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			To my husband, Thom:

			 

			When you said “I will” and “I do” on September 5, 1981, you meant it! Thank you for believing in and encouraging me every time I turned in another direction to follow where life was leading me. Sometimes there were pretty dramatic course corrections! There were risks but so many rewards, and if you were ever afraid, you never showed it. You gave me the freedom to follow my own paths. This book was no exception, and as always, you lived this adventure with me by my side. You’re the lighthouse of my life, and I count on your beacon to show me the way to our shore and land safely again. I am so blessed that together we continue to write chapters in the happy-ever-after story we live.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			“According to thy name, O God, so is thy praise unto the ends of the earth; thy right hand is full of righteousness.”

			—Psalm 48:10 KJV
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			INTRODUCTION

			“There are three sides to every story: yours, mine, and the truth.” 

			—Robert Evans

			The genesis of this book hid in North Carolina, on its southernmost coast, until November 2011, when I found it—or more likely, it found me. Guarded by secrets, buried by years, shrouded by an unspoken conspiracy to hide truths, was this story. Perhaps it was the right time for the story to be resurrected. Time—or my new-found freedom to take it—to think about a story other than my own made it the right time for me to dig it up. I believe that timing is actually a sixth sense we all possess: a synergy of mystical and magnetic forces tough to ignore. Unsuspecting, I found myself in the place where this story lived and died and rested in peace.

			However, those more mundane priorities of retiring and moving got in my way before I could get my shovel and dig in the mud of any story. Amid the hubbub of retirement and moving into a new house after relocating from Pennsylvania to North Carolina, the only things I hoped to find were what hid in boxes. Replacing my old life did not seem to be as overwhelming as finding the coffeemaker. The practical reality of emptying boxes filled my days, as what to do next filled my imagination. “The world is my oyster” became my mantra. I was ready to find pearls. After all, there are plenty of oysters to open on the coast of North Carolina. And hunting for pearls could be as exciting as actually finding them.

			A new beginning brought us to this place, which led me to writing this book. Or maybe it was serendipity. The truth is, Dale Varnam had everything to do with it.

			It was Sinclair Lewis who said, “Winter is not a season, it’s an occupation.” Winter’s promising Southern hospitality led our socked feet to find sandals in the South. No surprise there. A continuous army of aging Northerners’ march south to occupy Southern territory while still able to march. A Southern woman—with “some age on her” as Dale Varnam would say—asked me, “You don’t see any of us moving up north, do you?” However, as I look back, making a home here was more about discovery than escape. Although we intended to find our place in the sun in North Carolina, we could never have expected how our lives would change.

			My husband Thom and I settled in a community with other retired Northerners, keeping in step with like-minded neighbors who migrated here. In these developer-made islands, which rise from local communities, arrivals hold hands with the familiar—easing transition, creating a sense of belonging. In ours, the northeastern United States is well represented. Like us, weather brought them here too.

			In a community where the ubiquitous golf course draws folks like us, it was the view that captured us. As the vista of water surrounds you, on the left is the Lockwood Folly River flowing into the Intracoastal Waterway through the inlet to the Atlantic Ocean. It’s mostly peaceful here. The rumbling, rhythmic drawl of the ocean’s voice whispers in baritone; however, a thunderous bass accompanies a storm. Like us, the sea gets perturbed when disturbed. In the distance is Oak Island, with corpulent beach houses on skinny legs. At night, the blue water is replaced by a vast black swath surrounding the houses. Lights in windows create polka dots on the blanket of night sky.

			In the rear of our house, live oaks crochet a leafy frame separating the expansive view into a series of snapshots. The cycles of tides, the constant breezes interrupted with gusts of wind, position of the sun, and occasional sea fog airbrush the scenes changing the appearance and personality of the waterscape. Enormous, graceful birds flapping white feathers; boats of all kinds—from pleasure to hardworking; mounds of oyster beds; kayaks slow-moving; Jet Skis zooming; deer who swim; and a tiny island where a man lives in a tent captivate. Not to mention the shootout one night on the water by the sinking shrimp boat, which we witnessed.

			Little did I know when we found this place that the fascinating, hypnotizing beauty who smiled at us was not just another pretty face but a Mona Lisa who would show and tell us her secrets—at least some of them. And that what I learned would intrigue me enough to write the stories so that I could share them with others. Adding to my curiosity was a sprinkling of connections—either too coincidental or destiny predetermined to ignore. Speaking of connections—I learned that our pool happened to be where Dale’s oldest daughter, Hope, was baptized many years before we arrived.

			Within a couple of miles or so from our home, we passed Fort Apache frequently on our way to other places. You can’t miss it on Stone Chimney Road. Fort Apache is a surreal assemblage of discards, vintage cars, plus an irrational collection of macabre, political, philosophical, and antidrug abuse themes cohabitating with Hollywood memorabilia. As I scanned what I could see whizzing by, I mentioned to Thom, “I would love to meet the mind behind this place.”

			I cannot recall what moved us to stop one day—it was in spring 2012—but whatever day it was, a life-changing meeting occurred, for which we will be forever grateful.

			After we parked our car in the parking lot, we wandered around looking at the gaudy, garish outcroppings in front of a wall. From inside a canopied area, the ground below heaped with junk, a cheery feminine voice asked, “Hey y’all. Have you seen the store?”

			I thought, “What store?” I said no.

			Her voice led us into a dark room, which seemed to have no beginning or end. A stunning blonde with tousled hair and the bluest eyes I’d ever seen, her smile lit our way. She told us about the American Pickers filming there. There was a wall plastered with yellowed newspaper clippings under transparent film, must be a hundred or so of them. Amid the used decor items hoping to find a home, the articles vied for attention. A bounce of light on the film captured the time-blurred lines with a haze, smudging the words. As I bent toward the newsprint from across the cluttered countertop, pot, cocaine, and drug smuggling dashed across the pages. Squinting in the dim light, the name “Dale Varnam” stuck out in the headlines.

			When I asked about the person who created this place, the kind woman offered to get the owner. In a few minutes, a man appeared from behind a heavy black curtain. She said, “Here is Dale. Dale Varnam.”

