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Abstract 

Between 1899 and 2018, nearly 3.8 million people were killed in motor vehicle 

traffic crashes on roadways in the United States. An average of 100 people died in wrecks every 

day in the country in 2018. There are names and faces behind the figures, but the catastrophic 

toll of the automobile has become normalized, dismissed as an expected consequence that comes 

with the symbol of freedom. This study explores the ways in which bereaved people cope and 

maintain bonds through practices and remembrance objects after losing a loved one in a fatal 

automobile crash. Through in-depth interviews with nine family members in North Carolina, and 

an illustrative sampling of individual and community grief expression following passenger car 

deaths over the past century, an original portrait is offered of the personal aftermath of deadly car 

crashes in North Carolina. This work is set in the broader historical context of the rise of the 

motor car in the United States, where significant automobile safety advances did not arrive until 

the late 1960s. By drawing on archival collections, as well as photographic material and 

historical newspaper accounts, this project offers a unique view of an area of research that has 

received little or insufficient study.  
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Introduction  

The Questions that Linger 

Twenty-one years later, I still have the wall calendar, the one with different 

scenes painted for each month of the year by Ramona Hookôs son. She had five hundred copies 

of the calendar printed after her son, Jason, was killed in a car crash at an intersection in St. 

Petersburg, Florida. The driver of a stolen Chrysler fleeing a 

police car ran a red light and collided with Jasonôs 

Volkswagen van. In the calendar portrait for April, the month 

Jason died in 1999, a likeness of her son peers out of a 

window as rain falls outside. Jason drew a phrase into the 

scene: ñApril rained, so I painted rain outside & dry olô me 

inside.ò After the crash, a grieving Ramona told me during 

an interview in her home in 1999, ñI wish he would have 

been inside.ò1 

Of all of the traumatic events I covered as a 

newspaper journalist ï murders, fires, drug overdoses, the 

devastating wake of Atlantic hurricanes ï the fatal car crash 

 
1 +ÌÈÕÖÙÈɯ,ÐÕÈÐȮɯɁ&ÙÐÚÓàɯ"ÈÙɯ ÊÊÐËÌÕÛɯ!ÙÐÕÎÚɯ&ÙÐÌÍɯÛÖɯ%ÈÔÐÓàɯÖÍɯ ÙÛÐÚÛȮɯƖƚȮɂɯSt. Petersburg Times, April 16, 1999. I was a 

staff writer at the St. Petersburg Times, now called the Tampa Bay Times, in Florida from April 1994 through mid -

October 2004. I covered the Jason Hook car crash, interviewed Ramona Hook , and others. 

Figure 1: Jason Hook 

poses by a sculpture at The 

Hirshhorn Museum and 

Sculpture Garden  in 

Washington, D.C . Source: 

Ramona Hook.  
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was the most disturbing experience for me, and the collision that killed Jason was among them. 

He was twenty-six years old, a dog lover and artist who painted human figures and self-portraits 

with oils, watercolors, acrylics, and pastels. That day in April 1999, Jason had just finished 

showing an art gallery owner two of his canvas paintings and was driving in downtown St. 

Petersburg when the driver of the stolen car crashed into his van going 80 mph. The force of the 

collision sent Jason through the front windshield, knocked off his Airwalk sneakers and 

decapitated him. In an instant, Jason was gone. His family, left devastated, grasped for 

explanations, and his mother 

embarked on a seven-year 

quest to try to change the 

way police pursuits were 

carried out. I reconnected 

with Ramona in 2020. She 

lives in the same home in 

Florida and will turn seventy 

in 2021. For the past thirteen 

years, sheôs found purpose in 

humanitarian projects during 

visits to India and Nepal. Comfort comes at night in bed when Ramona speaks to Jason through 

Figure 2: The cover of my year 2000 wall calendar that 

featured paintings by Jason Hook.  
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prayers. ñNow that Iôm coming to the end of my life,ò she said, ñthereôs of course the excitement 

of being able to know Iôll be with him again.ò2  

I would not realize the extent to which seeing shattered windshields, twisted steel, 

mangled bumpers, and personal belongings strewn across pavement would affect me, or how 

recounting tales of human suffering gathered at kitchen tables of grieving family members would 

stick with me, until after 2004 when I left journalism, a career I loved and miss every day. 

Several years after I left the St. Petersburg Times, where I had worked for nearly eleven years, I 

had started lightly 

documenting upsetting 

thoughts about traffic 

crashes in a personal 

diary. ñOver the past 

month,ò I wrote on 

January 12, 2008, ñthere 

have been times when 

Iôve wanted to chronicle 

my experience because it 

has seemed so important 

 
2 Ramona Hook, Interview with author, Audio, July 30, 2020.  

Figure 3: The fatal crash scene in St. Petersburg, Florida, in 

1999. The force of the collision ejected Jason Hook from his 

Volkswagen van and knocked off his sneakers. Source: Jonathan 

Newton, Tampa Bay Times. 



 

 4 

 

 

to record. The experiences usually occur while driving and involve a fear of losing Heather in a 

traffic crash.ò  

I met my wife Heather in St. Petersburg in 2001, and we moved to North Carolina 

after I left the St. Petersburg Times for a job in strategic communications at Duke University. 

Over the years, my worry about Heather dying in a car crash grew more intense. If she was late 

getting home from work, I convinced myself she was dead in a collision, and I would 

compulsively check online traffic crash maps for answers. One time, when I couldnôt reach her, I 

called a friend, frantic that the dreaded end had finally come. Another time, when Heather was 

late, I called her cell phone, but the calls went directly to voice mail, over and over and over 

again. That day, I climbed into my 1998 Toyota 4Runner in pajamas and slippers and set out on 

North Carolina Highway 147 to find her. As I drove, my heart pumped, my mind raced, and my 

mouth felt like a cavern of cotton, until my phone buzzed. It was Heather, and she was fine but 

delayed at the office. After more draining experiences like that, I ended up in an anxiety 

specialistôs office. He prescribed mindful meditation exercises and a probability log, where I 

documented each fearful thought with the likelihood of the worry coming true. This was my 

entry on December 21, 2012: 

What if Heather is killed in a car accident on her way home before the holidays? I 

read in the paper (online) that traffic fatalities are on the rise. But itôs a dry day 

and daylight so that lessens the probability of it occurring. But if I was to put the 

likelihood of this happening on a scale of 1-10, Iôd say a 5. A 50-50 chance that 

she doesnôt come home to me at 2 p.m.  

 

I continued the journal entry with scribbled findings from cursory research about fatality crashes 

over winter holidays, and I personally deduced that the probability of her death was low because 

she would not be impaired; it was a Friday; and the weather was clear. And yet, I continued, 
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ñAnd so what if sheôs killed in a traffic accident the weekend of Christmas? Christmas will 

never, ever be the same again. I would be devastated and wouldnôt know what to do with the 

gifts I bought her. I would be done.ò 

As author Joan Didion wrote in her grief memoir The Year of Magical Thinking 

after her husbandôs fatal heart attack at the dinner table, ñlife changes in the instant. The ordinary 

instant.ò3 Sudden death in a motor vehicle traffic crash, the third leading cause of injury death in 

the United States in 2019, is another example of an unexpected end that happens in a routine 

moment of time, forever altering the life of loved ones left behind.4 When I was a newspaper 

journalist, I left the homes of anguished family members after interviews and wrote their stories, 

which would usually appear in the next dayôs newspaper. However, I also left with questions that 

have lingered in my mind for years. How are people able to go on after losing a beloved in a car 

crash? How do they cope? How do they remember their person? Do they try to keep a 

connection alive somehow?  

This thesis is an exploration of the ways bereaved people cope and maintain 

bonds through practices and remembrance objects after losing a loved one in a fatal motor 

vehicle crash. Through in-depth interviews with surviving family members in North Carolina, 

and an illustrative sampling of individual and community grief practices following passenger car 

deaths over the past century, I will provide an original portrait of the personal aftermath of 

 
3 Joan Didion, The Year of Magical Thinking (New York: Vintage Books, 2005), 3. #ÐËÐÖÕɯÞÙÖÛÌɯÈÉÖÜÛɯÏÌÙɯÏÜÚÉÈÕËɀÚɯ

possessions and other objects that reminded her of him. 
4 Ɂ6(20 12ɯ+ÌÈËÐÕÎɯ"ÈÜÚÌÚɯÖÍɯ#ÌÈÛÏɯ1Ì×ÖÙÛÚȮɂɯÈÊÊÌÚÚÌËɯ)ÈÕÜÈÙàɯƖƘȮɯƖƔƖƕȮɯ

https://webappa.cdc.gov/sasweb/ncipc/leadcause.html. Homicide by firearm was the fifth leading cause of injury 

death in 2019. 
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deadly automobile crashes in North Carolina, set in the broader context of the rise of the 

automobile in the United States.  

Chapter One, titled Motors for the Masses, tracks the meteoric ascent of the motor 

vehicle, a machine that offered a new kind of independence, as well as the corresponding 

demand for good roads in North Carolina. Chapter Two, titled A Deadly Love Affair, explores the 

loss that follows three fatal crashes in North Carolina: one in 1909, the others in 1930 and 1962. 

A city grieved in 1909 after an early model automobile hit a tree off  a sand-clay road, killing two 

men. In 1930, a grief-stricken widow never recovered from a broken heart. The wreck in 1962 

happened amid North Carolina Governor Terry Sanfordôs push to change a rising trajectory of 

road deaths in the state. Chapter Three, titled Portraits of Grief, consists of nine intimate 

sketches constructed from my interviews with bereaved family members in North Carolina. The 

contemporary portraits examine the bereavement journeys, practices and remembrance objects of 

six mothers, a daughter, a wife and a son. I invite readers to see and relate to the death toll in 

ways that foster empathy, a deeper understanding of human suffering and more responsible 

driving. The conclusion of this study provides a brief reflection on the implications and an appeal 

for all drivers today. 

Putting the Names and Faces to Numbers 

This thesis addresses an overlooked area of discussion in research. While scholars 

have examined many aspects of automobile and transportation safety, the ways in which people 

maintain a connection with their loved ones after a fatal car crash ï beyond roadside memorials ï 

have received little concentrated study in the United States. Certainly, important studies have 
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been published on grief experiences after a crash, but discussions have fallen short of adequately 

telling the personal stories of how people have grieved or remembered loved ones through 

practices and objects after a deadly wreck in the United States. Among the texts that have 

explored the human misery trailing the automobile is a chapter in Peter D. Nortonôs thought-

provoking book, Fighting Traffic: The Dawn of the Motor Age in the American City. Among the 

themes, the book examines the clash between pedestrians and motorists over the right to the city 

street after the motor vehicle appeared in the early twentieth century. ñWith the sudden arrival of 

the automobile came a new kind of mass death,ò observed Norton, associate professor of history 

in the Department of Engineering and Society at the University of Virginia. ñMost of the dead 

were city people. Most of the carôs urban victims were pedestrians, and most of the pedestrian 

victims were children and youths.ò5  

Norton uses a chapter in his book to put a human face on often-dry statistics, 

describing safety parades, some organized by mothers, to memorialize pedestrians who were 

struck and killed by automobiles in big cities between 1918 and 1924. Norton explains that ñto a 

pedestrian, a horse-drawn wagon and a Model T of equal weight were not equally dangerous, 

because the car was likely to be traveling three, four, or five times faster, even in the hands of a 

prudent motorist. To many, therefore, the automobile was, like the gun, inherently dangerous, 

especially in cities.ò6 

 
5 Peter D. Norton, Fighting Traffic: The Dawn of the Motor Age in the American City (Cambridge, Massachusetts: 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 2008), 11. .ÕÌɯÖÍɯ-ÖÙÛÖÕɀÚɯÊÏÈ×ÛÌÙsȮɯɁ!ÓÖÖËȮɯ&ÙÐÌÍȮɯÈÕËɯ ÕÎÌÙȮɂɯÖÍÍÌÙÚɯÈÕɯ

empathetic view of the human toll, describing safety parades that served as public grief expressions in the early 

twentieth century. I corresponded with Norton about his book, which does not explore North Carolina ɀÚɯÈËÖ×ÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ

the automobile. He noted a need for research around the aftermath of car casualties. In an email in October 2020, 

