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ENTERTAINMENT NEWS

‘SKYWALKER' RISES
IN OPENING, BUT
FALLS SHORT OF
PREDECESSORS

New production in “Star Wars”
trilogy brings in $40 million —
fifth-best for Thursday debuts.

“Star Wars: The Rise of Skywalker”
had the fifth-largest Thursday
opening night ever, but it fell short
of the two previous films in the
trilogy. It brought in an estimated
$40 million in its premiere. The
first film, “Star Wars: The Force
Awakens,” earned $57 million in
2015. “Star Wars: The Last Jedi,”
had a $45 million tally in 2017.

— The Associated Press
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The Associated Press

Economic: The U.S. economy is
finishing the year in solid shape,
thanks to strong spending, a
healthy job market and falling
interest rates, according

to information from the
Commerce Department. A2

Health: Officials now blame
vitamin E acetate for the “vast
majority” of cases in the U.S.
outbreak of vaping illnesses,
and they say doctors should
monitor patients closely after
leaving the hospital. A2
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THAT’S AMAZING!

PIANO TEACHER'S $7.5M
DONATION GOING TO
REVITALIZATION PROJECT

Leaders of the Omaha, Nebraska,
suburb of Ralston have announced
a $7.5 million gift from the estate
of an area piano teacher that will
go toward revitalizing an area near
Ralston Arena downtown.

The donation from LaDonna
Johnson, who died in 2016, will go to
the Hinge project, the Omaha World-
Herald reported.

The project’s master plan,
approved by the city council last
month, includes filling empty retail
spaces and adding green spaces and
urban housing options.

Johnson's gift already has funded
the project’s master plan and several
studies related to it and will allow
the city to do things like complete
infrastructure improvements, acquire
property and conduct streetscape
work, Ralston Mayor Don Groesser said.

— The Associated Press
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Faces in

The News
Prince Philip

Queen Elizabeth II's
98-year-old husband was
hospitalized Friday as a
precautionary measure,
Buckingham Palace said.

World News, A3
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In Poverty’s Prison

Forty miles north of The Villages, thousands of people living in Ocala National Forest struggle to put food on the table and obtain other basic necessities.
Their best hope comes from faith-based organizations like the Help Agency that try to do what government can’t. As much as they want to help people

escape poverty, often the most these groups can do is help people survive another day in one of the deepest pockets of poverty in the state.

e 2 AN RS W S
e N, SNl ety B Nl R

Photos by Hannah Ridings | Daily Sun
Pastor Dave Houck, left, talks with Samantha Lee about what help she needs after receiving temporary custody of her three nephews. Lee’s
daughter, 3-year-old Ella Grace Lee, races across the floor at the home in Ocala National Forest.
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I —— In this rural wilderness about 40 miles north of The Villages,

the most affordable option is a clinic about half an hour away. The
surprise expense will mean making a tough cut somewhere else. But
Lee will have to worry about that later: Mark goes home from the
All Samantha Lee wants right now is some sleep. doctor with a cold, while Owen’s lungs are filled with bronchitis.
Even on its best days, life in Scramble Town — as the residents That home is a place where Mark’s toddler feet race around over
call this neighborhood of Ocala National Forest — is ableak battle  a plywood subfloor. Clad in a T-shirt and Paw Patrol underwear, he
for food, shelter, gas and medicine. ignores the snot dripping over his upper lip while he babbles his way

By ALEXANDRIA MANSFIELD | Daily Sun Staff Writer

On those best days, even a weary mom like Lee, 32, can somehow
scrape together the bare necessities for her six children, as well as
the three nephews she’s taken in from their drug-addicted mother.

Today is not a best day.

It’s a few weeks before Thanksgiving, and nephews Colten, 7,
Mark, 3, and Owen, 2, were delivered to Lee the day before by the
Florida Department of Children and Families. Mark and Owen were
sick with fevers.

Along night of crying for their mother didn’t help.

That means Lee — after scooting four kids ages 8 to 14 off to school

— needs to find a doctor for the three boys while caring for her own
3-year-old and 5-month-old girls.

around a room with exposed wires poking through the walls and
blankets hanging where curtains should be.

Meanwhile, Owen crashes in front of a window air conditioner,
oblivious to the chaos of his brother and cousin Ella jumping around
and screeching childspeak. His ears red and his breathing shallow,
he takes up only a halfa sofa cushion curled in the fetal position with
ablanket pulled to his chin.

Soon, the other children will be home, joining their grandmother
who also lives here. A few hours later, Lee’s husband, James, 33, will
return from a 14-hour day at his $16-per-hour masonry job.

And all 12 of them will be hungry.

Please See POVERTY, A8

Above: Leora Rutledge shared this home in
Ocala National Forest with her three sons,

Owen, 2, Mark, 3, and Colten, 7.

Left: Rutledge sits on her mattress in the home
10 days after her three sons were removed
from her custody by the state Department of
Children and Families.
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The forces that trap generation after generation in abject
poverty in Ocala National Forest are no stranger to Pastor
Dave Houck. He's waged war against them most of his life,

and he’s got the scars to prove it. This unconventional man

of the cloth also is a rough-and-tumble biker who grew up in
the forest and has spent most of his adult life trying to help its
residents any way he can, including adopting eight children.
He’s been cursed at and even shot at, but he’s not backing
down in the fight to save his forgotten flock.
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Below: A collection of photos and toys rests on a shelf in the former
bedroom of Leora Rutledge’s children. Right: Exposed plumbing
runs above the subfloor in the bathroom of Rutledge’s home.

Brutal Consequence

Drugs hit many families in Ocala National Forest like a wrecking ball. Leora Rutledge says her drug use cost her custody of her three sons, who were

removed by the state Department of Children and Families. She agonizes over the consequences of her mistakes and knows she needs to get clean.

She can legally visit the boys at her sister-in-law’s home, but finding a way to get there is a hurdle she can rarely overcome.

POVERTY

Continued from A1

Enter Pastor Dave Houck, a reli-
giousleader familiar to the estimated
40,000 to 45,000 people living in the
forest’s borders, where faith-based
organizations are working to close a
gap the government can’t.

Here, 22% of people like Lee live
below the poverty line, compared
to 15.5% statewide. That threshold
is $25,750 annually for a family
of four; Lee’s household of 12 is
scraping by on about $33,000.

