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A 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.

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.

Enter Pastor Dave Houck, a reli-
gious leader 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 I 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 a world 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 
poverty is it’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 a little bit more alone 
and in isolation,” 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’t leave 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, but it’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.

POVERTY
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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  
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Love Comes Full Circle
Pastor Dave Houck has helped people come out of prostitution, overcome drug addiction, escape gang life, 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 

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 
just having 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. 

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 
part because 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.

“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 start life 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.

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 
at her mother’s urging, as a kind 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 her life in a new 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.”
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Woodard is 

a 22-year-old 

College of 

Central Florida 

student and 

youth pastor at 

Salt Life Church.

A 20-year-old 

University of Florida 

senior, Henderson 

spent three years of 

her childhood living 

in the forest being 

mentored by the 

Houcks.

Thomas, 25,  

went to prison at  
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is an assistant 

manager at 

Dollar General 

and mother of 

four sons.
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