Norton shared : ɁÞÏÌÕɯ(ɯÞÈÚɯÞÖÙÒÐÕÎɯÖÕɯÔàɯËÐÚÚÌÙÛÈÛÐÖÕɯ(ɯÞÈÚɯÈÚÛÖÕÐÚÏÌËɯÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÌßÛÌÕÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÓÖÚÚÌÚȮɯÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÙÌÚ×ÖÕÚÌÚɯ

to them, and at the public character of the displays of grief.  These things were entirely absent frÖÔɯÛÏÌɯÚÊÏÖÓÈÙÚÏÐ×ȭɂ 
6 Norton, 31. 
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To put the deaths in perspective, between 1899 and 2018, there were nearly 3.8 

million traffic fatalities in the United States.7 From enforcement and highway engineering to 

public education campaigns, innumerable initiatives have been undertaken in communities 

across the country for years to reduce the number of roadway casualties. Even North Carolina 

millworker Dorsey Dixonôs famous 1938 song, ñWreck on the Highway,ò later made popular by 

Roy Acuff, tried to raise the consciousness by retelling a tale of a fatal crash in East 

Rockingham, North Carolina.8 The Dixon version, originally called ñI Didnôt Hear Anybody 

Pray,ò recounted how the singer heard a crash on the highway and went to the scene: ñA picture 

was stamped on my heart | Whiskey and glass all together | Was mixed up with blood where they 

lay | Death played her hand in destruction | But I didnôt hear nobody pray.ò9 

Furthermore, etiquette writer Emily Post took her pen to the traffic topic in 1949 

in ñMotor Manners,ò a booklet to ñenhance courteous relationships on the highways.ò In it, she 

discouraged speeding, weaving, passing on curves and hills, and pushed a twelve-point ñcode of 

courtesyò to the American public, writing that a ñwell-manneredò driver shared the road and 

never commandeered the right-of-way from other vehicles or pedestrians. ñBad motoring 

manners can be murder,ò Post warned. ñJust plain simple courtesy and consideration for others at 

all times will make the use of streets and highways safer, more efficient and more pleasurable.ò10 

 
7 Ɂ3ÙÈÍÍÐÊɯ2ÈÍÌÛàɯ%ÈÊÛÚɯ ÕÕÜÈÓɯ1Ì×ÖÙÛɯ3ÈÉÓÌÚȮɂɯ4ÕÐÛÌËɯ2ÛÈÛÌÚɯ#Ì×ÈÙÛÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯ3ÙÈÕÚ×ÖÙÛÈÛÐÖÕȮɯÈÊÊÌÚÚÌËɯ)ÈÕÜÈÙàɯƖƘȮɯƖƔƖƕȮɯ

https://cdan.nhtsa.gov/tsftables/tsfar.htm#.  The figure for 2018 is the most recent data available. 
8 Ɂ2ÜÔÔÈÙàɯÖÍɯ3ÏÌɯ6ÙÌÊÒɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯ'ÐÎÏÞÈàȮɂɯÈÊÊÌÚÚÌËɯ,ÈÙÊÏɯƕƛȮɯƖƔƖƕȮɯ

https://docsouth.unc.edu/nc/wreck/summary.html.  
9 Ɂ2ÜÔÔÈÙàɯÖÍɯ3ÏÌɯ6ÙÌÊÒɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯ'ÐÎÏÞÈàȭɂ 
10 Emily Post, $ÔÐÓàɯ/ÖÚÛɀÚɯ,ÖÛÖÙɯ,ÈÕÕÌÙÚɯȭȭȭɯÛÏÌɯ!ÓÜÌÉÖÖÒÓÌÛɯÖÍɯ3ÙÈÍÍÐÊɯ$ÛÐØÜÌÛÛÌ (Washington, D.C.: National Highway Users 

Conference, Inc., 1949), 44-46. I read this in the David M. Rubenstein Rare Book & Manuscript Library at Duke University.  
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Poor driver behavior remains a plaguing problem but is hidden or dismissed in the 

collective consciousness. In 2019, there were 36,096 motor vehicle traffic deaths on roadways in 

the United States; North Carolina ranked fifth in the nation for total fatalities with 1,373 deaths.11 

While organizations such as NC Vision Zero work to eliminate all roadway deaths in North 

Carolina, some top contributing circumstances in fatal crashes continue to involve human 

behavior: crossing the center line, reckless driving, speeding, and impaired driving.12 Mark 

Ezzell, director of the North Carolina Governorôs Highway Safety Program, the office charged 

with reducing the number of fatal crashes, said that if drivers changed their behavior, most 

crashes would be avoided. ñWe know that well over 90 percent of traffic crashes are because 

some mistake was made. Thatôs why we tend to call them crashes rather than accidents,ò said 

Ezzell, whose father, North Carolina senator James E. Ezzell Jr., was killed in a car crash in 

Raleigh in 1991. ñAccidents make it sound like é thereôs no culpability there. Usually, thereôs 

some type of failure on the part of someone involved in the crash.ò13 

Despite the body count, the prevalence of fatal crashes suggests many people 

willfully dismiss the potential damage and devastation caused by actions behind the wheel. They 

remain psychologically immune to the risk, dangers, and grim cost of driving, intoxicated by the 

liberating activity they fell in love with more than one hundred years ago, a rite of passage for so 

 
11 Ɂ.ÝÌÙÝÐÌÞɯÖÍɯ,ÖÛÖÙɯ5ÌÏÐÊÓÌɯ"ÙÈÚÏÌÚɯÐÕɯƖƔƕƝɂɯȹ6ÈÚÏÐÕÎÛÖÕȮɯ#ȭ"ȭȯɯ-ÈÛÐÖÕÈÓɯ'ÐÎÏÞÈàɯ3ÙÈÍÍÐÊɯ2ÈÍÌÛàɯ ËÔÐÕÐÚÛÙÈÛÐÖÕȮɯ

December 2020), https://crashstats.nhtsa.dot.gov/Api/Public/ViewPublication/813060. Fatalities from motor vehicle 

traffic crashes include occupants of passenger vehicles, light and large trucks, as well as motorcyclists, pedestrians, 

and pedal cyclists. An important note about statistics: they vary slightly from sourc e to source. For example, while 

the federal agency provides 1,373 for total fatalities in North Carolina in 2019, the number for people killed in the 

Ɂ-ÖÙÛÏɯ"ÈÙÖÓÐÕÈɯƖƔƕƝɯ3ÙÈÍÍÐÊɯ"ÙÈÚÏɯ%ÈÊÛÚɂɯÉàɯÛÏÌɯ-ÖÙÛÏɯ"ÈÙÖÓÐÕÈɯ#Ì×ÈÙÛÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯ,ÖÛÖÙɯ5ÌÏÐÊÓÌÚɯÐÚɯƕȮƘƛƔȭɯ/ÌËestrians 

account for 231 of the 1,470 killed . 
12 Ɂ-ÖÙÛÏɯ"ÈÙÖÓÐÕÈɯƖƔƕƝɯ3ÙÈÍÍÐÊɯ"ÙÈÚÏɯ%ÈÊÛÚɂɯȹ-ÖÙÛÏɯ"ÈÙÖÓÐÕÈɯ#ÐÝÐÚÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ,ÖÛÖÙɯ5ÌÏÐÊÓÌÚȮɯƖƔƕƝȺ, 10. 
13 Ɂ-ÖÙÛÏɯ"ÈÙÖÓÐÕÈɯƖƔƕƝɯ3ÙÈÍÍÐÊɯ"ÙÈÚÏɯ%ÈÊÛÚɂ (North Carolina Division of Motor Vehicles, 2019) , 10, 13; Mark Ezzell, 

Interview with author, March 5, 2020.     
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many. Perhaps the feeling of freedom induced by a motor car distorts a driverôs common 

sensibilities and personal values that would otherwise dictate their behavior toward fellow 

humans on the road. In historian David Blankeôs words in his thorough book, Hell on Wheels: 

The Promise and Peril of Americaôs Car Culture, 1900-1940, ñthe roadway is a unique physical 

place, a sort of modern meeting hall where the public tests, refines, and validates its own rules 

and assumptions.ò14 Crashes are the tragic result of drivers testing limits ï of attention, speed and 

concern for others ï and failing those tests, 

causing immediate and permanent harm. And 

the experiences of people left behind after a 

fatal crash appear to be regarded much like the 

scene of a traffic crash: drivers slow down, 

acknowledge the wreckage and continue their 

travels.  

Today, there are more ribbons 

of roadway, more vehicles on them, and 

billions of miles traveled by motorists. And 

while the fatality rate in the United States is much lower than previous decades, the statistical 

decline illustrated in spreadsheets does not reflect the tragic real-world reality: the number of 

lives violently cut short has not dramatically decreased on the whole. Take, for example, data 

separated by seventy years: there were 36,096 people killed as a result of motor vehicles in 2019 

 
14 David Blanke, Hell on Wheels: 3ÏÌɯ/ÙÖÔÐÚÌɯÈÕËɯ/ÌÙÐÓɯÖÍɯ ÔÌÙÐÊÈɀÚɯ"ÈÙɯ"ÜÓÛÜÙÌȮɯƕƝƔƔ-1940 (Lawrence, Kansas: 

University Press of Kansas, 2007), 6. !ÓÈÕÒÌɀÚɯÉÖÖÒɯÌßÈÔÐÕÌÚɯÏÖÞɯ ÔÌÙÐÊÈÕÚɯÌÔÉÙÈÊÌËɯÛÏÌɯÈÜÛÖÔÖÉÐÓÌɯÍÙÖÔɯƕƝƔƔ-

1940 and focuses on the west and Texas. 

Figure 4: Chart created by Leanora 

Minai. Source: NHTSA, Traffic Safety Facts 

Annual Report,  June 30, 2020. 
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in the United States, compared to 31,701 killed in 1949, a time before lifesaving features such as 

seat belts, and air bags.15 The human lives that come to tragic ends on roads remain fairly steady, 

and the bell of grief continues to reverberate in homes across the country. 

Continuing Bonds: Staying Connected After a Death  

It is not my aim in the space of this study to cover the more than one hundred 

years of grief theory and countless bereavement studies by writers and researchers who have 

sought to better understand how people experience, process, and cope with loss. However, some 

relevant context about the historical and evolving views on grieving and the bereavement process 

will be helpful for the chapters that follow, and I draw upon the ñcontinuing bondsò bereavement 

theory initiated in 1996. The theory, explored that year in an anthology of studies, Continuing 

Bonds: New Understandings of Grief, suggested a broadened perspective of the bereavement 

process based on maintaining a connection to the deceased, which was contrary to the prevalent 

belief up until then that a healthy resolution of grief required letting go.16 Since 1996, researchers 

have built on the continuing bonds perspective, reducing the stigma associated with retaining a 

link or relationship with a dead person through such avenues as personal possessions, 

conversations, social media, philanthropic acts, and mystical and spiritual experiences.  

For most of the twentieth century, Western thinking and research around the 

resolution of grief centered around interpretations of Sigmund Freud, who wrote in 1917 about 

 
15 Ɂ-'32 ɂ; 42ɯ"ÌÕÚÜÚɯ!ÜÙÌÈÜȮɯɁ'ÐÚÛÖÙÐÊÈÓɯ2ÛÈÛÐÚÛÐÊÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ4ÕÐÛÌËɯ2ÛÈÛÌÚȮɯ"ÖÓÖÕÐÈÓɯ3ÐÔÌÚɯÛÖɯƕƝƛƔȮɂɯ3Ïe United States 

Census Bureau, accessed February 8, 2021, 

https://www.census.gov/library/publications/1975/compendia/hist_stats_colonial -1970.html, 719.  
16 Dennis Klass, Phyllis R. Silverman, and Steven L. Nickman, eds., Continuing Bonds: New Understandings of Grief 

(Washington, D.C.: Taylor & Francis, 1996), 4-5. 
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giving up attachments to be able to move on.17 However, as the 1996 anthology editors Dennis 

Klass, Phyllis R. Silverman, and Steven L. Nickman point out, Freud did not test his idea after 

actual deaths.18 In fact, Freudôs own troubles after the deaths of his daughter and grandson in 

later years did not validate his original supposition that one must cut ties to free oneself.19 

ñFreudôs early theory, not his experience or his later metapsychology, dominated subsequent 

formulations of appropriate grieving behavior,ò Silverman and Klass argue in Continuing Bonds. 