Their only sources of income
are James’ earnings, $263
monthly for the three children
placed by DCF and $178 monthly
from the Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program.

Today, Houck is visiting Lee to
deliver food and spiritual support.

“Hot dogs are God’s favorite
food,” he suggests with a smile for
her next grocery order, “because all
God’s creations are in a hot dog.”

Houck, himself a product of the
forest’s abject poverty, presides
over Salt Life Church and the Help
Agency, a not-for-profit charity he
founded 26 years ago to benefit his
forest flock.

Lee was one of the first children
served by the Help Agency’s mentor
center that opened 15 years ago.

Lee and her husband were both
born in the forest, as were their
parents. Lee said she doesn’t mind
where she’s at, but she wishes
the financial burden of her life
could improve.

“I need help,” Lee said. “I’'m
used to a lot of kids, but I generally
struggle to do it all alone, so T had to
call in reinforcements.”

Lee is one of the successes of the
forest, Houck said.

“Basically, Sam came up in
poverty,” he said, “but she hasn’t
become a statistic. Her husband

works, and she’s a good mom. Sam
will make sure (the kids) are fed
and clothed and healthy.”

She, like her brother and sister-
in-law, also has graduated from
high school.

“She really stepped up for those
kids,” Houck said.

In aworld with so much need and
so few social services, getting ahead
is a pushing-a-boulder-up-the-hill
fight that few manage to win.

“The problem with the cycle of
povertyisit’s intergenerational, and
it’s taught,” Houck said. “Parents
teach their kids how to be poor. “This
is how we did it, this is how it’s done,’
but if you can catch a kid young
enough. ... Kids have to have enough
experiences to know that there are
different things out there.”

Inside The Forest

Not all forest residents live in
squalor. The 607-square-mile forest
is a checkerboard of government-
owned and private property, and
homes along the more than 600
lakes, rivers and springs are espe-
cially valuable.

For instance, one 10-bedroom
home on a 16-acre farm currently
lists for $699,000, and an empty
85-acre hunting parcel is being
offered for $680,000.

But in the Scramble Town
pockets of poverty, families are
living in structures ranging from
1960s mobile homes to tents,
garden sheds and shacks they’ve
built from scrap metal and wood.

Lee’s nephews were removed
from a single-wide mobile home
with particle board flooring, broken
furniture and water-damaged
drywall punctured by exposed
wiring and plumbing. Three other
ramshackle dwellings share the
same patch of land.

Dirt roads in disrepair and a lack
of internet access are two areas of

focus for Marion County Commis-
sioner Carl Zalak, who represents
the area. To keep open the few trans-
portation options residents have, the
government tries to ensure the dirt
roads are not washed out.

Other than basic services, such as
garbage pickup, the operation of a
community center and public safety
response, there’s not much officials
can do for a population “that has a
tendency to be alittle bit more alone
and inisolation,” he said.

Zalak added that Houck’s private
fundraising gives him the ability to
serve residents as his charity sees fit
in a way that elected officials can’t.

“Government is not the answer,”
Zalak said. “Our community is.”

To Houck, a community can’t be
successful without support from its
residents and local representatives.

Missy McFarland, Houck’s
cousin who lives in the forest,
said the forest still needs more
resources. Without transporta-
tion options for many of the people
living there, McFarland sees a huge
issue for adults interested in going
to college or getting jobs but who
can’tleave their neighborhoods.

“How do you expect these people
to change their lives if they have
no resources to do it?” she asked.

“There’s great people in the forest.
They’re close and very loyal to each
other. There are some very smart
people out there. People think,
‘They asked to live that way,” but
most of the time, kids don’t realize
they’re poor until they go to school.”

Long Odds To Overcome

While the chaos in Lee’s world
blares at full volume, her sister-in-
law agonizes in the childless silence.
It was Leora Rutledge’s escape
into drug use, Rutledge said, not the
boys’ dilapidated living conditions,
that prompted DCF to remove them.
DCF has regulations on housing

that can lead to the removal of
children from a home. Because
assignments are not broken down
beyond the county level across most
of Florida, there is no way to get
data on how many cases are from
the forest specifically, according to
David Ocasio, DCF Central Region
public information officer.

However, in 2018, DCF had 8,633
children in family investigations in
Marion County. Of those, 796 were
removed from the home by DCF.

Statewide, there were 26,368
children removed.

While Florida law does not
officially permit the removal of
children because their parents are
poor, this is “the underlying cause
for almost all removal,” said Robin
Rosenberg, deputy director of
Florida’s Children First.

Florida’s Children First, a
nonprofit dedicated to the rights of
at-risk children, believes a greater
emphasis should be placed on
supporting families so they can
keep their children, Rosenberg said.

“When you aren’t in poverty and
you have money, you have family,
you have ways of dealing with those
problems,” Rosenberg said.

Where people lack these char-
acteristics, poverty often begins
and can lead to a downward cycle,
she said.

“Almost all the children in
(DCF’s) care are there because
of their families’ circumstances
getting out of control,” she said.

“Nobody wakes up in the morning

and says, ‘Today I'm going to
neglect my child.”

It’s hard for Rutledge to come
home and not see her boys waiting for
her, butit’s at least a 30-minute drive
to Scramble Town, and she doesn’t
have a car. It took five days after the
boys’ removal before the Lees could
bring her and their dad, Adam Taver-
nier, 33, for an afternoon visit.

DCF won’t let them spend

the night.

Little Owen launched himself
into her arms, hugging her as tightly
as he could, forcing her to drop
Colten’s lunchbox and a tote bag
with crafts. Mark clung to his father
outside while Colten watched.

Although this was the first time
the Tavernier children were placed
in Lee’s custody, she said it was
the fourth instance in which she’s
needed to have one or more of the
kids living with her. The most recent
time before this was when Colten
wasn’t getting picked up from the
school bus stop in the spring.

Lee kept him at her house from
March until the school year ended
in May to make sure he was getting
to and from school.

Rutledge hunched over a Disney
princess table, gathering her kids
and their cousins for a sand craft
she’d brought. Her long, thin legs
protruded sharply from a short
stool while she kept one hand on
Owen, reassuring him she wasn’t
going anywhere just yet.

“I just want a better life for my
kids and for us to always be there
for them,” she said.