			I got the sense—given his swagger—that he took his stage as he did many times for other curiosity seekers like us. There was a visitors’ logbook on a ledge with names of those who came before us, from places Mr. Varnam called our attention to. We waited for what was going to happen next; then he smiled, spoke in a soft voice, and asked us where we were from. He referred to the woman as Miss Sherry. “Me and her have been friends since we was in high school.” He added, “Have you seen my town?”

			What town? My mind raced to nearby Varnamtown, supposing it was founded by his kin, since his name was Varnam.

			“Go round to the gate, and I’ll git up with you there. Watch out for them commodes! Reckon I have a hundred of ’em. Do you wipe before or after?”

			The furrows in our foreheads and obvious awkwardness were probably responses he was used to.

			Whether it was mostly Dale or Fort Apache, our senses spun into overdrive. Thom and I spent the next two hours or so with Dale, touring his town. He led, we followed. As we squeezed our bodies through junk-filled buildings to find treasures, he squeezed out story after story. The stories seemed to be true, but I wasn’t sure.

			“He certainly is a gifted storyteller,” I thought. Maybe Dale’s stories were full of pure hokum, however, my response was pure fascination. I learned that when Dale raises his right hand into the sky and says, “My Right Hand to Goodness,” that it is his way of swearing he is telling you the truth. His soft voice sang kindness and a joy in just about everything. Although the star of this show, he was quite humble. And he was so funny. But the stories, they were awesome. It is difficult to find words to describe the place, Dale, or what happened to us because of being there, meeting him. But we didn’t get enough of whatever it was the first time, so we visited again and again, bringing friends. They were as mesmerized as we were.

			Olaf Dale Varnam may appear as a good ole Southern redneck. But according to “New Dale,” there was an “Old Dale” who danced with the Devil for about twenty years. Between the two Dales were over ten years he calls “vacation,” most call prison. “New Dale” lives in Fort Apache, where he has—thoughtfully and artfully—repurposed junk, along with himself.

			Prankster extraordinaire, Dale Varnam is as off-the-beaten track as Varnamtown, North Carolina. A brilliant hustler, a lifelong con man, during the 1980-1990s Olaf Dale Varnam was local newspaper fodder, depicted as a “crook,” “show-off,” “hot dog,” and “homicidal nutcase.” Faced with over eight hundred years in North Carolina and Florida, he was a wanted man on the fast track to earning the label “armed career criminal.” In North Carolina, there were even laws challenged and efforts to change them because of Dale’s on-again, off-again affair with the law. During the era of Miami Vice, Dale’s high life of excesses in Miami became his vice. Not succumbing to using drugs, Dale was not only too smart, he was too busy weighing his money. Although he failed to fit the stereotype, Dale lived the life of a “cocaine cowboy”—with some unique distinctions—rising to the top of the heap in the cut throat (literally) cocaine biz.

			Back in the day, Dale’s local co-conspirators included many in Varnamtown; even his daddy, a moonshiner at heart, helped the town’s livelihood of shrimping go-to pot. This isolated community full of quintessential Southern character is just as full of characters. Where everyone is “kin,” many were involved in drug smuggling. After all, marauding pirates, moonshining, and supplying kerosene to the Nazi submarines off the coast were history. Giving in to the lure of greed, adventure, and ease of breaking the law, especially when you were above it, smuggling drugs beat breaking their backs oystering or shrimping. And it was far more profitable, making dreams come true.

			Not on most maps, Varnamtown, has been cited as a main port of entry for illegal drugs on the East Coast, second only to Miami. Widespread corruption of judges, politicians, business leaders, and county and local sheriffs, to state and federal law enforcement, leading all the way to the governor’s office in North Carolina weaves its tentacles through Dale’s tales.

			It is New Dale who found his truths, seeing the good in people (including some of his former Colombian drug cartel associates) and lived to tell about it. And, how can someone who did what Dale did not only live in the same community he exploited during his drug trafficking years, but now be so well-loved? Seemingly a contradiction, this question was yet another conundrum I tackled in trying to understand the mystique of Dale Varnam. It is a remarkable, fantastic life story that wows others who can relive his stories via the art of words and imagery, with a handful of the magic dust of awe thrown in.

			At some point, as my curiosity about Dale peaked further, I experienced an epiphany. (I call these out-of-nowhere mind strikes “God moments.”) I felt a pull to write his story. “Amazing,” “unique,” even “preposterous” were words I used in my conversations with myself and Thom when describing Dale and his story. And I did not even know the half of it!

			Beginning my career in hospital social work, evolving to administration, then becoming an entrepreneur, leading our team to create and manufacture the first USDA-certified organic personal care brand, I was no stranger to walking from shore into water without knowing its depth. I knew that my retirement after we sold our company would be short-lived until I could immerse myself in water again. Not long after the God moment found me, I found a diving board at the edge of a pool of deep water. Following a conversation and agreement with Dale about writing a book about him, I pinched my nose, closed my eyes, and jumped off the diving board into Dale and his story.

			I wanted the story to follow Dale within the context of his rural community. (I also came from a small town.) Inseparable, interdependent, I tried to focus upon Dale while simultaneously telling the story of Brunswick County, North Carolina. Many in Varnamtown were involved in drug smuggling in one way or another, and many went to prison. The conspiracy in this small town was too unique to ignore as I wrote about Dale. I bit off a chunk of time from many years past until today but attempted to stay true to making connections between history, others, settings, and Dale.

			Because memories blur and can be reshaped over time, I did my best to find accuracy, albeit through others’ words sifted through filters in my mind. Over nine years of research, writing, and countless interviews with many involved in Dale’s story, the stories are fueled with my passion to understand. It’s a nine-year panorama of work. Some folks interviewed unfortunately have passed since I began writing, and things change; as in a photo album, words like pictures represent time frames captured in a moment in time. Dale enriched events with his vivid storytelling. My function was to unpack and unravel them to make sense of it all. I tried hard to recapture events and dialogue through my “Northerner” orientation, piecing this story together as others recalled, however, filling in some blanks. Dale’s stories bind the book together and give you a powerful sense of place. The culture of the small town I grew up in—Darlington, Pennsylvania—had similarities but many differences.

