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By LARRY GRIFFIN
lgriffin@lakecityreporter.com

When a meteorite fell 
from space and landed in 
a forest north of Lake City 

last month, veteran meteor-
ite hunter Larry Atkins was 
only in the state by chance, 
visiting his father.

When he heard about 
the meteorite, though, he 

jumped at the chance to go 
hunting. So he gathered a 
group of friends and family 
members and went for it. 
After two weeks of hunt-
ing, they came back with 
six pieces of the meteorite 
uncovered from the forest 

UCLA researcher confirms that 
small black chunks are space rocks.
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Larry Atkins is an avid  
meteorite hunter who 
says he has discovered 
over 100 meteorites 
across the united 
States.  He is pictured 
here with a piece of 
the meteorite that 
landed in a forest last 
month north of Lake 
City. He and a group 
of friends and family 
members found six 
rocks that they believe 
are pieces of the 
meteorite. 

LARRY GRIFFIN/Lake City reporter

Meteorite hunter 
finds pieces in forest

By NICK ROLLISON
nrollison@lakecityreporter.com

Despite rising concern over the Zika 
virus, the atmosphere during a Florida 
Gateway College presentation was relaxed 
and informative.

For a little over an hour, four FGC profes-
sors from the Biological Sciences depart-
ment and one professor from the Water 
Resources department  talked to FGC stu-
dents about the nature, risks and preven-
tion of the Zika virus.

“One of the most important things in 
any pandemic or epidemics is prevention, 
and one of the most important things in 

prevention is education to the community,” 
Dr. Juan Guzman, professor of anatomy and 
physiology. “In addition to that, we have 
a lot of future nurses, physical therapists 
and people who are going over to different 
careers, and we have to educate them.”

The five professors discussed such topics 
as the beginnings of the outbreak, dated to 
May 2015 in Brazil, to the use of mosquito 
repellent for prevention of the virus, as well 
as the dangers that Zika presents to preg-
nant women in the form of microcephaly 
birth defects.

According to Cheryl Boice, professor of 
biology and microbiology, the first case of 
the Zika virus was recorded back in 1947.

“So, it’s been around,” Boice said. “Just 
like I would say with West Nile, we didn’t 
start hearing about that until 2012 when 
that became prevalent in our country.”

FGC professors chronicle 
the dangers of Zika virus
First case of the illness 
was recorded in 1947.
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Florida Gateway College held a presentation for stu-
dents Tuesday titled “Zika Virus: The New Aggressor.”  
Pictured is Dr. Ali Messenger, one of the five present-
ers at the event. The professors detailed the origins 
of the virus, which was first recorded in 1947. The 
most recent outbreak began in brazil in May.

By KAYLA LOKEINSKY
klokeinsky@lakecityreporter.com

On Mother’s Day in 2002, Renne Napier 
had all four of her children with her. 
However, one of them was in a coffin, and 
only there in spirit. 

That was the day of her daughter 
Meagan’s visitation. It was the day before 
they would bury the 20-year-old college 
student. The day before a mother would see 
her baby for the last time. 

“I can’t even describe to you the horrible 
sound that came out of my soul,” Napier 
said. 

Napier has told this story more times 
than she can remember, and each time 
it gets a little bit easier. The most recent 
telling of this story occurred at Columbia 
High School on Tuesday as she gave a pre-
sentation to juniors and seniors about the 
dangers of drinking and driving. 

Since 2004 Napier has been traveling the 
state of Florida, sharing her story and hop-
ing to prevent another student from being 

Mother  
of victim,  
drunk driver 
share stage
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CHS students get earful 
on consequences of DUI  
and power of forgiveness.

MARCH
  
BABIES
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Christina Patrick holds Kayleigh Patrick, the ambassador 
baby presented at the luncheon.  Signature sponsors 
are PotashCorp-White Springs and the First Federal 
bank of Florida. 

Festive centerpieces featuring Mardi Gras colors,  beads 
and masks adorn the tables at Tuesday’s event. This 
year’s platinum sponsors are Anderson Columbia and 
Publix. 

The kickoff luncheon for the 
2016 March for babies was held 
Tuesday at the Holiday Inn & 
Suites in Lake City.

RIGHT: Decorations sit outside 
Tuesday’s gathering. The 2016 
fundraising goal is $89,600 for 
the Suwannee Valley area.