She knows she needs to get clean,
complete substance-abuse classes
and be cleared by a mental health
professional before she can take her
kids home.

But she’s fuzzy on the details, just
knowing her first trial will be Jan. 2.

For now, she’s unemployed
and living with Tavernier and his
parents while she sinks further into
the clutches of deep poverty that
few families here escape.

She has new motivation to hope
but also new reason to despair:

She’s expecting a baby in
the spring,.

Staff writer Alexandria Mansfield
can be reached at 352-753-1119, ext.
5401, or alexandria.mansfield@
thevillagesmedia.com.

Leora Rutledge
cries on the bed
in her three sons’
room, in Ocala
National Forest.
Her children,
Owen Tavernier,
2, Mark Tavernier,
3. and Colten
Tavernier, 7, were
removed from her
custody by the
state Department
of Children and
Families. This

is the first time
she’s set foot in
the bedroom since
they were taken.

Photos by
Hannah Ridings
Daily Sun
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NATIONAL NEWS

AGREEMENT
OFFERS HOPE

FOR BIPARTISAN
TRADE SOLUTIONS

Collaboration between
Trump administration, House
Democrats clears way for deal.

Robert Lighthizer, President
Donald Trump’s top trade nego-
tiator, and senior Democrats said
that with House passage of the
U.S.-Mexico-Canada Agreement
last week, they've found a formula
for Republicans and Democrats to
forge trade deals despite Wash-
ington’s deep partisan divide. The
agreement still must be approved
by the Senate next month. A6
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The Associated Press

Nation: Robotic pets with
multiple sensors for movement,
sounds and touch are bringing
smiles to veterans at an Illinois
VA center. Therapists say the
pets will be used to help
veterans with dementia. A7

World: New South Wales,
Australia’s most populous state,
was paralyzed by “catastrophic”
fire conditions Saturday, while
one person died as wildfires
ravaged the country’s south-
east, officials said. A3

Florida News A5

DE Lottery A4
Local News C1
tmi World News A2

THAT’S AMAZING!

GEORGIA FAMILY GETS
CHRISTMAS SURPRISE
FROM OWL IN TREE

A Georgia family got a real hoot from
its Christmas tree. More than a week
after they bought it, they discovered
a live owl nestled among its branches.

Katie McBride Newman said she
and her daughter spotted the bird on
Dec. 12. They had bought the 10-foot
tall tree from a Home Depot, brought
it back to their Atlanta-area home and
decorated it with lights and, coinci-
dentally, owl ornaments.

“It was surreal, but we weren’t
really freaked out about it,” McBride
Newman said. “We're really outdoorsy
people. We love the wilderness.”

The family called the nonprofit
Chattahoochee Nature Center for
help. The nature center caught the
bird and helped the family release it.

McBride Newman said she
believed the bird had been hidden in
the tree since they bought it.

— The Associated Press

e

Faces in
The News
Hassan Diab

Lebanon’s new prime
minister said he will form a
government of experts and
independents to deal with
the country’s economic crisis.

World News, A3
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Pastor With a Punch

A half-hour north of The Villages, thousands of people struggle to put food on the table and obtain other basic necessities. The forces that trap generation

after generation in abject poverty in Ocala National Forest are no stranger to Pastor Dave Houck. He’s waged war against them most of his life, and he’s

got the scars to prove it. He’s been cursed at and even shot at, but he’s not backing down in the fight to save his forgotten flock.
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Submitted photo
Pastor Dave Houck and his wife, Tammy, center, are surrounded by most of their children. From left, are Rebekah Houck, Joseph Demello,
Andrea Lewis, Joshua Houck, Daniel Reyes, Robert Johns, Trisha Johns, John Johns, Jordon Houck and Aaron Houck.

of deep poverty in Ocala National Forest, the father of a forgotten
flock still trying to fill their kids’ dinner plates.

The dangers have evolved, but he still measures success by the
meals he puts on tables. Through his unconventional ministry, it’s
Dave Houck was just 9 years old and knee-deep in swamp water  swollen to tens of thousands each year.
when Daddy taught him how to slay a dragon. An estimated 40,000 to 45,000 people live within the forest’s

Stay alert. borders about 40 miles north of The Villages. Here 22% of people

Swallow the fear. live below the poverty line, compared to 15.5% statewide.

Wait for Daddy to hook the beast. “Pastor Dave,” as everyone calls him, comes across more like a

By ALEXANDRIA MANSFIELD | Daily Sun Staff Writer

Dodge the powerful whips of the tail.

Steer clear of the snapping jaws.

Then flip it onto its back while Daddy finishes it off with an ax — in
this family, bullets cost too much.

It was scary, sweaty, bloody work.

But it was food on the table for him and his little brother.

Houck didn’t mind gator for dinner as much as his dad minded

his mom being ridiculed for using food stamps at the grocery store.

Better to keep their dignity and fend for themselves, he said.
Almost four decades later, Houck, 47, is still patrolling the pockets

COMING MONDAY

Dave Houck has been joined in his battle against the
nearly inescapable poverty of Ocala National Forest by

rough-and-tumble biker than a man of the cloth — and that’s neither
accidental nor an affectation. If his 6-foot-3-inch, 270-pound frame
wasn’t imposing enough, add a crew cut, arms scarred by battles
with gators and rattlesnakes (another supper option in his youth)
and along goatee befitting a Civil War general.

And, of course, his 97 Harley-Davidson Softail.

“Some rougher guys don’t open up to a pastor,” Houck said. “But
they’ll open up to abiker.”

Please See PASTOR, A8

Photos by Hannah Ridings | Daily Sun
Above: Pastor Dave Houck loads donated
food from Publix into his box truck. Houck
distributes the food through his nonprofit,
Help Agency, in Ocala National Forest.

Left: Houck smiles at Liana Villegas while
she eats her snack after school in October
at the Forest Lakes Park Center.

a club of about 300 Villagers, who have collected more

than $100,000 in donations and donated more than
8,500 hours to help children living there. Sometimes
their goal is as simple as putting a smile on a child’s face.
“Even though these kids face amazing challenges,” club
President LaRae Donnellan said, “they’re just kids and
want the same things as any other child.”
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PASTOR

Continued from A1

He’s been shot at. Twice.

He’s taken — and given —
his fair share of punches.

Once he arrived at a
woman’s house in time to stop
abeating by her husband, only
to scramble into a dog kennel
to continue negotiations after
the man grabbed a shotgun.