			After hundreds of hours with Dale, he has become a part of us—Thom and me. He named his house cat Daddy after our cat MaMa. Dale sits on our patio, drinking his Pepsi Cola as he points out Pepsi Cola Island (yes, there really is an island called Pepsi Cola in the river), pointing to oyster beds named after folks he knows, his beloved river flowing with his memories, which continue to captivate us. Dale’s family has become our family. Dale’s best friends, Miss Sherry and Mr. Grunts Dosher and their daughter Jessica (nicknamed “Boogie”), are also family now. I call Sherry “Steel Magnolia,” and she calls me “Riverbanks.” Incidentally, I have learned to refer to women and men here by Miss or Mister—as folks do in the South—for the respect it is intended to convey. A conglomeration of Dale’s family, friends, old “colleagues,” and law enforcement officers—current and past—shared their memories.

			My thanks to all of those who contributed so much toward the fruition of this book—far too many to name individually. All have added value, affirmation, contradiction, and certainly heart to Dale’s story. I respect those who requested anonymity, sparing those who want to separate their past from who they are today. One does not need reminded about how painful reliving memories can be. I am particularly grateful for the honesty of those who shared a part of themselves. I’ve used fictitious names to protect the identity of some of those who participated in stories. For some, memories are best left in the past, sharing them is personal. Danger and fear continue to haunt some who were involved. I understand why some folks opted out of interviews.

			The book is based upon sources—be it newspapers, books, records, or people’s own accounts—from which I compiled the information for this book. Although no one can assure one hundred percent accuracy, I can assure that I did the best I could to try and write what I confirmed or affirmed using the resources available.

			As an outsider, it was Dale who brought people to meet with me. It was through him that folks agreed to be interviewed. They came with old newspaper articles, photos, books, court records, and dredged up lots of memories—the laughs, the tears, uncovered the years they relived. I was spellbound by their openness. I appreciate those resources as well as the people who brought them.

			Earlier I alluded to discovering many collateral benefits to living here—far beyond the weather. Our new friendships and acquaintances enrich life for us in this new place—people to count on and be counted upon. Finding history through others fills the void for us newcomers when history of place is absent. Folklore paints pictures that written history doesn’t; whether truth or tale, it is not only charming but educational. Learning and understanding differences—loving the differences and finding the sameness—in language and culture creates kinship, a belonging. Speaking of kinship, Dale now drinks what he calls “Northern coffee,” and we love collards and grits; foods and tables are connectors, you know. What we found here I don’t believe we could have—had it not been for the course we followed, and Dale led in writing this book, which absorbed us into this place, now our home. My hope for those who read this book is that the stories you read will transport you to this special place, filled with extraordinary people who share a fascinating history. It’s a book about revelations, forgiveness, and healing, about times—good and bad but unforgotten.

			I’ve learned that just about everyone here in Brunswick County either knows or knows of Dale. Mentioning his name brings a grin to most faces, a back and forth headshake to some. When one is hungry for more Dale Varnam, at the Lockwood Folly Marketplace there is even a sandwich named after him: Dale’s Junkyard Sandwich. It is a fitting tribute as described: roast beef, bacon, Swiss cheese, crispy fried onion, BBQ mayo, but I would pass on the sourdough bread.

			Dale is a local celebrity, a Brunswick County treasure. Given his past, it is surprising that he is so universally revered. It is rare when someone is so well thought of by so many. Dale’s “secret sauce” in the real Dale sandwich is proprietary. It is a sweet, tangy concoction and certainly one of a kind. Uncovering the secrets of Dale’s own “secret sauce” has been daunting for me; he is a complicated puzzle, for sure but worth the effort in connecting the unusually shaped, colorful, big, and small pieces to reveal an image to appreciate. His soft voice belies his loud life. Dale Varnam—despite a down-and-dirty dance with the Devil leading his feet—figured out that when you fill your life with people, by helping them and finding goodness and humor, as well as incorporating other lessons he has taken to heart (which I tried to do justice to in this book), that well-being hitches a ride. The present can then stand tall on its own without being held down by the weight of the past.

			A question continued to baffle me as I learned about Dale and his story. And I am not alone. As many folks say around here, “We don’t know how Dale Varnam has stayed alive.”

			I hope that you come to know Dale as I do through his stories and those of others. And perhaps you can figure out how he has stayed alive. Dale would like to know the answer to that question too. He also questions why he is still alive. That is a question we all seem to struggle with—finding “our purpose.” It is a question, however, each of us must answer for ourselves.

			I hope you enjoy Dale’s “no one ever said it would be easy” journey. Please get comfortable in the back seat and buckle up. As Dale drives this vehicle over steep hills with crazy turns, down bumpy dirt roads at night with no headlights; stops occasionally to gas up, making friends with everyone he encounters; puts the vehicle in reverse if we miss something; and, suddenly, brakes in the valleys, the scenery passes as his stories do. He seems to know where he’s going and will tell you where he’s been. My place is in the back seat too, trying to keep up. You will find me holding a pen and notebook and laughing in between jaw drops and eye rolls.

			Sometimes his regrets are contagious, and I feel the sting of them. Dale—glancing in his rear-view mirror as he veers off the road sometimes—has some things to say. He says, “Listen to me good now.” If you get to know Dale by the stories he lived, as you travel through these pages, I have done my job. And you will discover at the end of this journey the treasure Brunswick County reveres within the iconic Fort Apache junkyard.

			Some folks who take you for a ride are best forgotten. When Dale Varnam takes you for a ride, you won’t be apt to forget. There is one thing, however, you can count on during this joy ride, Olaf Dale Varnam, or Crazy Dale, loves to talk! And, as folks around these parts say, “Ain’t never been no one like Dale Varnam!”

			With kindness and gratitude,

			Lynn

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			“Don’t Be Scared to Stop”

			“A crazy place blessed by God’s grace.” 

			—Dale Varnam, referring to Fort Apache

			 

			“What’s normal anyways?” 

			—Mrs. Gump in Forrest Gump

			“I’m not crazy, y’all. I ain’t a hoarder neither,” Dale Varnam declares as he welcomes visitors to Fort Apache, a junkyard morphing into a grandiose amusement park of sorts. Dale calls it his town. Concentric, sprawling trash to treasures weave and ooze chimera from the core of eccentricity. Fort Apache, where junk, one-of-a kind curiosities, and Hollywood memorabilia collide with Dale’s imagination, is a trip-in-itself. Here, weird goes pro.