ñThe theory took on a life of its own, and Freudôs writing about his own experience with grief 

was not integrated into psychoanalytic thought.ò20  

As a result, for most of the twentieth century, mainstream theories and practices 

were based on the notion that maintaining ties with the deceased ï such as holding on to a childôs 

clothing or routinely going to a grave ï were problematic signs of complicated grief.21 However, 

Silverman and Klass assert that continuing bonds are part of an emotional process that occurs 

with and includes the dead loved person. They argue that ñthe process does not end, but in 

different ways bereavement affects the mourner for the rest of his or her life. People are changed 

by the experience; they do not get over it, and part of the change is a transformed but continuing 

relationship with the deceased.ò22 

Two decades after the 1996 anthology Continuing Bonds: New Understandings of 

Grief, Klass, a death, dying and bereavement scholar, co-edited a new collection of studies, 

 
17 /ÏàÓÓÐÚɯ1ȭɯ2ÐÓÝÌÙÔÈÕɯÈÕËɯ#ÌÕÕÐÚɯ*ÓÈÚÚȭɯɁ(ÕÛÙÖËÜÊÛÐÖÕȯɯ6ÏÈÛɀÚɯÛÏÌɯ/ÙÖÉÓÌÔȳɂɯÐÕɯ#ÌÕÕÐÚɯ*ÓÈÚÚȮɯ/ÏàÓÓÐÚɯ1ȭɯ2ÐÓÝÌÙÔÈÕȮɯ

and Steven L. Nickman, eds., Continuing Bonds: New Understandings of Grief, 4-5. 
18 Ibid, 5-6. 
19 Ibid, 6-7. 
20 Ibid, 7. 
21 Ibid, 13. 
22 Ibid, 19. 
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Continuing Bonds in Bereavement: New Directions for Research and Practice.23 In the volume in 

2018, researchers explore, among other areas, how grieving people make sense of a death and the 

ways in which bonds are practiced individually and within communities and across cultures. 

Several chapters, for instance, are dedicated to continuing bonds on social media, but 

concentrated discussion about bonds after fatal auto crashes is missing from the book. 

Researchers had considered the 1996 continuing bonds anthology a ñcallò to clinicians to 

document instances when bereavement did not represent the old psychoanalytic theory of 

disengagement from the dead. In the latest work, Klass and co-editor Edith Maria Steffen 

observe that there is more opportunity for research around continuing bonds in grief, and they 

call on ñpioneers to probe further ... into entirely uncharted territories.ò24 This paper explores an 

uncharted domain.  

Klass and Steffen also acknowledge in the most recent anthology that despite 

agreement over ongoing bonds serving as ñcentral aspect of grief,ò debate about continuing 

bonds in bereavement continues.25 One area of deliberation falls around the question of whether 

post-death bonds and relationships are healthy for the living person. Clinical social worker 

Phyllis S. Kosminsky points out that a continuing bondôs role in helping a person through grief 

cannot be put into a good or bad bucket.26 She emphasizes that ñthe question é is not whether 

 
23 Dennis Klass and Edith Maria Steffen, eds., Continuing Bonds in Bereavement: New Directions for Research and Practice 

(New York: Routledge, 2018). Klass, a professor emeritus at Webster University in Missouri, has studied bereavement 

since 1968 when he served as an assistant in a seminar taught by Elisabeth Kubler-Ross at the University of Chicago 

Hospitals, xxii.  
24 Edith Maria St effen and Dennis Klass. "Reflections and Conclusions: Going Forward with Continuing Bonds" in 

Dennis Klass, Phyllis R. Silverman, and Steven L. Nickman, eds., Continuing Bonds: New Understandings of Grief (New 

York: Routledge, 2018), 5, 345. 
25 Ibid, 1. 
26 Phyllis S. Kosminsky,"Working with Continuing Bonds from an Attachment Theoretical Perspective" in Continuing 

Bonds in Bereavement: New Directions for Research and Practice (New York: Routledge, 2018), 112. 
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CB [continuing bonds] are helpful or unhelpful in adaptation to loss, but rather when and how 

they are helpful or unhelpful.ò27  

Remembrance Objects: A Type of Continuing Bond 

A way grieving people remember their dead loved ones is through material 

objects such as keepsakes and personal possessions, which I illustrate as part of Chapter Three, 

ñPortraits of Grief.ò After my father died of cancer, his belongings remained, and my family had 

to decide what to do with them. I have his circa 1970s custom-built teak desk on which I wrote 

this thesis. I also have his 1960s-era briefcase and other assorted possessions. The belongings of 

the departed ï objects such as clothing, jewelry, and photographs ï transcend space and time, 

and are powerful memory symbols, infused with the idea of, and maybe even the energy of, the 

deceased, even though the person physically ceases to exist. In her fascinating book, Objects of 

the Dead, cultural sociologist Margaret Gibson examines the meaning of objects and what 

happens to possessions after deaths in Australia. Her discussion includes ñrelics of the bodyò 

such as cremation ashes, which allow the bereaved to ñhold onò to their loved one.28 Gibson, a 

senior lecturer at Griffith University in Queensland, Australia, says that ñfor those who outlive a 

loved one, the objects that remain are significant memory traces and offer a point of connection 

with the absent body of the deceased.ò29  

 
27 Ibid, 113. 
28 Margaret Gibson, Objects of the Dead: Mourning and Memory in Everyday Life (Australia: Mel bourne University Press, 

2008), 2, 181. 
29 Ibid, 2. 
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In her grief memoir, Joan Didion wrote about how the possessions of her 

husband, John Gregory Dunne, reminded her of him. After her husbandôs fatal heart attack in 

2003, she couldnôt part with his shoes because she thought he would need them if he returned, 

and she couldnôt throw away a broken alarm clock or dried-out pen set he had given her as gifts. 

Didion started eating off old dishes that belonged to her husband before they were married. Her 

husband died thirty-one days before their fortieth anniversary. ñGrief has no distance,ò Didion 

describes in her memoir. ñGrief comes in waves, paroxysms, sudden apprehensions that weaken 

the knees and blind the eyes and obliterate the dailiness of life.ò30 

Methodology  

My interest in the topic of memorial practices and remembrance objects was 

awakened in the Duke Graduate School seminar, Aging and Death in Literature and Film. As 

part of class coursework, I read Didionôs memoir and Paul Kalanithiôs gripping grief memoir, 

When Breath Becomes Air, published in 2016 after his death. Kalanithi, a neurosurgeon who 

documented his experience with stage four lung cancer, wrote, ñdeath comes for all of us. é 

Most lives are lived with passivity toward death ï itôs something that happens to you and those 

around you.ò31 With the broad implications of Kalanithiôs frightening truth in mind, I set out to 

better understand how people hold on to their loved ones after sudden death in an automobile 

crash. My research for this paper is mostly based on primary sources that fall within three main 

areas: in-person interviews, archival records and online collections, and historical newspapers. I 

 
30 Didion, The Year of Magical Thinking, 27. 
31 Paul Kalanithi, When Breath Becomes Air (New York: Random House, 2016), 114. 
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draw on public crash investigation records supplied upon request by the North Carolina Highway 

Patrol, as well publicly available court documents.32 As part of my research activities, I consulted 

certified crash reports from the North Carolina Division of Motor Vehicles to verify media 

reports and supplement facts and circumstances of fatal collisions discussed in Chapter Three.33  

Additionally, to familiarize myself with grief and bereavement issues, I read 

journal articles and books that did not find their way into this paper, including The Nature of 

Grief by John Archer; Death, Memory & Material Culture by Elizabeth Hallam and Jenny 

Hockey; Bitter, Bitter Tears by Paul C. Rosenblatt; Roadside Crosses in Contemporary 

Memorial Culture by Holly Everett; and I Wasnôt Ready to Say Goodbye by Brook Noel and 

Pamela D. Blair.    

My in-person interviews with bereaved family members in North Carolina began 

in January 2020, after my qualitative research protocol was approved by the Duke University 

Campus Institutional Review Board [2020-0036]. To find people for interviews, I created a 

study-specific Facebook page, North Carolina Fatal Car Crash Grief Research Study. The page 

included a link to a confidential online contact form for people to voluntarily reach out to me and 

arrange a time to schedule an interview. In September 2019, I began posting updates about my 

research on the Facebook study page, and these posts included a link to the contact form. 

Through September 2020, I posted paid updates targeted for Facebook users in North Carolina 

since my work is set in the state. The paid ñboost postò feature on Facebook ensured updates 

 
32 During coronavirus quarantine, court clerks in Scotland and Halifax counties in North Carolina were kind enough 

to scan and send me by email court documents for two cases described in Chapter Three. 
33 For research activities, I requested and received certified DMV -349 crash reports from the North Carolina Division 

of Motor Vehicles on November 13, 2020. These reports were reviewed after completion  of my first interviews with 

the nine bereaved participants. Personal information in the reports was not disclosed or used to contact people. 

https://www.facebook.com/NorthCarolinaFatalCarCrashGriefResearchStudy
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would appear in some news feeds of North Carolina residents. With the exception of one 

interview, which resulted through word-of-mouth contact, all of the interviews for this study 

originated through Facebook study page outreach.  

In addition to serving as a way to invite family members for interviews, the 

Facebook study page created a space for expressions of grief and sparked conversations among 

strangers. One of the best examples is what happened after I posted a picture of a roadside cross 

on August 23, 2020. That day, amid the pandemic, I drove to Rolling View State Recreation 

Area in Durham County to take a stroll with my dog. As I turned into the park, I spotted a white 

cross on the roadside. I stopped on my way out of the park and took pictures of the cross in 

memory of Jennifer Ferrell at the intersection of Wake Forest Highway and Baptist Road.  

I did not know at the time anything about Jennifer, who was killed twenty-two 

years prior on the same day I happened upon the cross. When I got home, I shared the picture on 

my Facebook study page and continued searching online to learn more about twenty-six-year-old 

Jennifer, who, according to newspaper reports, was killed when the driver of a Jeep turned in 

front of her as she rode her Harley-Davidson on August 23, 1998. The driver of the Jeep was 

charged with misdemeanor death by motor vehicle in connection with her death. Jenniferôs 

obituary on August 25, 1998, read in part, ñShe was a native of Durham and had lived here all of 

her life. She was employed with CCB as a loan officer and collections agent. She attended the 

Shady Grove Free Will Baptist Church.ò34  

 
34 Ɂ%ÌÙÙÌÓÓȮɂɯThe Herald-Sun, August 25, 1998, sec. Obituaries. 
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After I posted the picture of her roadside memorial on my Facebook study page, 

family and community members shared memories of Jennifer, sympathetic notes and emojis, and 

recollections of the crash. A few people also shared pictures of roadside memorials for their 

family members. Someone who didnôt know Jennifer wrote, ñI live only a mile away from her 

memorial marker and I often wondered what happened.....God Rest her soul.ò Jenniferôs brother 

shared, ñyesterday was 22 years 

that happened and the day my heart 

skips a beat.ò My serendipitous 

encounter with the roadside 

memorial and spontaneous 

Facebook post of the picture of the 

cross led to a ripple-effect of 

connections after many years and 

generated tributes to Jennifer for 

family and friends who still grieve 

the loss.   

I had originally 

hoped to keep my Facebook 

outreach going to interview at least 

fifteen bereaved people for this 

study, but the outbreak of the novel coronavirus in the United States forced a sharp change of 

course in March 2020. Due to quarantine, I had to cancel several scheduled interviews in March 

Figure 5: My post on the Facebook study page 

about the roadside memorial for Jennifer Ferrell. Photo 

by Leanora Minai.  

https://www.facebook.com/NorthCarolinaFatalCarCrashGriefResearchStudy/posts/341749003871995
https://www.facebook.com/NorthCarolinaFatalCarCrashGriefResearchStudy/posts/341749003871995
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because I could not meet with people in-person. With the uncertainties around the pandemic, and 

the need to complete research in time to receive my masterôs degree, I discontinued outreach for 

additional interviews. Between January and February 2020, I conducted nine in-person 

interviews with bereaved family members that followed a set of semi-structured, open-ended 

questions.35 Discussions lasted in duration from one to three and a half hours; three took place in 

graduate school offices, and the rest were conducted in bereaved family memberôs homes in 

Asheboro, Enfield, Canton, Laurinburg, Monroe, and Charlotte. As part of the consent process 

for research, each family member interviewed for Chapter Three provided permission for me to 

include their names and photographs in this work. 

The deaths of the family membersô loved ones occurred in crashes between 1994 

and 2019 in North Carolina. The ages of the deceased ranged from five to fifty-one years old, 

and they were mostly offspring, followed by a mother, husband and father. Impaired driving was 

a contributing factor in a majority of the vehicle crashes.  

