
Three judges from the Fourth District Court of
Appeal in West Palm Beach, handed down a
decision Aug. 25, affirming a Cooper City, Fla.,
woman's $50 million punitive damage verdict.
The plaintiff, Angelica Palank, with the help of
attorneys Christian Searcy and Greg Barnhart,
filed suit against CSX Transportation, Inc., for the
death of her husband Paul in a train wreck.  Mr.
Palank was a Miami Police Sergeant.

On July 31, 1991, eight people, including Palank,
were killed in Lugoff, S.C., when the last six pas-
senger cars of a Miami-to-New York Amtrak train
went onto a sidetrack and smashed into nine freight
cars.  By Federal Safety Regulations, railroads are
required to carefully inspect mainline switches at
least twice a week.  A faulty mainline switch, which
was known by CSX to be broken for at least 7 1/2
months, opened and caused the train to derail.
CSX, a Jacksonville based company, owns the
Lugoff tracks and approximately 30,000 miles of
track between New York and Miami.  Records show
that an audit done by the Federal Railroad Admin-
istration (FRA) as early as 1987, showed gross de-
ficiencies in CSX's staffing and inspection practices.

On July 30, 1997, a jury rendered a verdict that
the accident was caused by a poorly maintained
railroad track and awarded Mrs. Palank the dam-
ages.  On Oct. 10, 1997, Broward Circuit County
Judge Arthur Franza upheld the jury's verdict of
$50 million.  In his 19 page order he wrote, "These
inspections were not professional, not reason-
able and did not comply with CSX and FRA regu-
lations.  It should have been known to eventually
lead to, and end in, tragedy.”

Shortly after the order was released, CSX ap-
pealed the decision.
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The judges’
opinion from the
Fourth District Court of Appeal.

Sgt. Paul Palank in 1984.
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$50 Million Verdict Affirmed By Judges
(Continued from page one.)

This recent seven-page opinion was written by the Honorable Judge John Dell, and

Honorable Judges Mark Polen and Matthew Stevenson concurred. Part of the opinion

reads, "This Court finds the evidence to be clear and convincing, sufficiently showing

that the Defendant's conduct in breaching its duty was deliberate, reckless, willful, and

wanton, evincing a reckless disregard for the safety of rail passengers and the public at

large."  Another part of the opinion reads "This Court does not find that the $50 million

verdict in the instant matter was influenced by prejudice, passion, or corruption or that

the jury misconceived the merits of this case."

Ms. Palank, a mother of two and  a city commissioner in Cooper City, will use a

major portion of the proceeds to set up a foundation which will help abused,

abandoned and neglected children. ◆

Chris Searcy Featured As One Of The Best Trial Lawyers

In a recent Daily Business Review, Chris Searcy was featured as

one of the top trial lawyers in South Florida.  In the ten-page

story, Mr. Searcy, along with four other trial lawyers, were inter-

viewed about how they got to the top of their profession.  The

story was written by Jim Oliphant.

Below is a portion of the story:

CSX train wreck on July 31,1991.

Christian Searcy: The crusader
here is little doubt that Christian Searcy sees trial

work as war. His office tells you all you need  to

know: A painting that depicts a Hungarian rebellion

in the Middle Ages. Another one from  the Ameri-

can Revolution.  A sword from  the Crusades.

“Methodical” is a word that people use to describe

Searcy.  “Driven” is another.

“I hate to lose,” Searcy says tightly.  “There’s a very
thin veil that separates hating  to lose from being

afraid to lose. You’ve just got to hate to lose with a

passion. You can’t be afraid into settling the case.”

He has his reasons. When he was 12, he was in an
auto accident in which his 6-year-old brother was

killed. His oldest son, Henry, was a victim of medical malprac-

tice. When he was born, a doctor pulled him from the womb
with forceps -- before he should have. Henry’s brain was dam-

aged. Today, in his 20’s, he has the mind of a child.

“I’ve raised a child who can never compete,” Searcy says.
“There is no way you can hurt a person worse than hurting

their child.”

Searcy, 51, has made a career out of litigating what are some-

what coldly labeled brain-dead baby cases. Much of his repu-

T
tation was made in rural Florida counties in suits against well-

known local doctors.

“Trying a medical negligence case is the most challenging

form of civil litigation,” Searcy says. “You’re starting out with

a jury that believes doctors don’t do things wrong. It’s like

trying an auto accident on Mars.”

“Chris has a great presence,” says C. Steven

Yerrid, a Tampa lawyer who has both litigated

against Searcy and  worked with him. “He brings
a warmth and a depth to a case that clients appre-

ciate. He is able to walk in the plaintiffs’ shoes.”

Searcy likes to work and  isn’t much for hobbies.

But he has recently taken up golf. Why? Because

Henry Searcy likes to play. “lt’s something we can do to-

gether,” he says.
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