			It can be said that Fort Apache was founded on wrong turns. Intersection signs are catawampus on the winding, narrow road called Stone Chimney, the only road that leads to Dale’s town. If one has a mind to open the car windows, the rustle of dry weeds in the salt air and the sulfuric odor of the swamp belie its whereabouts. Lying in wait for the drive-bys, hiding behind a blind curve, Fort Apache leaps out trash-talking, spewing wow or foul, or both. Dale Varnam’s Fort Apache scares the bejeebie’s out of you! In the middle of out of context, “what is that?”—jolts like a high decibel alarm clock. Folks rubberneck and brake. They often turn around to drive by again, more slowly this time. Some stop. Amid rambling clapboard houses, decaying pre-1960 trailers, and a country store selling oysters and tomatoes, Fort Apache rises out of a swamp in rural North Carolina. Not only serendipity one finds on the way to somewhere else, Dale’s fort is the epitome of “lost and found.”

			Fort Apache is not the only town whose origin is Varnam. Round the next bend, Varnamtown cowers sleepily under a blanket of scrub pine trees, a quintessential Southern fishing village melting into the Lockwood Folly River. The sign on the border of the area known as Supply says “Varnamtown City Limits,” although “city” is stretching the truth a bit. After passing the “Welcome to Varnamtown” sign, three small churches, a convenience store with boiled peanuts in a Crock–Pot called “Arr’ Store, and tobacco fields are within a mile or so on Fisherman’s Road, leading to the intersection of two dead-end roads. The main road marries the water where it becomes the boat ramp into the river. Several fish houses bridge the earth and water—tired but still leaning on splintering piers. On the left is Honey’s Place and, on the right, is both High Rider Seafood and Beacon Seafood. Before you get to the road’s end, Dale’s Aunt Marlene’s home and business, still retaining the name of her beloved late husband and one of the town’s favorite sons, Carson, is on the right side of the road: Carson Varnam’s Shellfish Market. Mr. Varnam was a shellfish dealer for 58 years.

			 

			Parking is free at the Varnamtown Boat Ramp where clusters of broken oyster shells cover the ground. A portrait of shrimp boats—where the town meets the water—paints the utility of life. The backdrop of salt water marshes and silvery moss-draped oaks, bent toward the river, color the canvas of the town. A stark contrast to Fort Apache in appearance, Varnamtown could boast that there are more Varnams within its miniscule dot on the map than anywhere else in the USA.

			Dale’s cousin, Dewayne Varnam, is an avid family historian. Lois Varnam Benton and Jean Varnam Galloway located the family’s beginnings in Kent County, England, and compiled an impressive work of genealogy. Ralph Farnum (the original surname) sailed the Atlantic Ocean with his wife, Mary, and their three children on the James, arriving in Boston in 1635. The family settled in Massachusetts. Dewayne discovered that the Varnums (at that time Farnums) played a role in the Salem Witch Trials. According to the Salem Witch Trials Documentary Archive and Transcription Project (salem.lib.virginia.edu), detailing actual court records edited by Paul Boyer and Steven Nissenbaum (Da Capo Press, New York, 1977), Ralph Farnum Jr. and his son, John, testified against neighbor Martha Carrier, accusing her of witchcraft. Records confirmed that because of the testimony of the Farnums among others, she was convicted and hanged on August 19, 1692.1 “The Salem witch trials occurred between 1692 and 1693. More than 200 people were accused of practicing witchcraft—the Devil’s magic—and 20 were executed. The period of the witch hunts depicted in the stories of the trial has become synonymous with paranoia and injustice.”2

			Some three hundred years later, the Devil followed the Varnum ancestors south, and in the 1970s to 1990s made his presence known again, “tempting evil,” as Dale recounts. Descendant Dale Varnam and others would see the Devil resurrected again in unsuspecting Varnamtown, creating paranoia not unlike that in Salem.

			After the surname Farnum evolved to Varnum, the first Varnum to arrive to what would be later known as Varnamtown was Roland Varnum, born in Maine in 1808. He relocated from Massachusetts to Brunswick County, North Carolina. According to Dewayne, Roland met a man named Lorenzo Galloway there, fell in love with the area, fell in love with and married Sarah Jane Pridgen in 1853, and had eleven children. Neighbors in life, Roland and Lorenzo now share a hillside burial ground in Galloway Cemetery. The Galloways and Varnams, and the many marriages between the two families, gave their town of about five hundred its character and characters. If you are looking for someone named Galloway or Varnam you would be in the right place. Some Varnams, even within the same primary family, spell the name with a “u”: Varnum. Dale was an “um” for a spell but is now an “am,” his papa was an “am” and at times an “um,” but his mama was an “um” along with his sister who later became an “am.” The spelling of the name seems to be an individual choice, rooted in interpretation of lineage clues or as Dale explains with a grin, “Some say that the rich Varnams are the ‘ams’ and the poor ones are the ‘ums.’ Even today, some Varnams have changed the spelling of their surnames.” Kin will ask each other, “Are you an ‘am’ or an ‘um’?”

			“Hey, watch out for them commodes around the gate! Ya hear me now? Them crackheads in trailers over yonder dump in ’em at night. Can’t keep ’em out of here. Do you wipe before or after?” Dale chuckles, baring teeth—including two from a coyote, which about ten years ago he filed down and crazy-glued into the spaces.

			“Folks ask me, ‘Why, Mr. Dale, do you have so many toilets?’ And I just tell ’em, ‘People in Brunswick County are full of crap, that’s why.’ And, before y’all ask, I have so many dummies here because this is Brunswick County, where ya can’t tell the dummies from the real people.” Dale disarms with alarming words, barely audible at times and stamped with an impetuous, contagious smile. He is as twisted as the braids in his beard. He laughs at himself no matter how many times he says what he says. Laughter replaced his hemoglobin long ago. Immersion into his life—sort of a baptism—does not wait for small talk to pass. Shocking multiplied by outrageous plus incorrigible equals Dale Varnam. It’s a simple enough formula of how to describe Dale in a few adjectives. However, simple does not describe this man or his life.