Each interview was audio-recorded with permission, and professionally 

transcribed by Rev.com, a Duke University-vetted service. Each bereaved family member 

received by tracked U.S. Postal Service a printed copy of the audio transcript to review. A 

follow-up conversation was conducted with each participant as part of an opportunity to clarify 

or elaborate on the transcript.  

To express my appreciation to each family member, I provided a memorial 

contribution that related to their lost loved one: a plant for a memorial garden; a Precious 

 
35 Lauren J. Breen, an associate professor at Curtin University in Australia, was kind enough to share an article that 

she co-authored in 2011 for the Journal of Family Therapy on grief experiences of Australia residents after a traffic 

ÊÙÈÚÏȭɯ3ÏÌɯÈÙÛÐÊÓÌȮɯɁ%ÈÔÐÓàɯÈÕËɯÚÖÊÐÈÓɯÕÌÛÞÖÙÒÚɯÈÍÛÌÙɯÉÌÙÌÈÝÌÔÌÕÛȯɯÌß×ÌÙÐÌÕÊÌÚɯÖÍɯÚÜ××ÖÙÛȮɯÊÏÈÕÎÌɯÈÕËɯÐÚÖÓÈÛÐÖÕȮɂɯ

included an interview guide that helped me craft and arrange open -ended interview  questions for my research.  
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Moments heart-shaped garden stone; and small monetary donations to Habitat for Humanity; 

Mothers Against Drunk Driving; the Jane Goodall Institute; White Oak Head Start; the Patty 

Bennett Memorial Scholarship Trust; the Silas Wayne Luther GoFundMe fundraiser; and the 

Wounded Warrior Project.  

Since I had a small set of interviews, I opted to analyze the qualitative data 

through notetaking on paper and use of an Excel spreadsheet. After I received the transcript of 

each interview, I listened to the entire audio-recording, making transcript corrections before 

sending the transcript to my participants. As I listened to the recording, I took a detailed set of 

hand-written notes. Later, I read each transcript in full again, taking more notes and entering 

qualitative data and direct quotes from transcripts into an Excel spreadsheet, where I organized 

each personôs remembrance objects, practices, and other elements. The spreadsheet helped me 

sort and focus themes and areas for discussion in Chapter Three.  

In addition to original qualitative data collected during in-person interviews, I 

relied on archival collections at libraries, including the University of North Carolina at Chapel 

Hill, East Carolina University, Duke University Libraries, and the State Archives of North 

Carolina. Within printed and digital materials, I was able to source photographs and cobble 

together narratives about the introduction and devastating effects of the motor car in society.  

Finally, newspapers played a large role in my work. In journalism circles, I 

remember hearing how newspapers provide a ñfirst rough draftò of history. The role of local 

journalism was confirmed for me while I worked on this project. With people no longer alive to 

describe crashes in the early twentieth century, I dove into newspaper microfilm and online 

newspaper databases, where I recovered important details of deadly crashes. 
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Chapter One: Motor s for the Masses  

At the end of the nineteenth century, excitement over the horseless vehicle 

intensified as news pages across the United States featured accounts of the dawn of a new 

technology, the motor-drawn carriage. Some observers remarked how an end to the horse-drawn 

vehicle would improve the condition of city pavement, reduce noise, and enhance the cleanliness 

of streets.36 ñCarriages for Allò in the Atchison Globe in 1897 reported on the emerging market 

for this new mode of transport with a story that began, ñHorseless carriages at $100 each is the 

hope now held out to those who would ride ï motor vehicles for the masses and every man his 

own motorman.ò37  

Inventor Thomas A. Edison, who was friends with Henry Ford, noted that ñover 

2,000 menò in the United States were experimenting with motors for horseless vehicles.38 Edison 

too was busy on his own ï a version of an ñelectric runabout,ò a $300 to $400 vehicle that a 

ñcountry doctorò would use, an automobile that could go twelve to fourteen miles per hour and 

travel 150 miles on a charge.39 While a number of companies formed in the United States at the 

end of the nineteenth century to manufacture motor vehicles, brothers and bicycle builders 

Charles E. and J. Frank Duryea are credited with building the first gasoline car in the country in 

1893.40 Edison, interviewed in 1897, predicted that the horse would ñdisappear almost entirely so 

 
36 Ɂ'ÖÙÚÌÓÌÚÚɯ5ÌÏÐÊÓÌÚȮɂɯMilwaukee Daily Sentinel, June 27, 1899, Nineteenth Century U.S. Newspapers, 

http://link.gale.com/apps/doc/GT3003490740/NCNP?u=duke_perkins&sid=zotero&xid=23d07d0d. 
37 -ÌÞɯ8ÖÙÒɯ)ÖÜÙÕÈÓȮɯɁ"ÈÙÙÐÈÎÌÚɯÍÖÙɯ ÓÓȮɂɯAtchison Globe, May 27, 1897, Nineteenth Century U.S. Newspapers, 

http://link .gale.com/apps/doc/GT3012426226/NCNP?u=duke_perkins&sid=zotero&xid=736bab00. 
38 Ibid.  
39 Ɂ$ËÐÚÖÕɯ3ÌÓÓÚɯÈÉÖÜÛɯ'ÐÚɯ-ÌÞɯ ÜÛÖÔÖÉÐÓÌȮɂɯWeekly Rocky Mountain News, July 6, 1899, Nineteenth Century U.S. 

Newspapers, http://link.gale.com/apps/doc/GT3017235323/NCNP?u=duke_perkins&sid=zotero&xid=0b3f2d40. 
40 James J. Flink, The Automobile Age, First (The MIT Press, 1990), 13. 
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far as his use for street travel is concerned. é It is a revolution that is bound to come, and at a 

very early day.ò41 

A North Carolina Buggy Manufacturerôs Invention 

In North Carolina, a buggy manufacturer was hot on the invention trail, building 

what was believed to be the first automobile in the state. In 1899, New Bern resident and buggy 

maker Gilbert S. Waters visited Baltimore, Maryland, where he spotted a steam-powered vehicle. 

When he returned to New Bern, he got to work on building a ñbuggymobileò for himself, 

finishing it by the end of the year. ñIt was the only such machine in my vicinity and the only one 

in the state and I presume it was the only one of its kind in America at that time,ò Waters later 

proclaimed.42 Meanwhile in 1899, North Carolinians kept up with the advances of auto-making 

in Europe. ñOur consul at Paris says with the way the automobile is coming into use in France, 

the horse must go,ò The Weekly Star declared to Wilmington readers in 1899. ñBut judging from 

popular performances over there the ass can continue operations.ò43 When Waters completed his 

prototype in New Bern, streets were cleared so he could show off his marvel. ñHe may get it 

started ï but he will never stop it!ò friends exclaimed. 

 
41 Ɂ'ÖÙÚÌÓÌÚÚɯ"ÈÙÙÐÈÎÌÚȮɂɯMilwaukee Daily Sentinel, May 20, 1897, Nineteenth Century U.S. Newspapers, 

http://link.gale.com/apps/doc/GT3003410952/NCNP?u=duke_perkins&sid=zotero&xid=e37d3abc. 
42 Gilbert S. Waters Scrapbook. Private Collections, State Archives of North Carolina, 

https://digital.ncdcr.gov/digital/collection/p16062coll28/id/3764/rec/1.  Unless otherwise noted, quotes from Waters 

ÈÕËɯÈÙÌɯËÙÈÞÕɯÍÙÖÔɯÈɯØÜÌÚÛÐÖÕÕÈÐÙÌɯÏÌɯÊÖÔ×ÓÌÛÌËɯÐÕɯ×ÙÌ×ÈÙÈÛÐÖÕɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌɯÙÈËÐÖɯÚÏÖÞȮɯɁ6ÌɯÛÏÌɯ/ÌÖ×ÓÌȮɂɯÐÕɯ-ÌÞɯ8ÖÙÒɯ

City in the late 1930s. 
43 Ɂ3ÏÌɯ$ß×ÌÊÛÌËɯ'ÈÚɯ'È××ÌÕÌËȮɂɯThe Weekly Star, February 10, 1899, https://newspaperarchive.com/wilmington -

weekly -star-feb-10-1899-p-2/. 
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Yet, skeptics climbed into the contraption for rides, screaming ñbloody-murderò 

as the motor buggy made its rounds. ñThey held tightly on the seats when they did go, and they 

looked scared to death,ò Waters later described. On at least two separate occasions, Waters and 

his passenger were thrown over the front of the moving machine, but they miraculously survived 

ï once after the vehicle hit a loose brick in the road, and again when the wheels struck a ditch. 

ñOn both of these 

amusing occasions,ò 

Waters recalled, ñno 

one was hurt.ò44  

After 

constructing the first 

model in 1899, 

Waters ñwore outò 

the machine and, in 

1903, he built a 

second 

ñbuggymobile,ò the 

one he drove for 

more than 35 years. Despite the fascination with his invention, Waters did not get support from 

his father or bankers to convert G.H. Waters Buggy and Carriage Factory into an automobile 

 
44 Gilbert S. Waters Scrapbook. Private Collections, State Archives of North Carolina, 

https://digital.ncd cr.gov/digital/collection/p16062coll28/id/3764/rec/1.  

Figure 6: Gilbert Waters on the "buggymobile" he invented in 

New Bern, North Carolina. Source: Gilbert S. Waters Scrapbook, State 

Archives of North Carolina.  
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plant in the early 1900s. ñHorses and buggies will always be used and buggies without horses 

will never be practical, and they would be too expensive and dangerous,ò he was told.45 Instead 

of Gilbert S. Waters of New Bern, North Carolina, earning a fortune and lasting notoriety from 

his motor-buggy machine, Henry Ford introduced the famous Model T in 1908, marking the 

dawn of the motor age when automobiles transformed cities and revolutionized travel. By 1923, 

Ford Motor Company, was producing nearly half of the 4.1 million American passenger cars and 

motor trucks in the United States and Canada.46 

Yet, the North Carolina of the early 1900s ï where cities were less densely 

populated and tobacco and textile manufacturing flourished ï was slow to embrace the 

automobile. In Entering the Auto Age: The Early Automobile in North Carolina, 1900-1930, 

historian Robert E. Ireland pointed out that cars bought between 1900 and 1910 in the state 

ñtended to be the playthings of the wealthy, urban Tar Heel.ò47 Among the first automobilists in 

North Carolina was George Washington Vanderbilt, owner of the Biltmore mansion near 

Asheville. He fell in love with cars while visiting Europe, where he traveled by car, taking in 

sights along the coast in Spain and in London, England, Scotland, and Wales. In Paris, 

Vanderbilt bought what might have been his first car, perhaps a ñPanhard et Levassor ï the most 

popular maker of automobiles in France in the early 1900s.ò48 The Vanderbilts were not the only 

 
45 Ibid.  
46 Blanke, 'ÌÓÓɯÖÕɯ6ÏÌÌÓÚȯɯ3ÏÌɯ/ÙÖÔÐÚÌɯÈÕËɯ/ÌÙÐÓɯÖÍɯ ÔÌÙÐÊÈɀÚɯ"ÈÙɯ"ÜÓÛÜÙÌȮɯƕƝƔƔ-1940, 36; 42ɯ"ÌÕÚÜÚɯ!ÜÙÌÈÜȮɯɁ2ÛÈÛÐÚÛÐÊÈÓɯ

 ÉÚÛÙÈÊÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ4ÕÐÛÌËɯ2ÛÈÛÌÚȯɯƕƝƖƚȮɂɯ3ÏÌɯ4ÕÐÛÌËɯ2ÛÈÛÌÚɯ"ÌÕÚÜÚɯ!ÜÙÌÈÜȮɯÈÊÊÌÚÚÌËɯ%ÌÉÙÜÈÙàɯƕƗȮɯƖƔƖƕȮɯ

https://www.census.gov/library/publications/1927/compendia/statab/49ed.html.    
47 Robert E. Ireland, Entering the Auto Age: The Early Automobile in North Carolina, 1900-1930 (Raleigh, NC: Division of 