In fact, he grew his goatee
in part so he wouldn’t be
mistaken for a cop — a definite
hazard as he moves through
the dark corners of this
remote world of abject poverty.

It’s scary, sweaty, bloody
work.

But it’s a last lifeline for
many families fighting back
against the crime, child
neglect and lack of social
opportunity that trap genera-
tion after generation in unre-
lenting quicksand.

Houck himself couldn’t
break the forest’s pull.

At age 20, he fled to Cali-
fornia. But within weeks, he
heard a call from God to move
back.

He’s since made it his life’s
mission to help the thousands
of poor families scraping by
in this rural wilderness. The
Help Agency, a not-for-profit
charity he founded, oper-
ates a food bank, provides
free dental care, runs after-
school programs and puts on
summer camps.

The work is made possible
in large part by donations
from senior citizens, espe-
cially those who power four
SoZo Kids clubs (the word
SoZo is Greek for “rescue”).
Since the SoZo Kids Club of
The Villages formed in 2016,
it has collected more than
$100,000 in donations.

Houck walks the walk. He
can be found daily rolling up
his sleeves to do minor home
repairs, such as fixing a wheel-
chair ramp or cleaning homes
to help parents in danger of
losing custody of their chil-
dren to the state.

“The work he (Houck) does
is never-ending; he can’t shut
it off,” said LaRae Donnellan,
Villages club president.

“Maybe a child broke a leg at
midnight, someone is being
released from prison with no
ride, a lawn mower broke or
a pipe burst ... David is there
to help. The man truly has a
vision and a mission.”

Houck and his wife, Tammy,
also have adopted eight chil-
dren from forest families in
crisis, raising them alongside
their four biological children.

“I have a lot of kids I don’t
own,” Houck jokes. “Adopting
kids is our superpower.”

Help Hard To Come By

The 607-square-mile forest
is a checkerboard of govern-
ment-owned and private
property.

Many of the homes are
trailers, but in the forest,
people will live in “just about
anything with four walls and
aroof,” Houck said, including
sheds and shacks cobbled
together with stray pieces
of metal or wood. Some are
living without electricity or
running water, not knowing
where their next meal will
come.

It’s not uncommon for
residents to live in the same
dilapidated home in which
they were born, often pooling
meager resources with several
generations under one roof.

Neighbors look out for each
other the best they can.

This fall, Melany Peters
opened a 10x12 shed on her
property to Mary Henderson,
52, whom she met through
their sons. Peters would
welcome Henderson into
her trailer, but it’s already
crowded with her mother and
27-year-old son with special
needs.

“It’s been a horrible year
for us,” Peters lamented, her
persistent smile at odds with
those words.

Please See PAGE A11

Eugene Houck, his son, Dave, and
the rest of the family moved to Ocala
National Forest when Dave was 9.

Dave and Tammy Houck join Dave's
mother, Sue, and father, Eugene, on
their wedding day in April 1992.

Tammy Houck holds her newborn son,
Aaron, with Dave in 1993. Today. their
family has grown to 12 children.

Dave Houck and
his wife, Tammy,
ride a 2008 Victory
motorcycle
through “Tail of
the Dragon” in
2013 in Deals Gap,
North Carolina.
The popular
motorcycle
destination boasts
318 curves in

11 miles and is
bordered by the
Great Smoky
Mountains and
Cherokee
National Forest.
Houck still owns
the bike, he said,
but it's been in the
shop for a year.

Submitted photos
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Continued from Page A8

The three family members
recently underwent surgeries,
Peters said, including neck
and dental procedures.
Henderson was scheduled for
her own wrist surgery soon,
and the women were worried
about the lack of insulation in
the shed as winter drew near.

Houck and three helpers
answered the call.

“I think we got a bigger
problem here than we
thought,” Houck said as his
crew worked while two dogs
in a metal chain-link cage
whined nearby.

He’d underestimated the
workload and materials
needed — and like many of
his projects, this was one he’d
need to come back to finish.

It’s never just a single day’s
work for him.

A Legacy Of Sacrifice

Houck’s family “had nothing”
when he was growing up in
the forest, he said.

He was a first-grader
when an on-the-job injury in
Manatee County took Houck’s
father out of the workforce.
Daddy was making just $343
monthly in workers’ compen-
sation, and they could have a
home in the forest for $171.

What they did have, they
gave away, Houck said. The
sacrifices he saw his family
make would foreshadow the
rest of his life.

“My mother would let

anyone live with us,” he said.

“At one point there were 13
children.”

Finding a place to sleep
took some ingenuity. Some-
times they put wood planks
across the top of the bathtub
toturnitinto abed.

Because he grew up with so
little, other kids made fun of
him, with a particular focus
on his hand-me-down shoes.

“I was a target,” he said.
“Fighting became a part of who
Iwas.”

It’s part of the reason he

now puts such a focus on
providing kids with new
clothes and shoes rather than
secondhand donations.

Houck didn’t imagine he
would grow up to be a pastor
and devote his life to helping
the poor.

“All I ever wanted to be was
a policeman — a sheriff,” he
said.

But that wasn’t his fate,
thanks to a handful of arrests,
double-digit traffic violations
and getting expelled from two
high schools for fighting and
skipping class.

He dropped out at 17. That’s
when his dad tried to teach him
the importance of an education

— the hard way. He said Houck
could only live in the family’s
house if he was in school. Then
he changed the locks.

Houck slept on the steps
in front of the house until he
agreed to go back to school.

“My dad wasn’t gentle,”
Houck laughed. “But he was a
good man.”

And his dad, who died two
years ago, wasn’t a bad match-
maker either.

Houck’s parents were reli-
gious, and he was raised as a
self-proclaimed “church boy
who didn’t go to church.” He
only agreed to go to Christian
summer camp because he was
in aband and heard they were
looking for adrummer.

There he met Tammy, a
missionary’s daughter who

“always wanted to be a pastor’s
wife and work with kids and
have kids.”

Houck said he wouldn’t
have liked himself if he were
in Tammy’s father’s shoes.

“My wife is honestly perfect,”
he said. “She’s always been
perfect — not like me.”

Houck’s bad-boy style was
the exact opposite of what a
preacher would want for his
daughter. The tension wasn’t
quickly remedied after their
marriage either, a union for
which Houck had never asked
Tammy’s parents to bless.