			Dale’s circa-2000 flip phone rings frequently, which he ignores. Although the ring interruptions pollute the air around him, Dale does not take a breath between words. His flailing arms seem to propel words right out of him. Dale says he best remembers things when he walks around as he talks. His sentences are punctuated by sound effects—a bonus. Dale greets a man and woman as they look around. “Where y’all from?”

			“Pittsburgh,” the couple responded in unison.

			“Picksburgh? Picksburgh. Where’s that? Up North somewhere, I reckon. Had some folks here from Picksburgh the other day. You might could know them. They wanted me to take down my Confederate flag! Imagine that! Yankees…” He laughs, then disappears for a few minutes. He returns whistling a tune and holding a box. He waves the shiny, transparent box in front of the visitors.

			The woman shields her eyes from the sun’s reflection on the box. Dale waits for her to respond. Her eyes squint to focus on what’s inside, then she reacts and says, “Those smiley face cookies are from an Eat’n Park Restaurant. We eat there all the time! There is an Eat’n Park only a couple of miles from our house!” Finding cookies unique to their local eatery, shown to them by a man in a junkyard about seven hundred miles away from their home, is far from the only time these visitors will be amazed by Dale and his Fort Apache. Ain’t cookies I’ve never seen down here in these parts,” Dale adds. “We don’t have cookies that smile in the South. Northern cookies. Bein’ from Picksburgh and all. I’ll have to go to Picksburgh sometime. Them smilin’ cookies tickle me.”

			Dale offers each of them a cookie, “Nice of them folks to carry these here for me. They’re good-seemin’ people. Think their name is…uh, uh, can’t think of it right now. But y’all might could know them. They are my sister and brudder. Y’all are kin now. You think I’m crazy.” As he has hundreds of times, Dale puts strangers at ease. There is no fee to tour his town. Dale refuses to collect any fees. He likes access to be free and easy. Dale’s past taught him the antonyms for those words. Because he has lived the opposite, Dale knows the value of free and getting there wasn’t easy.

			Crazy Dale, as some call him, says that he is only “half crazy.” After he kicks cuttin’ up to the curb, his right hand to goodness with a raised right hand thrust into the sky paves a layer of trust on the dirt road leading into his life. It is not Dale who struggles with who he is. Fast-tracking trust, Dale rushes his visitors to the finish line of believability, leaving any skepticism or doubt they may have in the parking lot. Dale’s encounters with each visitor—there have been thousands of them—stirs and shakes the awe cocktail as he bubbles up his life in a carbonated way.

			 

			As Dale continues his Fort Apache tour with the couple, his tone becomes pensive as he says, “listen to me good now, I’ve helped a lot of people on drugs, lives all messed up. Got a lot on me. Never used the stuff, but it’ll git ya hurt…families too. Just yesterday a boy I knowed, knowed his daddy all my life, came. Haven’t seen him for, uh, maybe two years, maybe it was last year sometime. He said, ‘Hey Mr. Dale, I wanted to come to thank you for my life. I’m off drugs, working steady and livin’ good now.’”

			“You hear me, my sister and brudder? That young-un has his head straight now, getting married, and he wants me to come to his weddin’! I went in my closet to pray for that boy and told him what he had to do to get right in his life. So proud of that boy.”

			As Dale tells it, he found a life purpose, or it found him—of steering youth from addiction and crime. The quasi-real displays in Fort Apache jumpstart the conversation before Dale shares the real “harder knocks than most” lessons he’s learned along his way. Not potluck either but a slow-cooked, meaty stew Dale dishes out, although it may taste canned. It is Dale’s recipe, which he shares just for the asking. After he serves up the appetizer topped with “meet Dale, self-described as half-crazy or a simple, eccentric man with a mission of altruism,” he presents the entrée, a strained, salty repast with a side of corn—put on the table before any further polite conversation.

			“I was sort of on a vacation for ten and a half years,” Dale explains.

			There are two Dale’s according to Dale—an “old Dale” who danced with the Devil for twenty years and a “new Dale,” who stands before you. Between the two Dales was a ten year “vacation.” The new improved version is what Dale has become. He arrived at destination new Dale after a long, treacherous journey he alone has taken. However, his old Dale twin was not as lucky. Without a map, old Dale’s route went south when he lost his compass. Eventually the road took old Dale to a big house in the middle of karma, where they threw away the key. However, old Dale’s notoriety is preserved in fading newsprint. Drugs, evidence, court, conviction, and prison—are words Dale captures in a psychedelic history of his years “dancing with the Devil.” Dale says, “You gotta go to Hell to find the Devil.” It is a one-person monologue of sins befitting a confessional, but instead shared on a path amid a collage of discarded pieces of others by a man becoming “the new Dale.” The junk at Fort Apache and Dale are works in progress, repurposed, both given new life.

			[image: ]

			Most who know Dale’s past wonder how he has stayed alive. Dale wonders why he has stayed alive.
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			Born Olaf Dale Varnam, Dale may be a hustler—some say con artist—whose Southern-flavored charm drips with the nectar of charisma. He schmoozes with the best and worst of humankind, modifying his shtick as needed—like a chameleon, he changes his colors as necessary. His genuineness, however, is like a beacon in our vast world of charlatans. His magnetism attracts all types of people who can’t let go. Many folks he has met only once in years past continue to contact him to learn how he is doing and often request prayer from him. It seems not to matter to them that he cannot recall meeting them, nonetheless, he stops what he is doing to attend to their call or visit, treating them as old friends.

			 

			“My given name is Olaf Dale.” Y’all look up the meaning of ‘Olaf’ on the internet.” After he pulls out a dog-eared, folded piece of paper from his pocket, printed from the online Urban Dictionary, he reads: “Olaf was first used to describe the size of a man’s penis in ancient Scandinavia. Today when a parent of a Scandinavian child believes their child will have a massive ‘shlong,’ they name him Olaf.” For Dale, that definition is like money in the bank, although it earns far more interest and pays him back in reactions he gets.

