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Eagle Scout honors fallen trooper

Claude H. Baker Jr. was killed on duty in 1973
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The more teenager Tab Brewer learned about

Florida Highway Patrol Trooper Claude H.

Baker Jr. and his death in the line of duty, the

more he felt obligated to "right a wrong."

"Unless you tripped over his headstone at the

cemetery, you wouldn't have known he had

lived," said Brewer, 17, a junior at Suncoast Polytechnic High School in Sarasota. "He

was the only trooper ever killed in the line of duty in Sarasota County, and yet he'd

never been honored in the way that other troopers had been honored."

So Brewer, a Boy Scout, got busy. He helped restore and reprint what was a tattered,

sun-faded photo of Baker hanging in the FHP office in Venice. He worked with the

FHP to have a large plaque posted outside of the Venice station indicating that it is

named after Baker. And Brewer worked with Ewing Funeral Home to restore Baker's

headstone at Sarasota Memorial Cemetery.

But his most visible testament to Baker required working with state officials and

leaders from three local governments to have a section of U.S. 41 named after Baker,

who was shot to death while on duty in 1973 at the age of 32.

"It's an amazing thing that Tab has done," said FHP Major Carlos Vazquez of
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Brewer's efforts, undertaken as part of Brewer's Eagle Scout project. "It represents

his commitment to his community, and he is to be commended for it. I'm proud of

him, and I know his parents have to be proud of him, too."

The new "Claude H. Baker Jr. Memorial Highway" will include a section of U.S. 41

from Constitution Boulevard, near where Baker is buried, to the intersection with

River Road, where Baker was shot to death by a fleeing criminal 37 years ago.

The highway section will be dedicated in a ceremony at 3 p.m. on Oct. 28 at Phillippi

Estates, where a cross that will eventually mark the site of Baker's murder will be

unveiled.

Baker was just minutes from going off-duty, and a few miles from his home, on Nov.

17, 1973, when he stopped a car driven by Henry Lorenzo Payne, an escaped

prisoner.

Payne shot Baker twice and fled the scene, leaving Baker's body to be discovered by a

passing driver. Investigators also discovered Payne's wallet, Brewer said, dropped

during his scuffle with Baker.

A Charlotte County roadblock led to Payne's arrest later that day. Eventually, the

escapee was convicted of not only first-degree murder, but also escape, robbery, rape

and motor vehicle theft, and was sentenced to three life sentences plus 20 years in

prison.

"No other agency in Florida has a higher percentage of officers killed than the FHP,"

said Mark Brewer, Tab's father and a former police officer and sheriff's deputy.

"That's because FHP troopers do two of the most dangerous things that cops do: they

drive all the time, and they are pulling cars over."

Baker was the first and only trooper to be killed in the line of duty in Sarasota

County. He is among 43 FHP troopers to die on the job since the agency's founding

in 1939, and among 16 that have been shot during traffic stops.

"You could honestly say," Mark Brewer said, "that Claude H. Baker is the only FHP

officer to give his life for Sarasota County."
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