
By Dave Russell

Police say a Haywood County 
man stole an MB Haynes buck-
et truck in Buncombe County 
and led law enforcement in a 
four-county chase last Thursday 
morning.

Law enforcement from Hay-
wood, Jackson and Swain coun-
ties and N.C. Highway Patrol pur-

sued Daniel Gregory Whelan, 31, until he crashed 
the truck in Swain County about a mile from the 
Macon County line, local and state officials said.

Haywood County law enforcement received a 
“Be on the Lookout” from Buncombe County in 
connection with the stolen truck.

Buncombe officials said they had reason to 
believe the truck was heading to Haywood. Hay-
wood sheriff’s deputies attempted to stop the truck 
on U.S. 23/74. The Highway Patrol, Clyde Police 
Department and Waynesville Police Department 
took part as well.

The chase occurred largely on U.S. 23/74, but 
also moved onto Jones Cove Road in Haywood 
County for a short time. 
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AND RURALITE

By Quintin Ellison

All in all, officials have declared the Town of Sylva’s inaugural three-day Christmas ex-
travaganza a success, despite heavy rains Friday into Saturday and a new parade route that, at 
times, featured the occasional hitch.

Dozens of local residents defied the downpour and attended Friday’s tree-lighting ceremony, 
held below the historic Courthouse. Choral members from Western Carolina University sang 
anyway, ignoring the pouring rain and belting out carols.

Saturday, vendors set up shop downtown; customers materialized.
“Overall, it went well,” town Manager Paige Dowling said Tuesday.
The new parade route – starting at Mark Watson Park and moving away from the Courthouse, 

instead of toward the building – worked, but needs refining, she said.
One of the most important changes? Find areas in town to stage floats. Mark Watson Park 

wasn’t big enough to handle the record number of parade entries (61), she said.
“It interfered with regular traffic,” Dowling said.
Also, the parade start at 2 p.m. meant some parents did not have time to take children home 

from church, provide lunch and participate in the parade, she said.
Parade safety is an ongoing concern, particularly in the sharp curve at the town fountain, 

where the crowd of children had to be moved back to accommodate large float vehicles.
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A would-be cus-
tomer of Caney 
Fork General 
Store reads a sign 
Tuesday posted 
on the door. It 
states the busi-
ness is  closed 
until a dispute is 
settled between 
Commissioner 
Mickey Luker, 
who owns the 
store, and the 
N.C. Department 
of Transporta-
tion.
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Commissioner shutters general store
By Quintin Ellison

Usually a hub of activity, Caney 
Fork General Store, along N.C. 107 in 
the Tuckasegee community, has closed.

Monday, notices on the store’s doors 
stated the popular local hangout would 
remain shuttered until after the New 
Year and until owner Mickey Luker 
and the N.C. Department of Transpor-
tation settle an ongoing dispute.

An elected member of the Jackson 
County Board of Commissioners, 
Luker did not return a call Tuesday 
or respond to an email request for 

comment.
DOT Division Engineer Brian 

Burch said his understanding is that a 
settlement has been reached between 
transportation authorities and the coun-
ty commissioner.

“I do know that the Attorney Gen-
eral’s office has a meeting in Raleigh 
this month to present that settlement 
to our secretary,” he said. “Due to the 
amount, it has to be approved at that 
level.”

Burch did not specify the amount 
Luker is set to receive.
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Deputies deploy 
stop sticks in wild 
bucket truck chase

Torrential 
rains cause 
pair of fatal 

wrecks
3 perish in Jackson 

after cars hydroplane
By Dave Russell

Weather played a role in a pair of deadly car 
wrecks last Friday in Jackson County.

The first accident occurred about 3 p.m. on 
U.S. 441 just north of Shoal Creek Road in the 
Qualla community.

According to a report filed by N.C. Highway 
Patrol Trooper Lucas Brooks, Kimberly Nicole 
Buchanan of Chief Youngdeer Road, Cherokee, 
hydroplaned while traveling north. Her Saturn 
drifted left and crossed the center turn lane into 
the southbound lane, where it hit a 1998 Nissan 
van, driven by Larry Hornbuckle, head-on. Horn-
buckle, 59, of Wrights Creek Road, Cherokee, 
died as a result of his injuries. 

Brooks estimated both vehicles were traveling 
at 50 mph before the crash and 45 mph at impact. 
After colliding, Hornbuckle’s car traveled 72 feet 
onto the right shoulder of the road, while Buchan-
an’s car was pushed back up the road 20 feet.

Sylva rings in Christmas

claim the elected government official 
has failed to pay them for their work 
on the now-closed store. Caney Fork 
General Store relocated from its previ-
ous home across the highway as part of 
an N.C. 107 widening project.

In turn, the commissioner has 
blamed his failures on DOT, for, he 
said, not paying him – or, in one situa-
tion, Luker said equipment a contractor 
provided proved defective.

Luker claims DOT did not pay fair 
market value for his previous building. 
The state paid the county elected leader 
$757,800, public documents show.

More photos on 
page 3A.