			Beyond his words, Dale’s distinctive dialect, which deviates from the vernacular heard typically in these parts, reveals a connection to Crusoe Island by way of Dale’s daddy, who grew up there. Although not technically an island, it is surrounded by the Waccamaw River and Green Swamp. The Green Swamp covers roughly 17,424 acres of Brunswick County. There, orchids grow next to carnivorous plants, including the indigenous Venus fly trap, reflecting the diversity of plants, which can also be said for those who live in Crusoe.

			Most say the original inhabitants of Crusoe Island were a muddy mixture of pirates, Indians, ex-convicts, and French aristocrats. The origin of the settlers remains controversial; however, the most accepted historical link is to French plantation owners fleeing from Haiti to find asylum in the swamp, casualties of a slave rebellion beginning in the late 1700s.3 According to folklore, the boat transporting them to America from Haiti stopped in Southport, North Carolina, where they were directed to the obscure wilderness to find this well-hidden piece of land above sea level, a safe-haven in the middle of nowhere, although pirates on the lam also found a home there. Crusoe is only about thirty miles away but seems like a million. Isolated, populated by roughly a hundred folks, and known for its legends—more specifically, unsolved, quite far-fetched mysteries—it’s claim to fame is “one way in and one way out.”

			In the book Talkin’ Tar Heel, authors Walt Wolfram and Jeffrey Reaser describe Crusoe Island folks by saying, “If they didn’t like you, you didn’t go into Crusoe,” adding that “They was some good people, and they was some mean ones too. And about as mean as I could hope, they’d fight you in a minute, shoot you in a minute, and it didn’t matter; if you say anything out of the way, it was history.”4

			Dale relishes his stories of Crusoe, topping off his hot dog tales that ooze with the mystery and comedy ketchup of Crusoe. He shares that one time he saw someone smell the nose of someone else in Crusoe and learned that the gesture was the Crusoe way of sharing a kiss.

			He tells his favorite story about a Crusoe Island cousin named James Jury: “One day some years ago, an insurance man came to Crusoe and knocked on James’ door. ‘Knock, knock, knock.’ James said, ‘C’mon in, son.’ As the insurance man went into the living room, James’ wife, who was a large woman, came from the bedroom. The insurance man said to James, ‘She could play for the Green Bay Packers!’ Mrs. Jury stared at the man for a moment and with a stern look said, ‘No, sir, the only “packer” I play with is James!’”

			For many in these parts, Crusoe Island remains off limits, a subject of curiosity and elicits fear of going there and never coming back. It is populated by descendants of the early settlers, so anecdotal history is rich with family roots, including Dale’s. Dale, who has kin still living there, often mimics his father’s speech, with the guttural, clipped words unique to Crusoe. Dale’s dialect is more watered down, although there is the Crusoe Island flavor evident when he speaks.

			As Dale grabs the focus of visitors, he x-rays them within meta-seconds, somehow, or maybe it is his dancing eyes, which expose the core of one’s character. Dale sizes people up in the time it takes for “Hey!” to escape his vocal chords. Once ensnared in runs of sweet syrup, one is caught between buttered hot cakes on a “bless your heart” plate.

			Dale Varnam knows the difference between looking at and seeing. Maybe this is how he has stayed alive. Mining for the gold of Dale, knee deep in the stream of words, is murky and slippery with slimy rocks under the muddy surface. A few nuggets of wisdom though, sifted through his screen of life, can be found within a few minutes. It is the tease of getting rich, however, which keeps one in the stream.
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			Dale inherited the junkyard from his parents. It was a typical junkyard and not Fort Apache back then, although his papa (Olaf Corbett Varnam) had a similar eye for the peculiar. Near the entrance there was a 1950s-era city bus with a pine tree growing up within it, towering through the broken windshield. Back then the Varnams “squished” cars for salvage value. Dale’s life took him far from the junkyard, but the junkyard never left Dale. His roots are planted in the soil of values his hard-working parents cultivated. The junkyard, established in 1957, prospered under his daddy’s nurturing and reaped a comfortable lifestyle for the Varnams.

			In a family business, as public and private lives flow together, work and life boundaries blur. Dale learned to walk on the living room floor where his parents worked every day. Dale’s daddy sometimes repaired car engines in his parent’s bedroom. According to some, Olaf Corbett Varnam could use a stick to diagnose engine problems—or at least that is what he let others believe. Dale recalls that his daddy often rebuilt starters in bed. As customers waited, Dale’s mama served coffee and talked with them, her modest parlor furniture covered with old sheets, her face covered with interest and a kind smile.

			Dale watched as customers arrived, drank his mama’s coffee, searched through the yard, and haggled with his daddy. He learned communication skills, the art of deal-making, and negotiating as his friends learned their ABC’s. He grew up to wear his daddy’s persona, trying it on until it fit. Dale’s daddy’s lessons were not black and white but painted with the wild, vivid colors of pranks and “gotchas.” Papa Olaf left deep footprints for Dale to follow, albeit ones that sometimes disappeared into the quicksand his daddy veered into. Dale detoured from the path his father would have chosen for him but remained close to the one his daddy traveled.

			Most folks describe Olaf Corbett Varnam as an enterprising entrepreneur who was “tough but giving—if he liked you.” And if he didn’t like you, he wasn’t giving. Olaf divvied out his generosity to those he liked. According to Dale, “My daddy never met a stranger.” He recalls a time when a customer learned that Olaf had given something away to the customer’s brother. The customer challenged Olaf, saying that he should not have to pay for the item either. Olaf said, “That favor was for him. I reckon you need to pay. Not goin’ to help either of us if I go out of business.” Olaf smiled as the customer paid, taking some tobacco chew from his mouth, putting it in his hand, and saying, “You can chew on this for a spell, if you want.”

			The junkyard was the theater for the Varnam family’s life. Family dramas and comedies played on the Varnam stage, an audience usually in attendance. Dale, his daddy’s wannabe understudy, rehearsed for the lead part but fell short in memorizing Daddy’s script. Olaf Corbett cast Dale’s younger sister Connie as “Daddy’s girl.” Dale learned the rebel role of a James Dean, minus the quiet pout but mastering misfit and enigma. Papa Olaf gave both of his children the material benefits he could afford.

			Neither Dale nor Connie was hindered by stage fright on the so-called stage of Varnam life; their extrovert personalities could not get enough attention. Both loved the applause that their dramas and comedies garnered. Envied for what they could buy with the proceeds of the growing business, plus the stature the family had on the local stage, Dale and Connie became known as the “Cadillac Kids.”