Archives and History, North Carolina Dept. of Cultural Resources, 1990) , 33. (ÙÌÓÈÕËɀÚɯÉÖÖÒɯ×ÙÖÝÐËÌËɯÏÌÓ×ÍÜÓɯÓÌÈËÚɯ

for research. 
48 Ɂ&ÌÖÙÎÌɯ5ÈÕËÌÙÉÐÓÛɯÈÕËɯ'ÐÚɯ ÜÛÖÔÖÉÐÓÌÚȮɂɯ!ÐÓÛÔÖÙÌȮɯ#ÌÊÌÔÉÌÙɯƕƜȮɯƖƔƕƘȮɯÏÛÛ×ÚȯɤɤÞÞÞȭÉÐÓÛÔÖÙÌȭÊÖÔɤÉÓÖÎɤÎÌÖÙÎÌ-

vanderbilt -and-his-automobiles/. 
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early auto enthusiasts. There were 3,220 motor vehicle registrations in North Carolina in 1910, 

but that couldnôt compete with the nearly 63,000 in New York, where some people owned five to 

ten cars. ñIndeed,ò noted Ireland in Entering the Auto Age, ñthe love of speed was one reason for 

the wealthy to own a competitive stable of automobiles in the early years.ò By 1915, the year 

after Vanderbilt died, his wife Edith owned five automobiles.49 

While the motor buggy by Gerald S. Waters of New Bern, North Carolina, did not 

make it to the garages of the rich, Waters left an impression on people for decades. In February 

1940, he received a hand-written letter along with a newspaper clipping from a man in Dearborn, 

Michigan, home of Ford Motor Company. He told Waters of working at Fordôs ñgigantic plant at 

the River Rouge,ò and that as a schoolboy, he had dreamed of ñpowering a buggy with an 

engine.ò At the time of his writing, the man wanted Waters to know that a market still existed for 

the kind of vehicle Waters invented four decades prior.50 Even with 3.6 million factory sales of 

passenger vehicles in the country in 1940, the man wanted Waters to know people needed a more 

affordable car and that he would work with Waters on any such venture. ñThere is still a field for 

a low priced sturdy vehicle such as you have in mind,ò he wrote to Waters. The newspaper 

clipping with the manôs letter reportedly came from the February 6, 1940, edition of The Detroit 

News, and the headline read: ñBuggmobile [sic] of 1903 Runs. Hereôs Story of Man Who Might 

Have Been Ford.ò The article was about Waters, who, decades later, still drove his 1903 model 

through New Bern, using the vehicleôs steering stick to maneuver on ñstreets and highways 

 
49 James J. Flink, America Adopts the Automobile, 1895-1910 (The MIT Press, 1970), 75; Ireland, Entering the Auto Age, 35. 
50 Letter to Gilbert Waters, Feb. 7, 1940. Gilbert S. Waters Scrapbook. Private Collections, State Archives of North 
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gorged with bigger and better cars, slicker ones, with multi-cylinders, big tires and streamlined 

bodies.ò51   

Allure Drives Call for Good Roads 

National periodicals in the early twentieth century captured special features on 

revolutionary automobiles that were providing life-changing experiences and carrying people to 

new corners. One report in Harperôs Weekly highlighted an exciting element on a 1906 car 

model, describing ñdevices economizing on space and weight, one of them, for instance, using its 

dashboard for a storage tank for extra gasolene [sic].ò The article also featured news about a 

touring car that was retrofitted as a ñsleeping-car for an invalid,ò a vehicle that served as an 

open-air ambulance for patients who needed fresh air on the streets of New York. ñThe car is so 

arranged that a nurse may ride with the patient,ò described Harperôs Weekly, ñand a music-box 

set on the front partition plays the latest popular airs from opera and concert-hall.ò52   

Other early motoring literature expressed deeper reflection of the automobileôs 

function as a vehicle for personal autonomy and freedom from lifeôs responsibilities in exchange 

for exploration and adventure. One such essay came from C. H. Claudy, who authored the poetic 

ñMidnight Motoringò for Country Life in America in 1907. In the first-person account of driving 

an open car on an October night, guided by light from the moon and the carôs acetylene lamps, 

he promised the reader that all they would need for a good night drive was the car, people, 

firewood, and a meal. Claudy urged, ñé leave behind all thought of daily life, and live, instead, 

 
51 +ÌÛÛÌÙɯÛÖɯ&ÐÓÉÌÙÛɯ6ÈÛÌÙÚȮɯ%ÌÉȭɯƛȮɯƕƝƘƔȰɯ-ÌÞÚɯÊÓÐ××ÐÕÎɯÞÐÛÏɯÓÌÛÛÌÙȮɯɁ!ÜÎÎÔÖÉÐÓÌɯȻÚÐÊȼɯÖÍɯƕƝƔƗɯ1ÜÕÚȭɯ'ÌÙÌɀÚɯ2ÛÖÙàɯÖÍɯ

,ÈÕɯ6ÏÖɯ,ÐÎÏÛɯ'ÈÝÌɯ!ÌÌÕɯ%ÖÙËȭɂ 
52 'ÌÕÙàɯ)Èàɯ"ÈÚÌȮɯɁ3ÏÌɯ1ÐÚÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ,ÖÛÖÙ-CarȮɂɯ'ÈÙ×ÌÙɀÚɯ6ÌÌÒÓà, January 13, 1906, 50. 
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the life of the moment, the life of absolute irresponsibility and detachment ...ò53 His review 

featured eight photographs depicting an automobile carrying passengers over dark, remote roads 

and a roadside campfire amid descriptions that transported readers to ñthe wee, tiny hours of the 

morning, between one and three, é 

when the moon shines bright, when the road is deserted, when all the houses are 

dead and all the people are asleep, when the cattle and the horse have ceased their 

prowling, when there is never a noise or a motion or a light to break the illusion 

that you and you alone are the sole inhabitant of a lonely world. Then, if the road 

is good and your time is long, you let the machine go, and the blood in you leaps 

and exults and you fairly writhe in your seat with the joy and splendor of it all.54 

 

The rapid rise in the number of passenger cars brought a strong desire for roads, 

and in North Carolina, early road construction was concentrated around areas with the largest 

populations in the state. The beginnings of the ñgood roadsò movement in North Carolina can be 

traced to George Washington Vanderbilt in Buncombe County. Vanderbiltôs Biltmore estate 

 
53 "ȭ'ȭɯ"ÓÈÜËàȮɯɁ,ÐËÕÐÎÏÛɯ,ÖÛÖÙÐÕÎȮɂɯCountry Life in America, October 1907, 683. 
54 Claudy, 708. 
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spanned 130,000 acres in western North Carolina, and he built roads of macadam ï layers of 

crushed stone molded by use and time ï to get around the property when the estate was done in 

1895.55 Seeing Vanderbiltôs private streets as an example of fine roads, the Good Roads 

Association of Asheville and Buncombe County raised $5,000 to construct a one-mile road from 

Asheville to the Bil tmore estate. ñAsheville citizens were, to be sure, equally as desirous of 

bringing the country to Asheville as of opening the way for Asheville to get to the country,ò 

explained scholar Cecil Kenneth Brown in The State Highway System of North Carolina, which 

provides a history of roads in 

the state.56  

Road builders 

from across the state visited 

Biltmore to see how the 

roads came to be. ñSo 

impressed with the smooth 

ride and long wear of the 

Biltmore roads were local 

residents of Buncombe 

County that they organized 

 
55 Ireland, 64. 
56 Cecil Kenneth Brown, The State Highway System of North Carolina, The University of North Carolina Social Study 

Series (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1931), 34. 

Figure 7: The river road, Bi ltmore  [i.e. Asheville ], North 

Carolina, ca. 1902. Source: Detroit Publishing Company, 

Library of Congress.  
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North Carolinaôs first Good Roads Association in 1899 to carry the word to others,ò Ireland 

explained in Entering the Auto Age.57   

During the early years of motoring, periodicals also carried accounts of driving 

experiences on the best and worst roads across the country to make a case for better roads. A 

Harperôs Weekly article in 1902, ñNew Roads of the New South,ò held up North Carolina for 

ñgiving lessons to the outside world in the construction of good roads.ò58 Mecklenburg County 

roads, under construction for a number of years, were the ñbest to be found in the entire South.ò59 

The article continued, ñThe roads of this county have become so famous that delegations from 

many other States have come here to inspect them.ò There were 153,530 miles of surfaced rural 

roads in the United States in 1904, but less than one percent of those were in North Carolina with 

few counties connected by them.60 A limited number of road improvements would come later in 

1916 with passage of the Federal Aid Road Act, providing North Carolina with $114,381 for its 

first appropriation. The figure doubled the following year, but after World War I broke out, road 

construction withered.61  

Promotional Tours Bring Death 

Communities, motoring enthusiasts and auto manufacturers used cross-country 

automobile tours organized by the American Automobile Association to lobby for better roads, 

 
57 Ireland, 64. 
58 Ɂ3ÏÌɯ-ÌÞɯ1ÖÈËÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ-ÌÞɯ2ÖÜÛÏȮɂɯ'ÈÙ×ÌÙɀÚɯ6ÌÌÒÓà, August 2, 1902, 1030.  
59 Ɂ3ÏÌɯ-ÌÞɯ1ÖÈËÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ-ÌÞɯ2ÖÜÛÏȮɂɯƕƔƗƔȭ 
60 42ɯ"ÌÕÚÜÚɯ!ÜÙÌÈÜȮɯɁ2ÛÈÛÐÚÛÐÊÈÓɯ ÉÚÛÙÈÊÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ4ÕÐÛÌËɯ2ÛÈÛÌÚȯɯƕƝƖƝȮɂɯ3ÏÌɯ4ÕÐÛÌËɯ2ÛÈÛÌÚɯ"ÌÕÚÜÚɯ!ÜÙÌÈÜȮ accessed 

January 29, 2021, 376. 
61 Brown, The State Highway System of North Carolina, 61. 
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signs to guide drivers and fair auto regulations. These contests served as national promotional 

events, moving billboard advertisements for use of American automobiles and evidence for 

justifying better roads. The tours became long distance automobile reliability contests known as 

the Glidden Tours between 1905 and 1913 and were named after millionaire businessman and 

auto buff Charles Glidden.62 The press covered the tours, and in 1907, writer M. Worth Colwell 

of Outing Magazine blasted the road conditions in the fourth annual contest in his first-person 

account of the event. He rode in a car as it traversed the entire 1,570-mile journey over sand and 

clay, and flat and mountainous terrain, from Cleveland and Chicago to New York. He noted in 

his piece titled, ñThe Worst Roads in America,ò that only thirty-six of the eighty-one cars that 

started the course made it to the end, crossing the finish line ñfit for the junk-heap.ò He described 

roads in Ohio towns as ñoceans of mudò that required horses to extract stuck vehicles. ñThe cars 

floundered around in it like so many mired pigs,ò Colwell described.63  

With a deadline to make it to destinations and a trophy waiting, cars wrecked on 

the route, and one crash resulted in the death of at least one man. Organizers blamed the wrecks 

on poor road conditions and a time limit, not the drivers. Coldwell wrote that the crashes would 

not have happened if the roads had not been covered in ñslimeò from wet weather conditions. 

The end of Colwellôs report for Outing Magazine included a brief reference to aftermath of the 

fatal wreck that begged for more ink. In the last paragraph of the article, Colwell noted that 

 
62 Flink, The Automobile Age, 32. 
63 ,ȭɯ6ÖÙÛÏɯ"ÖÓÞÌÓÓȮɯɁ3ÏÌɯ6ÖÙÚÛɯ1ÖÈËÚɯÐÕɯ ÔÌÙÐÊÈȯɯ#ÐÚÊÖÝÌÙÌËɯÉàɯÛÏÌɯ,ÖÛÖÙÐÚÛÚɯ6ÏÖɯ6ÌÙÌɯ"ÖÕÛÌÚÛÈÕÛÚɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ

1ÌÊÌÕÛɯ%ÖÜÙÛÏɯ ÕÕÜÈÓɯ3ÖÜÙɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ ÔÌÙÐÊÈÕɯ ÜÛÖÔÖÉÐÓÌɯ ÚÚÖÊÐÈÛÐÖÕȮɂɯOuting Magazine (1906-1911); New York, 

November 1907, http://search.proquest.com/docview/137400409/abstract/F98690EDCA804958PQ/1. 
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ñtourists talked in a nearly serious way of raising a fund for the widows and children of the non-

survivors of the last Glidden tour, but others have suggested that it would be a greater charity to 

raise a fund for rebuilding the fifteen hundred miles of awful roads that broke their bones.ò64 

Four years later, the Glidden automobile tour of 1911 passed through North 

Carolina, bringing runabouts and touring cars by Cadillac, Ford, Oldsmobile, and Pierce-Arrow 

through the state, including Charlotte. The contest featured seventy-seven cars on a 1,454-mile 

course from New York City 

to Florida.65 The editor of 

the Charlotte Chronicle, 

Col. Wade Hampton 

Harris, couldnôt wait for the 

national exposure, assuring 

North Carolinians, ñthe 

Glidden tour will do more 

to inspire the good roads 

movement than any event 

in the recent past. Even the 

farmers will be on the lookout for the automobiles and some of them have picked the rocks from 

the road. The Glidden tour is a good roads advertisement fifteen hundred miles long.ò66 In a 

 
64 Colwell.  
65 Ɂ1ÌÚÜÓÛÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ&ÓÐËËÌÕɯ3ÖÜÙȮɂɯScientific American 105, no. 20 (1911): 427ɬ427, www.jstor.org/stable/26009662. 
66 Winston-Salem Journal, October 18, 1911, 

http://newscomwc.newspapers.com/image/96119472/?terms=glidden%2Btour&pqsid=ISZdHUOfz9d2L0cmdXfSaA%

3A1808000%3A7836478. 