Please See PAGE A13

Two of Dave Houck’s helpers, Jeremy Thomas and Skylar
Stackpole, cut planks of wood to put insulation in Mary
Henderson’s home, a shed on her friend’s property.

Pastor Dave
Houck’s jobs in
the forest often
include renovation
and cleaning
projects for those
who are unable

to manage the
tasks alone. His
work ranges

from installing
insulation to fixing
ramps or battling
roach infestations.

Photos by
Hannah Ridings
Daily Sun

Henderson looks into her Ocala National Forest home.
The 10x12 converted shed contains a few personal effects,
including a mattress and box spring.
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1101 Main Street
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1000 Canal Street
The Villages, FL 32162
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. = We want to wish
I you and yours a joyous
holiday season on
behalf of everyone
- _at Napolinos.

Bl Pr i

We would like to express our sincere appreciation for the trust

you have placed in us! Staying true to our mission to bring you «+,
3 s a unique and delicious experience, we have deepened o

TN our conviction to maintain this trust!

Thus, we are excited to announce our

iy

- P

: Our expertise in the Kitchen is matched only
by the high quality of ingredients we put in
every dish — Farm to table recipes that include
natural chicken, milk fed veal, hand-crafted
sausages and meatballs, premium quality
artisan cheeses and meat, specialty crafted
homemade sauces & locally sourced produce!

FAMILY OWNED & OPERATED

Thank you to all in the community for your continued support!

We are not affiliated with any other restaurant in The Villages®

community, Ocala or anywhere else in Florida. We are a family
owned & operated one & only original since 2016!

Still taking reservations for Christmas Eve & New Year’s Eve.
For any questions, call us at 352-399-6825
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Plenty of Need,
Few Services

There are an estimated 40,000 to 45,000 people who live in
the 607 square miles of the Ocala National Forest. Many
residents of the forest are part of a unique class of rural
poverty. Most live in a variety of structures from

modular homes to trailers to tents or shacks

they’ve built by themselves out of scrap

metal or wood. They face alack of

resources, such as internet

or electricity access,
transportation and
health care
centers.
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CITY OF OCALA

Ocala, a Central Florida city with a population
of about 59,100, is the largest city, and county
seat, in Marion County. It’s also the closest to
Ocala National Forest. Ocala’s farms are famous
for their thoroughbred horses and for nearby
Silver Springs, a site of one of the largest spring
formations in the world.

Qr— ————— 2 miles

OUTREACH FROM THE VILLAGES

The Villages, a Central Florida retirement
community, is known for its generosity and
charitable giving. One of the most impactful clubs
combating poverty in Ocala National Forest is the
SoZo Kids Club of The Villages. This club has been on
a mission to help Pastor Dave Houck’s Help Agency
nonprofit program, SoZo Kids, provide a better life
for the kids living in the forest. Another club that
frequently helps is The Villages Parrot Heads. In total,
The Villages has raised hundreds of thousands of
dollars worth of donations for SoZo Kids.

Gas stations @ Libraries )

FLORIDA'S
TURNPIKE

3

Gas stations are frequent
along State Road 40 and
often within walking distance
of each other. They can be
scarce in less populated
areas of the forest. Many gas
stations also accept EBT cards
and double as grocery stops.

Marion County Commis-
sioner Carl Zalak said it was
an important project to put
a public library in the forest.
Before this, the closest library
with free internet access was
in Ocala and difficult to get
to without transportation.

Food Pantry @)

HELP AGENCY FOOD PANTRY

The original cornerstone of Pastor Dave
Houck’s ministry, the food pantry opened in
1993 and serves about 7,000 clients monthly.
The donations at this pantry primarily come

from Publix and Winn Dixie.

CAMP SOZO

SALT LIFE CHURCH

Pastor Dave Houck’s church takes
place at 10:30 a.m. Sundays in Ocala
National Forest and is located in

a VFW. This is where Houck offers
services through his ministry.

The base of the SoZo Kids program, Camp SoZo
is a free summer camp for children who live in
the forest and in rural poverty. During the camp, 3
children have the opportunity to participate _ N
in volleyball, movies, pizza parties, campfires,
canoeing and other activities.
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FLP MENTOR CENTER

The first mentor center established by Pastor Dave
Houck in Ocala National Forest, the Moss Bluff
location at Forest Lakes Park Community Center

is 15 years old. The center serves kids ages 5-18 to
give them food and a place to be after school.

- Q}’Q)

THE

VILLAGES

Community Services @

Many government agencies
are a 20-minute drive from
the forest. The sheriff’s office
and Department of Motor
Vehicles have locations in
Silver Springs. The state
Department of Children and
Families is in Ocala.

Higher Education Q) Hospitals ()

|
Groceries /

The closest grocery store for
many people in the south-
west edge of the forest is a
Winn Dixie on State Road 40.
Other than this spot, some
shop for frozen dinners and
snack foods at gas stations
and dollar stores.
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OCALA NATIONAL FOREST

Comprised of both government and privately
owned land, the forest was established in

1908 and is located in North Central Florida
between the Ocklawaha and St. Johns Rivers.
It is the southernmost forest in the continental
U.S. and contains more than 600 lakes, rivers
and springs, according to the forest’s website.
Visitors can enjoy year-round camping, fishing,
hiking and four-wheeling.

Graphic by Alexandria Mansfield, Reid Brown and Adam Rogers, Daily Sun
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Schools Churches 1f:ar

Restaurants @

One elementary school is
in Ocala National Forest, but
there are no high schools
on the southwestern side of
it. There are a few schools
adjacent to the forest,

but most Marion County
schools are closer to Ocala.

Retail (s )

Unlike government agen-
cies, churches are spread
throughout Ocala National
Forest and are another
source of help for many of
its residents. The churches
are a beacon of community
for many.

_
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Today the Houcks live in a
three-bedroom trailer with
their son, Aaron, and a nephew
at Camp SoZo, a 72-acre prop-
erty he leases from the federal
government. Houck built a
treehouse nearby for his seven
grandchildren.

During the summer, the
free camp allows children to
stay in a dorm while canoeing,
watching movies, sitting by the
campfire and chowing down on
pizza, ice cream and s’mores.