			Dale’s mama, Miss Estelle, was a strong woman who worked alongside her husband as she bore and reared two children. Miss Estelle kept the books for the business as she kept her eyes on her children. She described Dale to others as “different,” taking too many risks as she questioned and was troubled by his behaviors, especially when his drive from childhood shifted gear into growing up. Dale put both feet on the throttle, speeding into independence, blind to caution signs. Early on, Miss Estelle resolved that Dale needed more oversight than Connie. She confided to family, “Dale would make a psychiatrist crazy!” She made sure that she stood on the carpet with him ready to try to contain and sweep up the dust he created. Over time, she realized that she needed a pretty sizable vacuum to clean up Dale’s dust.
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			Seen through dirt-tinted windows of a rusting bus in the parking lot of Fort Apache are two Dale-made dummies posed in the front seats of a pseudo-methamphetamine lab, casting a shadow on signs on another bus, called “The Crackhead Express,” A sign warns: “Stay Off the Rock! Crack Heads and Brain Dead’s!” The meth- lab bus, driven by a zombie, lights up at night with the paraphernalia an addict recognizes, and others examine through their windows of curiosity. Tucked into a space near the bus is a parallel row of weathered rail chairs around a casket topped with faded plastic flowers, overseen by a fifteen-foot-tall statue of Osama Bin Laden with a sign, which says, “Ben There Laden.” A message below Bin Laden reads: “Found off N C Coast near Holden Beach by Drug Smuglers Mistakend [sic] for a Bale of Pot.”

			Two female mannequins sit in a classic car painted with the words “Sexy Women Assault Team (SWAT).” And there is a full-size pirate ship. A rocket or maybe it’s a missile on the roof convinces—that about every inch of space is occupied by something. Upside-down legs with dress trousers and sturdy shoes jut out of a toilet bowl at the roadside. A shapely leg in a fishnet stocking rests on the ground outside of a torn body bag with a sign “Don’t Be Scared to Stop.”

			Dale motions for the Pittsburgh couple’s attention to turn left, excitedly interrupting their walk, “Hey y’all! Don’t forget to see Cinderella’s carriage over yonder,” he said. “It’s the real one from the movie.” He points to a stage adjacent to the “Stairway to Heaven,” beyond the chapel and the moonshine building topped off with stills. “See the casket where Herman Munster slept in the TV show,” he said. “Then go down the tunnel to see the Godfather’s cars from the movie. Them American Pickers offered me fifty thousand for one, but I ain’t interested in partin’ with it.”

			On December 16, 2011, the cast and crew from American Pickers dug through Dale’s junk, finding some treasures Dale was willing to part with. The cars from The Godfather were not among what he sold. The episode of the reality show featuring Fort Apache continues to air on the History channel; Dale tries not to miss the reruns. Photos and articles about the filming hang on the wall in his store.

			Things at Fort Apache tell stories rich in detail, which generally lead back to Dale. The Hatfield’s of the feuding Hatfield’s and McCoy’s fame visit him during family vacations in these parts, bestowing gifts—for example, one of the Hatfield’s gave Dale a sign with a particular family name in Huntington, West Virginia, because Dale shared with him that a man with that name was connected to him during his drug trafficking days. Dale learned when he asked Mr. Hatfield about what really started that famous feud between the families in 1863, Dale recaps and laughs, “Mr. Hatfield said it was over a piece of ass!” He raised his right hand and said, “My right hand to goodness—that’s the truth!”

			There are two coffee cups imprinted with “Gambino Saputo Family Reunion September 12-15, 2002 Connecticut.” Dale is unusually quiet about how he obtained these cups. “Notorious” and “curious” come to mind as one envisions John Gotti, the famous “Godfather,” visiting Dale at Fort Apache. Perhaps he stays silent because of omertà, the infamous code of silence purportedly followed by those associated with the Mafia. Then, as if striving for political correctness, he shows a huge collection of embroidered patches that law enforcement officers from all around the country have given him.

			A menagerie of turkeys, roosters, chickens (which Dale calls “yard buzzards”), Blue Swedish ducks, and an occasional raccoon or possum live with an escalating number of cats. It is questionable whether the cats outnumber the toilets in Fort Apache, and which multiply faster. Motown blares on an old stereo.

			Dale’s potty humor smacks of sexual entendre. Macabre displays grab, as the acres of Fort Apache seem to stare back. Dale’s creativity bombards visitors who can’t take cover. Sensory overload fuses with Dale’s words, said with authenticity, animation, and the conviction of a gospel preacher. The anticipation of what’s next is the lure of the place, and Dale simply reels folks in.

			 

			Dale is almost seventy-two. His face, weathered by the Southern sun and the gravity of life, shows the wear and tear of his years. Tiny spider veins weave complex lines on his ruddy complexion. It’s a fading yet handsome face, defined by worry and pain, with deeper laugh lines. If a life of highs and lows transform faces as age tallies the years, Dale’s is no exception.

			He has dark brown eyes. A graying beard under two pigtails braided from facial hair frame his face. His untamed hair is usually pulled back into a ponytail under a worn baseball cap or, when the occasion calls for it, a brimmed hat with long feathers. Around his neck is a small cross and dog tag with “Fort Apache” stamped on it. His pocket contains a small, worn Bible held tight with a rubber band. He says he’s been toting the Bible around since he was twelve years old.

			After he removes the rubber band, the Bible explodes with tattered business cards and an arrowhead he uses to tickle women’s noses, saying: “I tell them they have a booger in there.” Dale boasts that he is always able to get women to stop to allow him to glide the arrowhead around their nostrils before they realize what he’s doing. The arrowhead was a gift from the sister of a man named Robert Strickland, a convicted drug dealer who did prison time with Dale. He was killed only two weeks after his release. Strickland’s sister finally located Dale, presenting him with the arrowhead, saying: “Bobby would have wanted you to have it. You meant a lot to him, Dale. I wanted to find you and thank you.”