Figure 8: A crowd surround s cars in High Point, North 

Carolina, during the 1911 Glidden Tour. Source: National 

Automotive History Collection, Detroit Public Library.  
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nearly daily account about the route, Motor Age gave the roads of the Tar Heel state mostly 

positive reviews, noting ñNorth Carolina has good, passable roads. They are mostly composed of 

yellow clay, with a little red here and there, and the Glidden cars, under delightful weather 

conditions for the first time during the run, made the schedule today without much trouble.ò67    

But tragedy struck after the caravan of cars left North Carolina. On October 25, 

1911 ï the day before the contest was set to finish ï the official pace car carrying Samuel M. 

Butler, chairman of the American Automobile Association contest committee, wrecked in 

Georgia, killing Butler. 

Passenger P.J. Walker, owner 

of the 1911 Cunningham 

touring car with a $3,500 price 

tag, and his wife, were injured. 

The driver survived, claiming 

the steering gear on the car 

malfunctioned, but witnesses 

said he was speeding when the 

car careened into a ditch, 

landing on Butler and crushing 

him. ñMore than once since the tour started, remarks had been made about the fast pace set by 

the officialsô car,ò The New York Times reported. ñé More than once the cars behind noticed 

that it swerved as it dashed along éò At a few points on the route, Mrs. Walker left the pace car 

 
67 Ɂ#ÌÈÛÏɯ"ÈÚÛÚɯ2ÏÈËÖÞɯÖÕɯ&ÓÐËËÌÕɯ3ÖÜÙȮɂɯMotor Age, October 26, 1911, 11. 

Figure 9: Along a railroad, men and women look at the 

overturned car that crashed during the 1911 Glidden Tour, 

killing Samuel M. Butler. Source: National Automotive 

History Collection, Detroit Public Library.  
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ñbecause she thought it was unsafe to drive so fast.ò68 A photograph of the crash scene shows one 

of the Glidden Tour contestants, Roberta Marks, the only female driver in the contest, holding 

the hand of an unidentified man whose shoulders appear to be draped in a blanket.69  

Some contestants suggested stopping the event, but after a two-hour delay, the 

Glidden Tour continued to Valdosta, Georgia. Tourists who gathered on the next stretch to see 

the procession of cars pass 

through towns didnôt cheer. 

ñThe tour has been spoiled by 

a most tragic accident, news 

of which at this time has been 

published throughout the 

country,ò reported The 

Horseless Age in its day-by-

day account of the Glidden 

contest on November 1, 

1911. ñThe subject is too 

saddening to dwell upon.ò70 Butlerôs body was placed on a freight train that stopped on tracks 

along the crash site, and he was carried to Tifton, Georgia, about three miles away. A resident of 

New York, Butler served as secretary of the American Automobile Association and oversaw the 

 
68 Ɂ2ȭ,ȭɯ!43+$1ɯ*(++$#ɯ.-ɯ&+(##$-ɯ3.41Ȱɯ!ÙÌÈÒɯÐÕɯ2ÛÌÌÙÐÕÎ Gear Sends Auto Into Ditch and Occupants Are 

3ÏÙÖÞÕɯ.ÜÛȭȮɂɯThe New York Times, October 26, 1911. 
69 Ɂ1Öberta Marks and Motorists Gathered near Scene of Accident Involving Cunningham Automobile, 1911 Glidden 

3ÖÜÙɯɧɯ#/+ɯ# ,2ȮɂɯÈÊÊÌÚÚÌËɯ,ÈÙÊÏɯƚȮɯƖƔƖƕȮɯ

https://digitalcollections.detroitpubliclibrary.org/islandora/object/islandora%3A192218.  
70 ,ȭɯ6ÖÙÛÏɯ"ÖÓÞÌÓÓȮɯɁ3ÙÈÎÌËàɯ,ÈÙÒÌËɯ3ÖÜÙɯ6ÖÕɯÉàɯ,ÈßÞÌÓÓɯ3ÌÈÔȮɂɯThe Horseless Age., November 1, 1911. 

Figure 10: Roberta Marks, center, holds the hand of a 

man after the crash that killed Samuel M. Butler during the 

1911 Glidden Tour. Source: National Automotive History 

Collection, Detroit Public Library.  
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first ever automobile show in Madison Square Garden in New York. He had a wife and two 

children. A three-line death notice in The New York Times noted a private funeral for Butler but 

did not provide a manner of death, only offering that he died ñsuddenly.ò71 

   The Glidden Tours had ended by the time automobile production and ownership 

started soaring in the United States. By 1920, the annual production of passenger cars and motor 

trucks had jumped to 2.2 million from 4,000 vehicles in 1909.72 And more people owned cars, 

too. Within two decades, total motor vehicle registrations grew from 

8,000 at the start of the twentieth century to 9.2 million in 1920 ï with 

140,860 registrations in North Carolina. Along with car ownership 

came a call for the construction of more, and better, roads and 

highways in North Carolina. ñéthe automobile changed the whole 

purpose of road building,ò observed Cecil Brown in The State 

Highway System of North Carolina.73 Intense political work and 

lobbying for state highways by the N.C. Good Roads Association and 

its 5,500 members eventually led to the passage of the state Highway 

Act of 1921. With 135 miles of hard-surface roads built or under 

contract in North Carolina, the state Highway Act of 1921 authorized a gasoline tax and $50 

million in bonds to help pay for concrete or asphalt roads.74 ñThis bold step catapulted North 

 
71 Ɂ1ÌÚÜÓÛÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ&ÓÐËËÌÕɯ3ÖÜÙȭɂ; Ɂ2ȭ,ȭɯ!43+$1ɯ*(++$#ɯ.-ɯ&+(##$-ɯ3.41Ȱɯ!ÙÌÈÒɯÐÕɯ2ÛÌÌÙÐÕÎɯ&ÌÈÙɯ2ÌÕËÚɯ ÜÛÖɯ

Into Ditch and Occupants Are TÏÙÖÞÕɯ.ÜÛȭɂɁ#ÐÌËȭȮɂɯThe New York Times, October 26, 1911. 
72 42ɯ"ÌÕÚÜÚɯ!ÜÙÌÈÜȮɯɁ2ÛÈÛÐÚÛÐÊÈÓɯ ÉÚÛÙÈÊÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ4ÕÐÛÌËɯ2ÛÈÛÌÚȯɯƕƝƗƔȮɂɯ3ÏÌɯ4ÕÐÛÌËɯ2ÛÈÛÌÚɯ"ÌÕÚÜÚɯ!ÜÙÌÈÜȮɯÈÊÊÌÚÚÌËɯ

December 5, 2019, https://www.census.gov/library/publications/1930/compendia/statab/52ed.html, 385 , 387. 
73 Brown, The State Highway System of North Carolina, 53. 
74 Figures cited in Walter R. Turner, Paving Tobacco Road: A Century of Progress by the North Carolina Department of 

Transportation (Raleigh, N.C.: North Carolina Dept. of Cultural Resources, Office of Archives and History; Spencer, 

N.C.: North Carolina Transportation Museum Foundation, c2003., 2003), 12-13. 

Figure 11: 

Samuel M. Butler. 

Source: The Horseless 

Age, 1911. 
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Carolina into national leadership in the financing of highways,ò observed historian Walter R. 

Turner in his book, Paving Tobacco Road.75  

At the same time, millions of dollars flowed into North Carolina from the federal 

government. By 1926, the state had received $128 million to build roads, and with increased road 

construction, motor vehicle registrations in North Carolina surged to nearly half a million by 

1930.76 Ireland, author of Entering the Auto Age, pointed out that ñno other area of state funding 

compared to the magnitude of highway spending: the state of North Carolina was investing more 

tax funds in its roads than it had allocated for education, health, welfare, and public safety 

combined.ò77 Along with the rise of highways and motor vehicles came the loss of lives, a 

devastating consequence. In Hell on Wheels, author and historian David Blanke asserts that 

ñmore reliable, modern roads abetted the rapid growth of automobility and added further 

opportunities for disaster.ò78  

  

 
75 Turner, 13. 
76 Ireland, Entering the Auto Age, 73. 
77 Ireland, 74. 
78 Blanke, Hell on Wheels, 133. 
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Chapter Two: A Deadly Love Affair  

On a Friday afternoon in November 1909, Edward Gaskill Flanagan and three 

friends took a country drive in Flanaganôs open touring automobile. Flanagan, a bank executive 

and general manager of the John Flanagan Buggy Co. in Greenville, steered his early model 

automobile on a new sand-clay road that offered ñan excellent track for speeding.ò79 On the 

return home to Greenville about one mile outside of the town in Pitt County, North Carolina, 

Flanagan tried to pass lumber wagons as he traveled about 60 mph but lost control of his car and 

crashed into an oak tree along the road. ñThe terrific compact [sic] with the tree turned the 

machine over and it was a complete wreck being broken into many pieces,ò The Daily Reflector 

described in its front-page story the following day. Flanagan was wedged under the vehicle but 

survived. Left rear seat passenger and state senator James L. Fleming, forty-two, was thrown 

about twenty feet and struck his head on the road, breaking his neck and killing him. Passenger 

and lawyer Harry Skinner Jr., the twenty-seven-year-old son of United States District Attorney 

Harry Skinner, suffered a fractured skull. He sat up and talked about the crash immediately after 

the collision but fell unconscious and was placed on a Norfolk & Southern train in Greenville. 

He died before reaching the hospital in Wilson. Passenger and lawyer Stephen C. Wooten 

survived the crash but died the following year. Despite the speed of the vehicle, The Daily 

Reflector blamed the crash on a ridge in the side of the road.80 

 
79 Ɂ6ÏÐÙÓÌËɯ3Öɯ#ÌÈÛÏɯ(Õɯ ÜÛÖȮɂɯThe Daily Reflector, November 6, 1909. Librarians at East Carolina University sent me  

scans of The Daily Reflector front pages during  coronavirus quarantine .  
80 A composite of injuries and circumstances surrounding the crash was created from  The Daily ReflectorɀÚɯ-ÖÝÌÔÉÌÙɯ

6, 1909 account, as well as coverage on November 6, 1909, in the Goldsboro Daily Argus and The Wilmington Morning 

Star, and the Carolina Watchman and New Berne Weekly Journal on November 9, 1909. 
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When news of the wreck reached Greenville, residents responded to the scene, 

joining witnesses who had gathered to help. They lift ed the vehicle off Flanagan, and a doctor 

who happened to be on the road treated Wooten, who was choking on his own blood. At 

Flemingôs Queen Anne home in Greenville, his wife, Loula, and their three young children were 

expecting him for supper, but their gleeful anticipation turned to heartbreak as they waited for his 

body. In towns 

across North 

Carolina, people 

learned of ñone 

of the most fatal 

automobile 

accidents which 

has occurred in 

this State.ò81 The 

deaths of 

Fleming and 

 
81 Ɂ%ÈÛÈÓɯ ÜÛÖɯ ÊÊÐËÌÕÛȮɂɯNew Berne Weekly Journal, November 9, 1909, 

http://newscomwc.newspapers.com/image/61428778/?terms=James%2BL.%2BFleming&pqsid=xU9eXYHnivK-

Si3GBkTNTA%3A1014000%3A683295102. 