Three more of Houck’s chil-
dren also live at camp full time.
They’re joined by, among others,
Rick and Karen McKeever, two
retirees who “are like parents’
to Houck and his wife, living in
amotorhome; Jeremy Thomas,
who was invited by Houck after
serving prison time for killing
his mother’s abusive boyfriend;
and Jabari Woodard, a SoZo
summer camp graduate who is
now youth pastor for Houck’s
Salt Life Church.

Houck’s family spent
Thanksgiving sitting around
two turkey fryers full of oil
while some of his sons jump-
started a child-sized four-
wheeler over and over again.
The strong smell of burning
gasoline battled with the frying
turkey’s scent.

In the end, the turkey’s
sizzling skin attracted mosqui-
toes, and Houck kept his .40
caliber handgun in the mesh

2

side pocket of a camping chair
after getting a call that a bear
was headed his way.

He and Tammy spent the
afternoon regaling some of their
kids gathered around the fryers
with tales of the early days of
their marriage. Even though
Houck was broke, he managed
to buy an engagement ring and
wedding band from JCPenney
for $300 on credit. When he
proposed in an Olive Garden,
they celebrated with a cannoli.

The rattlesnake he caught,
skinned and marinated for
Tammy to cook when they
were newlyweds is still a sore
subject for Houck, who came
home to find his hard work
thrown out in the dirt driveway.
Tammy said she wasn’t going
to cook snake then and she still
wouldn’t do it today.

A Family Mission

Houck landed on the idea of a
food bank while sorting food
for homeless AIDS victims
in California. Back in the
forest, though, he was making
$4.25 an hour mowing lawns
to provide for his own family,
which included a pregnant wife.

It was his mom, Sue, who
kept it all running, he said.

“I tried to close the pantry
four or five times in the late
’90s,” Houck said. “She just
wouldn’tlet me.”

Now, Houck drives a box
truck to Winn Dixie and Publix
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three times each week to pick
up donations for about 7,000
clients monthly.

“Think that’s a lot of food?”
he said, pointing to a mostly
full load one recent morning.

“It’s not. It’ll be gone by the end
of the day.”

The people who hand out
food at the pantry are just as
poor as those receiving it, he
said.

“My mother ran it a lot more
efficiently because she was
there every minute,” he said.

“That was her life.”

Houck lost his mom 11 years
ago. But her impact lives on.

“She was a saint,” said Missy
McFarland, Houck’s cousin.

“She kept it all going and made
it what it was.”

McFarland spent a lot of
time at the Houcks” house until
she moved to California at age
6. When she came back to the
forest five years ago at age 39,
Houck helped her recover from

years of drug addiction and
prostitution, she said.
“He led me to God, and that’s
what saved my life,” she said.
“The whole SoZo program
helped me have an outlet to feel
normal again when I didn’t see
afuture for myself.”

Now, she does what she can
to help her cousin and sees
what he’s up against.

“The forest needs more
resources,” McFarland said.
“Even getting a job or doing
homework needs to be online
now ... but what if you don’t
have electricity or internet?”

A Forgotten Flock

Houck’s tough-guy persona
melts away when he talks
about his children, both those
he’s raised and the hundreds
to come through the SoZo Kids
program.

Please See NEXT PAGE
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Photos by Hannah Ridings | Daily Sun

Left: Pastor Dave Houck, center, prays over
Thanksgiving dinner beside his wife, Tammy,
at his home at Camp SoZo in Ocala National
Forest. The meal included fried turkeys for his
more than 20 family members.

Above: Christmas comes early in the Houck
household, and family stockings were hung
on the wall on Thanksgiving.
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Some of the kids Houck
serves in the forest are the
first high school students in
their families — not the first
high school graduates, the first
students.

At his Sandy Acres mentor-
ship center on Dec. 9, no
child went home from the
annual Christmas party
empty-handed.

Houck’s Salt Life Church
claims a congregation of about
100 that meets in a VFW
building.

Before a Sunday service,
his helpers put black curtains
around the edges of the room
to cover the war parapher-
nalia, but they can’t mask the
smell of stale cigarette smoke
coating the paneling.

It’s all hands on deck at a
quarter after 9 a.m. before the
Help Agency’s three vans bring
in the churchgoers.

Snack tables are set with
pastries and biscuits and
gravy. A welcome table serves
newcomers jars of honey next
to a box accepting donations.
The church doesn’t ask for
offerings.

As speakers start to play
the first contemporary gospel
songs of the day, the setup
crew is rewarded with Subway
breakfast sandwiches.

As God’s creatures, everyone
is beautiful to Houck — and he
makes sure to tell them so. He
greets his parishoners with
high fives, handshakes and
hugs while coaxing smiles
from the kids.

He nods his head as he
listens to the day’s problems

— medical, financial, children

— and tries to get his flock
moving in the direction of the
folding chairs after the last van
rollsin.

The service begins with
a booming command from
Houck for everyone to find a
seat and finish their breakfasts.

Services start off with praise
reports, and people timidly
raise their hands to give
thanks for a fruitful doctor’s
visit or good news from family
members.

“I went to the cardiologist
Wednesday — he says my
heart is doing fine,” one man
announced.

“That’s the stuff right there,
man,” Houck responded.

“Great job. What else?”
“I had the tumor taken out
of my neck,” a woman called
“Tinker” said. “The whole
outside of it was benign, the
center was malignant. Since

they took it out in one piece, it
wasn’t exposed, so no chemo,
no radiation.”

A few people clap, and one
man whoops.

“My brain is back in my head,
not in my ear,” she continued
with a smile, “and I'm good to
go back to work.”

More people clap.

Houck then calls on one of
his own family members.

“l praise God for the
wonderful world, and God is
good,” said Aaron Houck, the
couple’s 26-year-old son.

The prayer request section
follows, and people wave
wildly to ask for the pastor’s
prayers.

“Just a good friend of mine,
his salvation and some peace,”
awoman requested.

“I had one text in,” Houck
said. “The Johnsons said
they would not make it this
morning, but they wanted to
give a praise report. John’s
doctor visit did well this week,
six months and his blood work
came back great.”

For more than three years,
The Daily Sun has followed
the Johnson family journey
through financial struggles
and medical crises as John
Johnson, father of four and
husband to Jenny, had to have
a heart transplant. Jenny
called Houck the family’s

“emotional and spiritual

support.”