			Standing at about five foot seven, Dale has a muscular body. His lean, trim physique is the result of an exercise regimen he practiced in prison. The daily routine of physical labor necessary to grow Fort Apache now keeps him trim. A dose of purpose fuels the long hours required to tend his labor of love, keeping him thinner than he used to be. Dale struts and strolls with energy and speed, keeping advancing age at bay.

			If clothes make the man, Dale’s shabby-chic uniform makes New Dale. New Dale is often compared to Willie Nelson, a life-worn appearance in predictable, grizzled attire. Donated clothing allows a continuous infusion of wardrobe items. Dale does not own a washing machine. When clothes get dirty, he throws them in the trash. One’s nose can follow a trail of aroma to Dale. An ample splash of found cologne masks a week or so worth of perspiration sans bathing.

			At first glance, Dale could be mistaken for just another aging, stereotypical Southern redneck, a lost-in-the-1960s kind of guy. His speech patterns are consistent with the stereotype and role Dale settled into. The role fits him comfortably. However, do not be fooled by his appearance, sweet talk, and colloquialisms. Old Dale’s dance with the Devil rocked and rolled him to places far from Fort Apache. Dale’s dancing threads then were that of a 1980s international drug trafficker. When he parted company with the Devil, his wardrobe was updated to an orange jumpsuit with a label of “armed career criminal.”

			“Over yonder is the Herbie: The Love Bug car, props from The Wizard of Oz, the safe from Who Framed Roger Rabbit, and Zoltar from Big,” comments Dale as he directs visitors through the town. “Not long ago, that author Nicholas Sparks used one of my classic cars in that movie The Longest Ride.” Dale owns many vintage cars. He has lent props for various movies, including Ray and Ironman 3, as well as to local theaters for productions.

			 

			Dale pauses his narration as Miss Sherry approaches. Dale says that he was once married to her: “Ya know, y’all, Miss Sherry was one of my five wives. But we got divorced after she came in the kitchen and saw me peeing in the sink full of dishes.” The stunned visitors looked at Dale then Sherry, then at Dale again, remembering what they saw earlier that it seems that when he told the truth he raised his right hand and announces, “My right hand to goodness!” They waited to see if he would raise his right hand.

			Miss Sherry, shakes her head and hit Dale on his shoulder with a firm fist.

			“Oh Dale, you’re telling these folks something that just ain’t true,” she says. “That’s Dale.” She walks away, shaking her head, then Dale asks her, “Who was older, Sherry, me, or Mama?”

			Miss Sherry, along with her husband, Don (known as “Grunts”) Dosher, is one of Dale’s best friends. Dale and Grunts have been friends since childhood. When Grunts and Sherry began dating in high school, the friends became an inseparable threesome—about fifty years strong now. Miss Sherry helps Dale run Fort Apache and his life. When Sherry calls or texts Dale, her ID is “The Boss.” Dale often says, “I don’t know where I’d ever be without Sherry.”

			Those who know Dale often say, “I don’t know where Dale Varnam would be without Sherry to keep him straight.”
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			Dale’s work, home, and life are within Fort Apache. Carved out of 28-plus acres of mainly swamp he owns, fronting Stone Chimney Road, the junkyard-cum tourist attraction was christened Fort Apache when Dale took over. The Fort Apache name is derived from the stockade fence surrounding his former home located next door, built during his trafficking years. A footnote to Dale’s story of the origin of the name is the potential link to Charles A. Varnum, US Cavalry officer noted for his role in commanding scouts for George Armstrong Custer in the Little Bighorn campaign. The 1948 American Western film Fort Apache was inspired by the short story “Massacre” by James Warner Bellah.5 Charles A. shares the family name, but there is no proven direct link to Dale’s family tree. Whether he is or not, Dale enjoys the possibility of a family connection to the famous Fort.

			Dale’s home within the walls of Fort Apache is hidden amid halls and doors in the bowels of the fort. A maze of narrow, junk-filled passages takes one there. It is a safe, solitary sanctuary; except for cats and roaches flourishing there, he lives alone. Memorabilia and whatever else in disintegrating paper bags line the floors mounting rows deep against the walls, confining the space to narrow access—foot-in-front-of-the-other walkways. There is no seat, which is free of clutter. A mannequin dressed in a hospital gown, legs crossed at the knee, hands on her lap, sits in the living room.

			“I ain’t putting my head on Delilah’s lap again,” Dale says, shaking his head until his baseball cap nearly falls off. “Them women in here are nice to have around but don’t give me no trouble.”

			Plastic food, even a small-scale wedding cake, lines the shelves of a modern refrigerator. Family and friends often deliver real food at mealtimes to Dale, who never ventures into grocery stores. Objects appear in Dale’s hands as he walks and talks. He looks at his treasures as if for the first time, bursting with stories of their history and value. He jumps back and forth from talking about his finds to recalling visits by the American Pickers and their interest in his rare items. Amid the bags, boxes, and rubble of unknown origin, he seems to know where things are.

			“Y’all think I’m a hoarder?” Dale queries, seemingly rhetorically.

			Like a puzzle piece that does not fit, a pristine, organized bathroom with plenty of white space is an anomaly. Another bathroom near the store hides a bathtub filled to the ceiling with donated women’s bras spilling to the floor when the shower curtain is opened. As with Dale, some puzzle pieces in his home just do not fit. Across from the bathroom is a room with a hot tub. Next to the hot tub is a mannequin dressed as a French maid and holding a towel. She wears a short, ruffled skirt and has a Barbie doll bosom beneath her ageless face.

			“The Clorox I put in that hot tub tears up my skin,” says Dale. “Them frogs in there don’t like the bleach either. Makes their skin nasty too!”

			Replete with home bar decor, including hundreds of single shot liquors, a room appears out of nowhere from the rubble on the stairs. Ironically, Dale does not entertain or drink alcohol—never has except once. He says that at his high school graduation, he got drunk, ate two cans of Alpo dog food on a dare, vomited, and swore off alcohol for good. “I always wanted a bar in my home,” he says. He then points to a pair of rubbery female breasts with shocking pink nipple tassels. He turns on a switch, and the breasts gyrate as lights flash to music.

			A prominent detail of what is not in his house becomes apparent. The air in the room is unusually still and heavy. Even during the daylight hours, no natural light enters. There are no windows in any room. It’s a dark, confining space
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