Figure 12: The wreck that killed  James L. Fleming and Harry 

Skinner Jr.  in 1909. Source: Frank M. Wooten Jr. Papers (#126), East 

Carolina Manuscript Collection, East Carolina University.  
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Skinner on that November day in Greenville were among 

1,174 motor vehicle traffic fatalities in the country in 1909 

when the rate of death per 100 million annual vehicle miles 

traveled was roughly forty times higher compared to 

today.82 

 In the week following the crash, The Daily 

Reflector published near daily expressions of grief in 

Greenville, a tobacco and cotton manufacturing town on 

the Tar River. Anyone reading the paper saw that the 

community was in mourning, ñshrouded in gloom by the 

deplorable accident and every heart was touched with 

sorrow.ò83 The funerals for James L. Fleming and Harry 

Skinner Jr. took place on the Sunday after the crash at their 

homes while churches in town closed during services ñout 

of respect for the deceased.ò84 After the funerals, The Daily Reflector described Greenville as the 

ñCity of the Dead,ò estimating that thousands of people from near and far paid their respects for 

the dead in caskets hardly visible under floral arrangements. After Flemingôs funeral in his home, 

a procession of two hundred members of fraternal organizations and nearby lodges led his body 

to Cherry Hill Cemetery in Greenville for an ñimpressiveò graveside Masonic burial ceremony. 

 
82 Figures in Ɂ.ÍÍÐÊÌɯÖÍɯ'ÐÎÏÞÈàɯ/ÖÓÐÊàɯ(ÕÍÖÙÔÈÛÐÖÕɯ- /ÖÓÐÊàɯɧɯ%ÌËÌÙÈÓɯ'ÐÎÏÞÈàɯ ËÔÐÕÐÚÛÙÈÛÐÖÕȮɂɯ4ÕÐÛÌËɯ2ÛÈÛÌÚɯ

Department of Transportation Federal Highway Administration, accessed November 22, 2019, 

https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/policyinformation/statistics/2007/fi200.cfm.  
83 Ɂ6ÏÐÙÓÌËɯ3Öɯ#ÌÈÛÏɯ(Õɯ ÜÛÖȭɂ 
84 Ɂ3ÞÖɯ%ÜÕÌÙÈÓÚɯ2ÜÕËÈàȮɂɯThe Daily Reflector, November 8, 1909. 

Figure 13: The Daily 

Reflector on November 6, 1909, 

announces the crash that killed 

James L. Fleming and Harry 

Skinner Jr. Source: Joyner Library, 

East Carolina University.  
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The newspaper observed, ñevery head was bowed in sorrow, and every heart felt the touch of 

sadness at the loss of two such men, mingled with sympathy for those most sorely bereaved.ò85  

On the pages of at least three editions, The Daily Reflector printed full resolutions 

of esteem and respect for Fleming and Skinner, as well as a tribute by a reverend ñin the behalf 

of the colored citizens of Greenvilleò for the men ñwho contributed to the material advancement 

of this new city ...ò86 Resolutions written by fraternal organizations for Fleming reflected upon 

the profound impact of his unexpected death, 

describing how news of the wreck ñarrived like 

lightning from a clear summer sky,ò throwing a 

ñquiet, peaceful, happy Greenvilleò into distress 

and leaving in its wake a widow and three 

fatherless children.87 In its decree of respect, the 

Knights of Pythias, a fraternal organization created 

to ñheal the cultural wounds caused by the Civil 

War,ò resolved ñthat we mingle our grief with the 

devoted wife and little children of our departed 

brother and extend to them or deepest sympathy, 

with the assurance that we will be ever mindful of 

 
85 Ɂ6ÏÐÙÓÌËɯ3Öɯ#ÌÈÛÏɯ(Õɯ ÜÛÖ;ɂ Ɂ3ÞÖɯ%ÜÕÌÙÈÓÚɯ2ÜÕËÈàȭɂ 
86 Ɂ3ÙÐÉÜÛÌɯÍÙÖÔɯ"ÖÓÖÙÌËɯ/ÌÖ×ÓÌȮɂɯThe Daily Reflector, November 9, 1909. 
87 Ɂ1ÌÚÖÓÜÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ$ÚÛÌÌÔȮɂɯThe Daily Reflector, November 10, 1909, Afternoon edition.  

Figure 14: James L. Fleming's grave 

in Cherry Hill Cemetery in Greenville, 

N.C. Source: www.findagrave.com.  
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their comfort and pleasure.ò88 Demand for information surrounding the fatal crash was so high 

that The Daily Reflector ran out of copies of its November 6, 1909 edition. Extra copies of a 

weekly edition with the original crash account were printed and available at the newspaperôs 

office more than a week later.89 

While The Daily Reflector shared reactions 

of loss from the community at large, messages of sympathy 

poured in from across the state by telegram and letter to 

Flemingôs wife, Loula, who married Fleming in Memorial 

Baptist Church in Greenville when she was twenty-one. 

Over their ten-year marriage, the couple had a son and two 

daughters, and Fleming, who grew up on a farm in 

Greenville and studied law at the University of North 

Carolina, enjoyed an active political life, serving as district 

deputy grand chancellor for Knights of Pythias and two 

terms as the representative for Pitt County in the North 

Carolina Senate.  

Dignitaries from across the state wired their condolences to Loula. Governor 

William Walton Kitchin relayed in a telegram, ñAm distressed beyond expression by yesterdays 

[sic] tragedy we deeply sympathize with you in your sore afliction [sic].ò Secretary of State J. 

 
88 Ɂ1ÌÚÖÓÜÛÐÖÕÚɯÖÍɯ1ÌÚ×ÌÊÛȮɂɯThe Daily Reflector, November 15, 1909, Afternoon edition. The quoted description of the 

founding of Kn ights of Pythias is from East Carolina University Libraries : 

https://digital.lib.ecu.edu/special/ead/findingaids/0437#overview   
89 Ɂ2Ü××ÓàɯÖÍɯ/È×ÌÙÚɯ6ÐÛÏɯ ÜÛÖɯ ÊÊÐËÌÕÛȮɂɯThe Daily Reflector, November 16, 1909, Afternoon edition, sec. Afternoon.  

Figure 15: James L. 

Fleming: Source: University 

Archives, East Carolina 

University.  
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Bryan Grimes cabled, ñYour [sic] have our deepest tenderest sympathy in your irrepairable loss.ò 

And Judge James Smith Manning offered, ñAccept my sincere sympathy in your great 

bereavement.ò  

Letters to Loula from community members revealed a tone of disbelief, an 

internal struggle over accepting the sudden end of Flemingôs life. In a handwritten letter on 

business stationery, friend and lawyer George W. Connor wrote from Wilson, North Carolina, 

ñHe was in my office only last Wednesday ï and I find it hard to realize that I shall never again 

receive his hearty welcome.ò Another friend, life insurance agent Carey J. Hunter, sent a typed 

letter on the morning he learned of the crash from the News & Observer: ñI feel so anxious to do 

or say something in your great distress, and yet naturally we are so powerless and have to submit 

to the unspeakable griefs that come to us.ò Close to home in Pitt County, author and advocate for 

women Sallie Southall Cotten began her handwritten letter, ñNo words can tell you, dear Lula, 

how grieved I am at the awful calamity which has befallen you.ò On the day after the crash, 

Sallie opened her personal line-a-day diary to document the tragedy in 1909, ñDreadful auto 

accident in Greenville. Jim Fleming + Harry Skinner Jr. killed ï two others seriously hurt é 

Awful beyond words.ò90 

At the time of Flemingôs death, Greenville was flourishing with a booming 

tobacco market, a railroad station, and soon-to-be built United States Post Office. The opening of 

the East Carolina Teachersô Training School was part of the growth, the culmination of work by 

Fleming, who introduced the bill in the North Carolina General Assembly to create the school 

 
 90 Letters, in James L. Fleming Papers (#437), East Carolina Manuscript Collection, J. Y. Joyner Library, East Carolina 

University, Greenville, North Carolina, USA; Diary, in the Sallie Southall Cotten Papers #2613, Southern Historical 

"ÖÓÓÌÊÛÐÖÕȮɯ3ÏÌɯ6ÐÓÚÖÕɯ+ÐÉÙÈÙàȮɯ4ÕÐÝÌÙÚÐÛàɯÖÍɯ-ÖÙÛÏɯ"ÈÙÖÓÐÕÈɯÈÛɯ"ÏÈ×ÌÓɯ'ÐÓÓȭɯ2ÈÓÓÐÌɯÜÚÌËɯÛÏÌɯÚ×ÌÓÓÐÕÎɯɁ+ÜÓÈ.ɂ 
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and then fought to have it built in Greenville.91 When Fleming pushed for the school, he argued 

that teacher training schools for Black students existed in eastern North Carolina, but there were 

none for white pupils.92 The legislation for the school, endorsed by Fleming and passed in 1907, 

called for the ñtraining of young white men and women.ò93 The school opened in 1909 with an 

administrative building, two residence halls, dining hall, and infirmary to support 250 students in 

training to become public school teachers in North Carolina.94 

Fleming did not live to see the inauguration and installation of the schoolôs first 

president. During ceremonies delayed by rain and attended by hundreds a week after the 

automobile crash, Flemingôs absence was referred to as ñthe saddest thing,ò and each speech 

ñpaid a beautiful tribute to his memory éò The Evening Chronicle reported.95 After the audience 

stood and sang ñThe Old North State,ò Secretary of State J. Bryan Grimes delivered his remarks, 

calling Pitt County a leader in education and telling the crowd that he hoped Fleming would be 

honored by ñsome kind of monument to his memory placed in the school.ò96 A dormitory built in 

1922 was officially named after Fleming in 1930, and East Carolina Teachersô Training School 

eventually grew into todayôs East Carolina University.97 

Pieced together, a lesson can be observed with the sudden deaths of James L. 

Fleming and Harry Skinner Jr. The loss did not become the sole burden of immediate loved ones, 

 
91 Henry T King, Sketches of Pitt County (Raleigh: Edwards & Broughton Printing Company, 1911), 204. 
92 Ɂ)ÈÔÌÚɯ+ȭɯ%ÓÌÔÐÕÎȮɂɯÈÊÊÌÚÚÌËɯ%ÌÉÙÜÈÙàɯƙȮɯƖƔƖƕȮɯhttps://collectio.ecu.edu/heritagehall/People/James-L-Fleming. 
93 Ɂ Õɯ ÊÛɯÛÖɯ2ÛÐÔÜÓÈÛÌɯ'ÐÎÏɯ2ÊÏÖÖÓɯ(ÕÚÛÙÜÊÛÐÖÕɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ/ÜÉÓÐÊɯ2ÊÏÖÖÓÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ2ÛÈÛÌɯÈÕËɯ3ÌÈÊÏÌÙɯ3ÙÈÐÕÐÕÎȮɂɯÈÊÊÌÚÚÌËɯ

February 6, 2021, https://digital.lib.ecu.edu/exhibits/ecucent/foundin g/pr59/. 
94 King, A Brief History of the County, 204. 
95 Ɂ3ÏÌɯ%ÐÙÚÛɯ/ÙÌÚÐËÌÕÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ2ÛÈÛÌɀÚɯ-ÌÞÌÚÛɯ"ÖÓÓÌÎÌɯ(Úɯ(ÕÈÜÎÜÙÈÛÌËɯÈÛɯ&ÙÌÌÕÝÐÓÓÌȮɂɯThe Evening Chronicle, November 

13, 1909. 
96 Ɂ3ÏÌɯ(ÕÈÜÎÜÙÈÓɯ"ÌÙÌÔÖÕÐÌÚȮɂɯThe Eastern Reflector, November 19, 1909, http://digital.lib.ecu.edu/18069. 
97 Ɂ3ÐÔÌÓÐÕÌȮɂɯ$"4ȮɯÈÊÊÌÚÚÌËɯ,ÈÙÊÏɯƕƜȮɯƖƔƖƕȮɯÏÛÛ×ȯɤɤÌÊÜÊÈÔ×ÜÚÏÐÚÛÖÙà×ÙÖÑÌÊÛȭÞÌÌÉÓàȭÊÖÔɤÛÐÔÌÓÐÕÌȭÏÛÔÓȭ 
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but instead, they were accepted as a shared grief belonging to the whole community. Without 

access to certain primary source material, it is difficult to conclude with certainty how the 

Greenville communityôs collective expressions of grief and memorialization more than one 

hundred years ago may have assisted the people most personally devastated ï the immediate 

families of the men. However, one could deduce that, during such a terrible experience of 

untimely loss, feeling wrapped in public expressions would be sustaining.  