“He’s still battling CMV (a
common virus),” Houck told
the congregation, “but it’s
under control now, so prayer
requests for that and a niece
who is going to have a baby
any day — the first baby. You
know the Johnsons drive all
the way from Belleview now,
so for them tobe here atallisa
pretty cool thing, but it’s good
for them because they got a
new house. If you'd seen them
before, this is a really good
thing.”

The sermon today is about
Moses, a man who was hated
even while he was on the verge
of performing miracles.

It’s a story Houck holds close
to his heart. Not everyone
appreciates his family’s sacri-
fice, and he’ll never forget
being cursed at for bringing
the wrong flavor of Pop-Tarts
in afood delivery.

One place where Houck is
always welcomed with enthu-
siasm is prison.

For about a year, he’s been
participating in Xtreme Soulu-
tions, a faith-based program
for about 400 men at Marion
Correctional Institution in

Pastor Dave Houck prays for his congregation’s needs at
Salt Life Church in Ocala National Forest. The church claims
a congregation of about 100 that meets in a VFW building.

Nine children surround Houck after school outside the
Sandy Acres mentor center. The kids frequently run around
and at Houck in an attempt to earn his attention.

Ocala. It focuses on preparing
prisoners for release back into
society and is structured like a
church.

“Dave can touch us because
he’s like us — a big man with
a goatee could be in here with
us,” said inmate Rogelio Perez.

“Youwalk the walk, you don’t
justtalkit,” another one added.

“After you showed your
commitment to us, how
could we not be committed
to you? How could we not be
committed to Christ? How
could we not?” asked another.

“It gives us hope,” said one
more.

Each positive comment

brought cheers of “Amen”

around the room.

Please See NEXT PAGE

Photos by Hannah Ridings | Daily Sun
Houck begins his sermon about Moses at Salt Life Church
in Ocala National Forest. The sermon was part of Houck's
"Legends and Legacies” series.

Houck shakes hands with an inmate at Marion Correctional
Institution. Houck ministers to the prisoners through a
faith-based mentorship program called Xtreme Soulutions.
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Dave and Tammy Houck How You
fish by a lake with two of
their children, Rebekah Can Help
and Aaron, and three of
their nephews, Dalton and Pastor Dave Houck is the
CJ] Goodman and Sydney founder and CEO of the Help
Mayhew, in 2006. Agency, a faith-based organiza-

tion that provides community
assistance to residents of Ocala
National Forest. One agency
program, SoZo Kids, inspired
four clubs — including one in
The Villages — that raise money
and volunteer for the children
living in poverty in the forest,
where 22% of the population

is below the poverty level. The
biggest way Houck said people
can help is by sponsoring a child.
For $25 a month, sponsors can
see exactly how their money
serves a child’s current needs,
which can vary greatly. However,
donating non-designated funds
is also helpful because it allows
for individualized need-based

Submitted photo

Continued from Previous Page

Houck said he only has two
fears in his life. The first is that
his kids, grandkids or other
family members will not know
and serve God.

The second is not being able
to go to the prison and reach
the people there anymore.

“I love spending time in
prison,” he said. “That’s a
strange thing to say, but I love

being in prison. There’s a huge
part of society that’s been
in prison, and without our
support, they aren’t going to
be able to change. Now it’s a big
part of my life. These guys are
affecting me.”

Beyond Today’s Need

Although he’s come a far way
from a 9-year-old hunting
gators to feed his family, Houck
wrestles with the constant
stream of needs.

“In my mind, I can’t see the
end,” he said.

The worst part? Getting
someone to the edge of success
only to lose them.

“Pouring our blood, sweat
and tears — literally, our tears;
we cry for these kids — and
then seeing someone get to 18
and get close to the edge and
they fall off ...”

His words trailed off.

“Ithurts me if kids don’t make
it,” he said. “The ones I put the
most into are sometimes the
ones that never made it.”

His most heart-breaking
moments include burying the
newborn infant of a preteen
mother, watching another
forest mother push her daughter
into a life of drugs instead of
college and trying to comfort

his 15-year-old nephew who food, at midnight,” he said. “It at 352-753-1119, ext. 5401, Framed & Cy Wood & Metal
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family’s well-being, but doesn’t
fear for himself, he said. He
doesn’t fear failure.

“If it’s God’s will, it’s His bill,”
he said.

Houck steals moments for
himself in the quiet places.
Sometimes he goes up to
Georgia, to hunt. Sometimes he
squeezes in some wind therapy
on his motorcycle, where he
can’t hear his cellphone pings.

not doing it right,” he scolded
his congregation one week.

He sees only two scenarios in
which he might be able to leave
the Help Agency.

One option is to spin the
food pantry, mentor centers,
Camp SoZo, the dental bus and
other projects into standalone
operations that can be run by
different people.

The other is to pass the
torch to his son, Jordon, who
is starting school to earn his
pastoral license.

“I’ve pretty much been
groomed for the ministry my
whole life,” he said. “I just got
smacked with it, I guess.”

Already, Jordon also has
plans to follow his family
trend of adopting. Growing
up in a missionary family, he
said, meant the whole family
became missionaries.

“(As kids) we were unloading
food trucks, box trucks full of

around yet. It was just us

running the ministry in the

beginning. When the church

started, we were the worship

band, the children’s pastors,
the youth group ... It’s different

experiences that help build us.”

Being a part of all that gave

the Houcks experience to serve

all aspects of a community,
Jordon said.

“I have a feeling I'm going to
end up doing a lot of different
things,” he said. “You can’t be
a Houck without doing a lot of
different things, apparently.”

For Dave Houck, leaving the
keys to the kingdom to his son
might not be sodifficult if there
weren’t so many keys.

But, it wouldn’t be a Houck
production if it were simple.

“We don’t know what tomor-
row’s need might be.”