CHS building 
confidence
See Page 1B
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Lady Tigers  
to face Forest
See Page 1B
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WHOM 
TO CALL 
    To learn more the 
Zika virus and how 
to protect yourself 
and your family, visit 
the Florida Depart-
ment of Health 
website at www.
floridahealth.gov. 
     You may also 
call the Columbia 
County DOH office 
at 758-1068. 
    The clinic is locat-
ed at 217 NE Frank-
lin St. 
     Hours are 8 a.m. 
to 5 p.m. Monday 
through Friday. 
     There is no need 
to make an appoint-
ment.

FOR



affected by drunk driving 
the way her daughter was. 

“I never planned to bury 
one of my children,” said 
Napier to an auditorium 
full of silent students. “Your 
parents aren’t planning it 
either.” 

On May 11, 2002, Meagan 
and her best friend, Lisa 
Dixon,  had their lives cut 
short by a drunk driver 
when they were on their 
way home from the beach. 
Napier’s re-telling of the 
events before and after 
their deaths is chilling. The 
Columbia High School audi-
torium was silent as stu-
dents viewed photos of the 
accident scene and watched 
video interviews of the vic-
tims’ families. 

It was obvious that Napier 
wasn’t just up there preach-
ing. She truly did want the 
students to make the right 
choices when it comes to 
their future. 

“I care about you,” she 
said. “That’s why I’m here. 
It really is my hope and 
my desire that something in 
your heart changes today.”

A small gasp echoed in 
the auditorium when she 
introduced Eric Smallridge, 
the man who caused the 
deaths of Meagan and Lisa. 
She welcomed him onstage, 
and applause erupted when 
they embraced each other. 

Smallridge was found 
guilty of two counts of DUI 
manslaughter and sen-
tenced to 22 years in prison 
— 11 years each for the 
deaths of Meagan and Lisa.

It was Napier, unable to 
find true happiness despite 
having her daughter’s kill-
er in jail, who went to the 
judge and asked that he be 
released after 11 years. 

Since 2006, Smallridge 
has accompanied Napier on 
her presentations. In those 
early appearances, he wore 
a prison uniform and was 
shackeled at the wrists and 
ankles. He showed students 
how serious drinking and 

driving can be. 
Now that he’s been 

released from prison, he 
continues to travel with 
Napier and speak with her 
at events coordinated by the 
Meagan Napier Foundation. 

The forgiveness Napier 
was able to find for 
Smallridge has allowed the 
two of them to make an 
impression on thousands of 
students. 

“The ability to do pre-
sentations has had a pro-
found impact on my life,” 
Smallridge said. “It gives 
my life true purpose.” 

After the presentation, 
dozens of CHS students, 
some in tears, lined up 
to speak to Napier and 
Smallridge. Some wanted a 
picture or a hug. A handful 
shared how drunk driving 
had affected someone in 
their lives, and they were 
met with warm hugs and 
words of encouragement. 

“My favorite thing is to 
hear the responses of stu-
dents and to hear that this 
was a positive experience 

on their life,” Smallridge 
said. 

The students’ response 
was exactly what Columbia 
County Sheriff’s Deputy 
Jimmy Finnell was hop-
ing for when he proposed 
having Napier come speak 
at CHS. After hearing her 
speak at a conference, he 
knew the students in his 
county had to experience it 
themselves.

“It’s an organization with 
a message that everyone 
needs to hear,” Finnell said. 

“My son is sitting right in 
the front row. He’s a junior 
here. It hits home for a lot 
of us.” 

Columbia County School 
District Superintendent 
Terry Huddleston said 
Napier’s message was a 
timely one,  especially with 
end-of-school-year activities 
approaching.

“You can raise your kids 
the best you can, but when 
they get to be 16, 17 or 18, 
they start to make choic-
es,” Huddleston said. “Peer 

pressure encourages poor 
choices. We hope this real-
life story hits them in the 
heart.”

Napier, along with 
Smallridge, left students 
with tears in their eyes and 
a new perspective on their 
lives. 

“I speak from the heart,” 
Napier said. “The message 
is way more important than 
my emotions. I just want 
students to take one thing 
away that will save their 
life.” 
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Renne Napier speaks with students 
Tuesday at Columbia High School. She 
lost her daughter, Meagan, in an acci-
dent caused by a drunk driver.  

PHOTOS COURTESY CCSO

Eric Smallridge, who was convicted of 
DUI manslaughter in the crash that killed 
Meagan Napier, speaks with an emotion-
al student after Tuesday’s presentation 
on drunk driving at CHS. 

north of town.
Larry was joined by his 

aunt, Laura, Mike Hankey 
with the American Meteor 
Society, and two friends, 
Brenden Fallon and Josh 
Adkins. According to Larry, 
Laura found one meteor-
ite piece, he and Hankey 
each found two, and Fallon 
and Adkins were walking 
together when they both 
discovered one larger piece.

