endured, she 
had a really positive outlook on life and I 
think she gave me that hope. My father 
didn’t show a lot of emotion but did al
ways tell me to make him proud, and I 
hope I’ve done that.”

Amanda Sieradzki is the feature 
writer for the Council on Culture & Arts. 
COCA is the capital area’s umbrella 
agency for arts and culture (www.talla- 
hasseearts.org).

CELEBRITY BIRTHDAYS

flHDV Country singer Melba Montgo- 
jT1* mery is 81.. Singer Justin Hayward

■ ^ _ of the Moody Blues is 72. Singer 
Thomas Dolby is 60. Actress Lori 

Petty (“A League of Their Own”) is 55. 
w Actor Steve Coogan (“Night at the 

Maines Museum”) is 53. Actor Jon Seda 
(“Chicago P.D.”) is 48. Country singer 

Natalie Maines of the Dixie Chicks is 44. Singer 
Usher is 40. TV personality Stacy Keibler (“Danc

ing with the Stars”) is 39. Comedian Jay Pharoah 
(“Saturday Night Live”) is 31.

TODAY IN HISTORY

1912: Theodore Roosevelt, campaigning for the 
presidency, was shot in the chest in Milwaukee.

1926: “Winnie-the-Pooh” by A.A. Milne was first 
published by Methuen & Co. of London.

1947: U.S. Air Force Capt. Charles E. (“Chuck”) 
Yeager became the first test pilot to break the sound 
barrier as he flew the experimental Bell XS-1 (later 
X-l) rocket plane over Muroc Dry Lake in California.

1964: Civil rights leader Martin Luther King Jr. 
was named winner of the Nobel Peace Prize.

1968: The first successful live telecast from a 
manned U.S. spacecraft was transmitted from 
Apollo 7.

1987: A 58-hour drama began in Midland, Texas, 
as 18-month-old Jessica McClure slid 22 feet down 
a narrow abandoned well at a private day care cen
ter; she was rescued on Oct. 16.

ASTROLOGY Holiday Mathis

Aries (March 21-April 19). You’ll have the desire 
and the means to improve. The “means” does not 
always have to be money. Where the financial part 
of it falls short, ideas will bridge the gap.

Taurus (April 20-May 20). Telling tends to con
trol conversation whereas asking questions tends 
to open conversation up to a flow of ideas. Today, 
you’ll ask a particularly good question and it will 
change everything.

Gemini (May 21-June 21). There’s energy afoot, 
giddy, mischievous, fearless... and it’s sure to bring 
some fun into your world. Someone who loves you 
also loves that you get into these kinds of moods.

Cancer (June 22-July 22). Something isn’t work
ing. An upgrade will fix it, and there will be many 
options to consider. As long as you’re thinking im
provement, you may as well think outrageous, ex
treme makeover.

Leo (July 23-Aug. 22). You’ll be invited to join a 
small group of decision-makers. What happens in 
the room will be important, so prepare yourself be
forehand. Do what you need to do to become cen
tered, calm and collected.

Virgo (Aug. 23-Sept. 22). You’re so full of ideas 
that it would be easy to overwhelm people with too 
much information or too many ideas and sugges
tions. Write all your ideas down and save them. 
Share only a few today - just enough to get things 
started.

Libra (Sept. 23-Oct. 23). Groups have missions 
and organizational priorities that often go unstated. 
They may even be unconscious, but they exist. Look 
for them. It’s a good day to ask yourself, “What is

this group really about? And, am I about that, too?”
Scorpio (Oct. 24-Nov. 21). It will be tempting to 

stick to a delusion. It is, after all, the way you’d pre
fer things to be. But you’re ready and willing to let go 
of all that in order to see the truth of a matter.

Sagittarius (Nov. 22-Dec. 21). There’s something 
you really wanted for yourself but you thought you 
didn’t have the time. That turns out not to be true. 
There’s a way to rearrange your life and make this 
work.

Capricorn (Dec. 22-Jan. 19). You’ll be looking 
ahead with the realization that there’s still quite a 
lot you’d like to accomplish by the end of the year. 
This has a way of organizing your mind. Priorities 
will naturally shuffle into good order.

Aquarius (Jan. 20-Feb. 18). A group that’s too fa
miliar will inevitably be a bit dull. It’s time for an 
infusion of new blood. You’re the best one to do this 
because you have a knack for mixing and matching 
people right now.

Pisces (Feb. 19-March 20). People crave a story 
that makes sense and comes to them fully formed. 
They will usually prefer this to being presented with 
a number of random truths that they have to figure 
out what to do with.

Today’s Birthday (Oct. 14). A stroke of luck at the 
top of this solar return - you stumble on something 
you feel you were meant to do and the passion con
tinues for years to come. More excitement: a won
der-filled visit that alters your world view, an en
dowment to apply to your new interest and an alli
ance that changes your work picture. Leo and Sagit
tarius adore you. Your lucky numbers are: 8, 40, 4, 
28 and 17.