Staff writer Alexandria
Mansfield can be reached

Lunch, Laugh & Learn

]fe(lt uring

Jim M()Ody, Magic & Comedy

Wednesday January 8, 2020 at 10:30am

(or

Thursday January 16, 2020 at 10:30am

(or)

Thursday January 23, 2020 at 10:30am

PALMER LEGENDS

Country Club

purchases. To find out more
about the Help Agency or to
make a donation, contact
Houck at 352-299-5830. For
more information about the
SoZo Kids Club of the Villages,
contact club President LaRae
Donnellan at loopers.way@
gmail.com or 850-766-0049.
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Love Comes Full Circele

Pastor Dave Houck has helped people come out of prostitution, overcome drug addiction, escape ganglife, find a home after prison and prepare for life

outside Ocala National Forest. They are his friends, relatives and even nearly-adopted children, and they are the first to talk about what he has done for

Jabari
Woodard

Woodard is

a 22-year-old
College of
Central Florida
student and
youth pastor at
Salt Life Church.

them. They all have one thing in common: They would not be where they are now without Houck. — Alexandria Mansfield, Daily Sun

Since he was a child, Jabari “Bari” Woodard said he was told
he would be a pastor one day. Although he hasn’t had a typical
pathway to preaching, Woodard is well on his way to that goal.
‘When Woodard first met Houck and arrived at Camp SoZo in
2014 as a teen, he thought the camp would be a fun summer
getaway. The first event of the day for the Jacksonville kid
wasn’t a cheesy icebreaker: It was digging up the septic tank.
“My first impression of him was, “This dude’s crazy,” Woodard
said. “He’s a very headstrong type of dude, so when you meet
him, you do what he says.” It only took a week for Woodard
to warm up to the crazy pastor from the forest though. Now,
Woodard has been living on the camp with Houck for about
three years. Woodard grew up homeless. At the time, he said he
didn’t recognize it for what it was. “Mom wouldn’t let us know
we were homeless or going to a food shelter,” he said. “We were
justhaving a sleep-over in a car.” As he got older, Woodard said
he recognized the cycle of poverty more, and his mom taught
him not to be a product of their environment. This came to a
head for his family, he said, when his brother was shot walking
in the street to a convenience store. His brother lived, and
Woodard, who was 15, remembers seeing his brother bleeding
and hearing a voice tell him “You're not meant for this. Get out
of here.” Woodard is now the youth pastor at Houck’s church,
Salt Life, in the forest, and he’s in school for a pastoral degree.

Kristen
Henderson

A 20-year-old
University of Florida
senior, Henderson
spent three years of
her childhood living
in the forest being
mentored by the

Houcks.

_

Dave and Tammy Houck are a few of the best the forest has
to offer, said Kristen Henderson, a 20-year-old senior at the
University of Florida. “There aren’t a lot of good things out
there,” she said. Henderson first met the Houcks when she
was living in Ocala National Forest in fourth grade and began
going to the mentor center near her house. “They were really
nice and open to any kid that was there,” she said, “even the
problem kids.” Despite leaving the forest at 12 years old when
her grandma died, Henderson said the Houcks still had a
profound impact on her life. “I can’t even imagine the person-
ality I would have had I not been in the center,” she said. “It
showed me how people can help others, even without a lot of
time or money.” Henderson said she looks back fondly on the
experiences the Houck family helped to give her, especially a
trip to Epcot. It meant a lot to her and other kids who lived so
close to the Disney theme parks and had never gone to one, she
said. Faith has also been a characteristic in Henderson’s life, in
partbecause of her time with the Houcks. She is very involved
in her church and goes to Bible study four or five days a week.
“Any time they’re on my heart now, I pray for them,” Henderson
said. Aside from improving her childhood, Henderson said the
Houcks have influenced her career choices. Henderson plans to
pursue her master’s degree in social work after graduating in
August and wants to work with foster kids.

Jeremy
Thomas

Thomas, 25,

went to prison at
16 years old and
came to live with
the Houcks when
he got out eight
years later.

Photos by Hannah Ridings | Daily Sun

“He hit my mom. No one is going to hit my mom.” When Jeremy
Thomas, of Palatka, was 16 he said these words to a Putnam
County Sheriff’s deputy. The next eight years of his life were
spent in prison for manslaughter with a weapon, putting his
life on pause from August 2011 until June 2019. In his home,
Thomas said he felt a need to become “the man of the house”
and protect his mother and younger sister from his mom’s
abusive boyfriend. When a fight between the two adults esca-
lated and Thomas got in between them, he chose to use the
pocket knife he carried for protection. After the boyfriend died
from his wounds, Thomas’s life changed forever. “I wasn’t a
bad kid,” Thomas said. “I never got in trouble before this.” Six
months before getting out of prison, Thomas met Houck.

“As soon as I told him my story, he just wanted to help me,”
Thomas said. Houck saw Thomas’s plan might not be the best to
propel him toward success, and invited him to live at the camp
and help out. The offer, Thomas said, seemed like a better way
to startlife over again. Thomas - who earned certifications
in HVAC, carpentry, masonry, plumbing, electrical and tiling
while in prison — said he wants to be an underwater welder and
will start school at Marion Technical Institute in the spring. He
still has four years of probation — including a monthly fee — but
he’s teeming with a desire to prove himself and make up for lost
time. “Meeting Dave was the push I needed,” he said.

Missy
McFarland

McFarland, 39,
is an assistant
manager at
Dollar General
and mother of
four sons.

Five years ago, Missy McFarland said she was living in a closet
with her 3-year-old son and now-husband. She had been addicted
to drugs for 15 years and a prostitute for 10, she said. She knew
she was “living not a good life” but didn’t see a way out until her
cousin, Houck, sent her a Facebook message offering to help her
recover. At first, McFarland said she viewed the offer, which came
ather mother’s urging, as akind of intervention. Then, she saw
it as an opportunity. She hopped on a plane from California to
Florida with her son, leaving Enchante “Tay” McFarland behind.
Most people choose to leave Ocala National Forest to get back
on their feet. But McFarland, who hadn’t lived in the forest since
she was 6, decided to go back to reclaim her life. She’s been sober
since. Three months later, Tay followed. “My husband thanks me
every day for leaving him,” she said. McFarland attributes much
of her ability to change her life to Houck. She still helps Houck out
whenever she can. “Whatever he asks me to do,” McFarland said,
“food loads, backpacks, Christmas ... whatever he needs, he can call
me.” Her latest effort has resulted in her becoming the president
of the local Little League. After steering herlife in anew direc-
tion, McFarland hopes to help others who might be in similar
situations as hers. For now, she wants to cover up the tattoo on her
neck of her former pimp’s name with a butterfly - a final trans-
formation to match the rest of her life. “People tell me my story is
powerful, but it’s not to me,” McFarland said. “It’s just my life.”