Holding out a small black 
piece of rock in his open 
palm, Larry spoke in a reve-
latory tone about their dis-
covery.

“This is 4.56 billion years 
old,” he said. “It’s basically 
virgin material. This is like 
the crumbs of the origin of 
our solar system.”

Hankey, who found the 
first meteorite on their first 
day of hunting, described 
meteorite hunting as a long 
and arduous process that 
occasionally yields results.

“We all went out there 
about two Saturdays ago,” 
Hankey said. “I found a mete-
orite, and then Larry found 
one. We found two more that 
day, and I went home after 
that. Larry and the others 
stayed out there and hunted 
for (a) week, and found one 
more. Then they hunted for 
another week after that and 
found one more stone. So it 
was two weeks of hunting for 
six stones.”

Hankey said he is drawn 
to hunting meteorites 
for the excitement of the 
unknown. He estimated 
that the one that crashed 
to Earth just north of Lake 
City last month was prob-
ably the size of a pickup 
before it broke apart. He 
said there are many vari-
ables, including the age of 
the meteorite and the type 
of meteorite it is.

Because black rocks 
aren’t common in Florida, 
Larry said it was easier to 

find the pieces of the mete-
orite than it would have 
been elsewhere. Most of 
Florida, he said, is sand. 
However, the presence of 
charcoal in the forest from 
controlled burns made up 
for that, making the mete-
orite pieces harder to see.

He showed a piece to 
a colleague of his, UCLA 
meteorite researcher Alan 
Rubin, who confirmed it 
was just what he thought.

“It’s definitely a meteor-
ite,” Rubin told the Lake 

City Reporter. “It was prob-
ably shocked out of the 
surface of its parent aster-
oid and suffered numerous 
high-energy collisions in 
space.”

Rubin hadn’t had the 
chance to study the mete-
orite as of Tuesday but said 
he would do so next week. 
By studying it, he said he 
will be able to tell what kind 
of a meteorite it is and how 
damaged it was by falling to 
Earth.

For seven months of the 
year, Larry is out in the des-
erts of Arizona and Nevada 
hunting for meteorites. The 
desert is the best place to 
do that, he said, because of 
the lack of rain that would 
submerge the meteorites in 
the damp ground.

It’s because of the rain 
and generally wetter cli-
mate in Florida, he said, 
that their window to find 
pieces of the meteorite here 
in January was so small.

“This thing’s worst 
enemy is water,” he said, 
indicating the meteorite 
piece he held. “These mete-
orites are going to be gone. 
Right now, the ferns are 
starting to pop. It’s done. 
There will never be another 
one of these found from this 
fall.”

Only one of the meteor-
ite pieces they found was 
above ground. The rest, 
according to Larry, were 
close to being submerged 
underground, which he 
said was the fate that would 
befall any other meteorite 
pieces still out there.

When he isn’t hunting 
for meteorites, Larry runs 
a business in Michigan 
eradicating poison ivy from 
residents’ homes. He said 
his passion for meteorite 
hunting started when he 
was a child and interested 
in fossils.

“I was in the second 
grade,” he said. “I was inter-

ested in fossils and snakes 
and bugs. I always wanted 
to be an explorer, but I felt 
like everything had already 
been discovered.”

But years later, in his 
30s, he read an issue of 
Smithsonian magazine and 
discovered a picture of 
meteorologist Robert Haag 
holding a meteorite piece.

“After reading that, I was 
a different person,” Larry 
said. “I started hunting 
immediately.”

That was 16 years ago, 
and he’s been at it ever 
since.

The appeal in it for Larry 
is how rare it is for people 
to see a meteorite falling. In 
Florida, it’s only happened 
five other times before this, 
he said.

“The big thing is the 
allure of people witnessing 
the fall,” he said. “To see it 
and then literally go out and 
find it. It’s the rarest thing 
ever.”

ROCK 
Continued From 1A

This photo 
offers a 
closeup 
view of 
one of six 
pieces of 
the mete-
orite that 
crashed to 
Earth last 
month in 
a heavily 
wooded 
area just 
north of 
Lake City.
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A two-vehicle crash on Northwest Lake Jeffery Road Tuesday morning 
blocked traffic while law enforcement officials tried to sort out what 
happened. At least one person was hospitalized following the crash. 
The FHP said the crash was under investigation and did not have fur-
ther information on the accident as of press time Tuesday.

One hurt in crash on Lake Jeffery Road
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