Public Expressions of Grief 

Over the course of a week in 1925, The News and Observer published near daily 

notices about ñSafety Week,ò a campaign that would take place in the city of Raleigh beginning 

on May 24. The goal of the event marked by the slogan ñThe Demon Carelessness Kills and 

Maimsò was to prevent motor vehicle crashes.98 National statistics were grim with the newspaper 

declaring, ñin the last three years more persons have been killed in avoidable automobile 

accidents than there were American soldiers killed on the battlefields of France during the World 

War.ò99 The hope was that a community parade with fire trucks; a safety speech to the Parent 

Teacher Associations and Womanôs Club; two-minute nightly radio broadcasts; a banner across 

Fayetteville Street bearing the weekôs slogan; and posters dotting the city with the phrase, ñPlay 

Fair in Traffic ï Await Your Turn,ò would do something, anything, to alter the alarming trend of 

death. Automobile fatalities in North Carolina had jumped 183 percent in five years, to 376 in 

the year of Raleighôs Safety Week campaign.100  

 
98 Ɂ"ÖÔ×ÓÌÛÌɯ/ÓÈÕÚɯÍÖÙɯ2ÈÍÌÛàɯ6ÌÌÒȮɂɯThe News and Observer, May 16, 1925. 
99 Ɂ6ÐÓÓɯ!ÙÖÈËÊÈÚÛɯ2ÈÍÌÛàɯ2×ÌÌÊÏÌÚȮɂɯThe News and Observer, May 21, 1925. 
100 !ÜÙÌÈÜȮɯɁ2ÛÈÛÐÚÛÐÊÈÓɯ ÉÚÛÙÈÊÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ4ÕÐÛÌËɯ2ÛÈÛÌÚȮɂ for years 1921 and 1929, automobile fatalities in North Carolina. 
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An ñepidemic of automobile fatalitiesò extended across America in the early 

decades of the twentieth century, according to historian David Blanke, author of Hell on 

Wheels.101 He connects a rise in deaths starting about 1915 to the success of the Ford assembly 

lines that made vehicles more affordable and accessible to the masses.102 By the early 1920s, 

more than half of all registered 

automobiles across the globe 

were Ford vehicles, cementing 

the Model Tôs legacy as the 

car that ñput the world on 

wheelsò with more than fifteen 

million produced and sold 

before production of the 

Model T ended in 1927.103 The 

price of the Model T, billed as 

a vehicle that could handle 

most road conditions and reach 

speeds up to 40 mph, had dropped to $260 by 1924 from its 1908 debut price of $850.104 And in 

1925, ñé Model Tôs rolled off the line at the rate of one every 10 seconds.ò105 With a Ford 

 
101 Blanke, Hell on Wheels, 91. 
102 Blanke, Hell on Wheels, 51. 
103 Ɂ3ÏÌɯ,ÖËÌÓɯ3Ȯɂɯ%ÖÙËɯ"Örporate, accessed March 18, 2021, https://www.corporate.ford.com/articles/history/the-

model-t.html.  
104 Blanke; 36; Ɂ-ÈÛÐÖÕÈÓ Register of Historic Places Inventory -- -ÖÔÐÕÈÛÐÖÕɯ%ÖÙÔɂɯȹ4ÕÐÛÌËɯ2ÛÈÛÌÚɯ#Ì×ÈÙÛÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ

Interior, June 2, 1978), https://catalog.archives.gov/id/25338791. 
105 Ɂ-ÈÛÐÖÕÈÓɯ1ÌÎÐÚÛÌÙɯÖÍɯ'ÐÚÛÖÙÐÊɯ/ÓÈÊÌÚɯ(ÕÝÌÕÛÖÙàɯ-- -ÖÔÐÕÈÛÐÖÕɯ%ÖÙÔȭɂ 

Figure 16: Ford assembly plant under construction in 

Charlotte, North Carolina, in 1924. A Ford branch was 

established in the city 1914, but it moved to another area in 

the city in 1916, then this plant was built. Source: From the 

collections of The Henry Ford . 
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branch in Charlotte, North Carolina, assembling cars and trucks from 1914 through the 1932 

models, and 530 dealerships selling various vehicle brands across the state, the automobile age 

had taken hold in North Carolina, where a ñfondness for the Model T mirrored that of the rest of 

the nation, and Tar Heel automobile dealers fortunate enough to obtain them had no difficulty in 

selling them.ò106  

However, the rapid adoption of the automobile resulted in disastrous 

consequences in communities across the country. The late 1910s into the 1920s were accentuated 

by public safety campaigns to reduce the number of deaths, and in larger cities, some events 

served as public displays or memorials to the dead, which Peter D. Norton documents in a 

chapter in his book, Fighting Traffic: The Dawn of the Motor Age in the American City.107 

Norton examines the clash among pedestrians, motorists, and automakers over the use of urban 

streets after the introduction of motor cars in the early twentieth century. He points out that 

publicizing the ñhuman sufferingò became a central strategy of local organizers, many of whom 

were parents whose children were struck and killed by speeding autos in free-for-all streets that 

were not designed for cars and had limited or no traffic laws.108 ñWith public participation, safety 

drives became heated expressions of grief and anger, such as one would expect at the burial of 

 
106  Ɂ#Öɯ8ÖÜɯ'ÈÝÌɯÈɯ3ÐÔÌÓÐÕÌɯÖÍɯ%ÖÙËɯ,ÖÛÖÙɯ"ÖÔ×ÈÕàɯ ÚÚÌÔÉÓàɯ/ÓÈÕÛÚȳɯ-  ÚÒ4ÚȮɂɯÈÊÊÌÚÚÌËɯ,ÈÙÊÏɯƕƚȮɯƖƔƖƕȮɯ

https://askus.thehenryfo rd.org/faq/140528; Ireland, Entering the Auto Age, 58, 55;  the research center at The Henry 

Ford provided me with a "History  of Charlotte Branch," a one-page document from 1941.  
107 Peter D. Norton, Fighting Traffic (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 2008), 34. In 

ÛÏÌɯÊÏÈ×ÛÌÙȮɯɁ!ÓÖÖËȮɯ&ÙÐÌÍȮɯÈÕËɯ ÕÎÌÙȮɂɯ-ÖÙÛÖÕɯÖÍÍÌÙÚɯÈÕɯÌßÊÌÓÓÌÕÛɯËÐÚÊÜÚÚÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÚÈÍÌÛàɯÊÈÔ×ÈÐÎÕÚɯÈÚɯ×ÜÉÓÐÊɯÎÙÐÌÍɯ

expressions in the early twentieth century. While he focuses on pedestrians, his analysis was refreshing because he 

goes beyond statistics to put a human face on numbers.  
108 Norton, Fighting Traffic, 36. 
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the victims of a massacre,ò Norton 

writes. ñAfter all, to many city 

people, dead pedestrians, and 

especially dead children, were the 

innocent victims of murder.ò109    

In Cleveland, Ohio, 

for instance, thousands marched to a 

public square in 1919 in a ñsafety 

firstò parade that included a float 

that carried local resident Leonora 

Bortz, who acted as ñGodess [sic] of 

Safety.ò110 Her arms were stretched over two children as if shielding them from ñthe menacing 

figure of death.ò111 Another float ferried safety council convention members who were covered in 

bandages ñto represent what happens to those who leap before they look.ò112  

In addition to parades, monuments were displayed in memory of the dead. During 

childrenôs day of safety week in New York City in 1922, Dr. Royal S. Copeland, New York City 

Commissioner of Public Health, addressed a crowd of more than 200 ñmoist-eyedò mothers, who 

had gathered in a meadow at a plaster monument for child victims. In his dedication of the 

memorial, Copeland reported that ñlast year almost 1,000 persons were killed on the highways of 

 
109 Norton, Fighting Traffic, 37. 
110 Ɂ3ÏÖÜÚÈÕËÚɯ,ÈÙÊÏɯÐÕɯ2ÈÍÌÛàɯ/ÈÙÈËÌȮɂɯCleveland Plain Dealer, October 3, 1919. "ÐÛÌËɯÐÕɯ-ÖÙÛÖÕɀÚɯFighting Traffic. 
111 Ɂ3ÏÖÜÚÈÕËÚɯ,ÈÙÊÏɯÐÕɯ2ÈÍÌÛàɯ/ÈÙÈËÌȭɂ 
112 Ɂ3ÏÖÜÚÈÕËÚɯ,ÈÙÊÏɯÐÕɯ2ÈÍÌÛàɯ/ÈÙÈËÌȭɂ 

Figure 17: People, automobiles and a horse-

drawn carriage on a street in New York, 1916. Source: 

Paul Strand, Library of Congress.  
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the city, a greater mortality than resulted from measles, scarlet fever and whooping cough 

combined é May the memory of these children cause us to devise methods to save their 

companions and others who will bless us in the days to come.ò113  

In another illustration of public grief, St. Louis, Missouri, put up a monument 

during safety week in 1923 to mourn thirty-two children 

killed by automobiles in the cityôs streets that year.114 

Nearby, a prop in the form of a large speedometer 

showed the number of vehicle deaths in the city. During 

the dedication ceremony attended by several hundred 

people, a military blimp dropped safety literature from 

the air, funeral dirges played, and children placed 

flowers at the foot of the monument bearing the 

inscription, ñIn memory of child life sacrificed on the 

altar of haste and recklessness.ò115  

The mayor of the city, Henry Kiel, 

addressed citizens, imploring, ñHooch and gasoline donôt 

mix. Many an accident is caused by the mental condition 

of the driver. Careful driving should begin even before 

the machine is entered.ò116 But the exhibits and pleas to 

 
113 ɁƕƔȮƔƔƔɯ"ÏÐÓËÙÌÕɯ)ÖÐÕɯ2ÈÍÌÛàɯ,ÈÙÊÏȮɂɯThe New York Times, October 10, 1922. 
114 Ɂ2Ûȭɯ+ÖÜÐÚɀÚɯ,ÖÕÜÔÌÕÛɯÛÖɯ"ÏÐÓËÙÌÕɯ*ÐÓÓÌËɯÉàɯ"ÈÙÚȮɂɯThe Literary Digest, December 8, 1923. "ÐÛÌËɯÐÕɯ#ÈÝÐËɯ!ÓÈÕÒÌɀÚȮɯ

Hell on Wheels.  
115 Ɂ#ÌËÐÊÈÛÌɯ2ÈÍÌÛàɯ,ÌÔÖÙÐÈÓȮɂɯSt. Joseph News-Press, November 20, 1923. 
116 Ɂ2Ûȭɯ+ÖÜÐÚɀÚɯ,ÖÕÜÔÌÕÛɯÛÖɯ"ÏÐÓËÙÌÕɯ*ÐÓÓÌËɯÉàɯ"ÈÙÚȮɂɯThe Literary Digest, December 8, 1923, 52. 

Figure 18: A monument 

erected during Safety Week in 

memory of children killed by cars 

in St. Louis, Missouri, in 1923. 

Source: The Literary Digest . 
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stop the ñdreadful slaughterò didnôt seem to affect much positive change.117 The opening of 

safety week saw four people killed in car crashes in St. Louis.118 Still, the overt displays gave 

voice to the bereaved. As Norton maintains in Fighting Traffic, ñthe fear and anger of many city 

people, their accusations against motorists and their cars, and their public displays of grief for the 

innocent victims constituted a threat to the future of the automobile in the American city.ò119  

By 1927, the United States had recorded 25,800 total motor vehicle traffic deaths 

during that year alone with pedestrians accounting for 42 percent of the death toll.120  

An Unbearable Sorrow 

Oscar Arthur Kirkman Jr., a lawyer from High Point, North Carolina, was 

traveling to Raleigh with his father, Oscar Arthur Kirkman Sr., and mother Lulu, on a late 

Sunday afternoon in July of 1930. Kirkman Jr. was behind the wheel of the car, traveling about 

45 miles per hour when, near a small town in Nash County, he tried to pass a ñbig gasoline 

truck.ò Around the same time, the truck driver pulled to the left to turn into a road ahead. At that 

point, the High Point Enterprise recounted, ñMr. Kirkman pulled his car short to the right in an 

effort to avoid a crash by passing around the rear of the truck but finding the truck to be of such 

 
117 Ɂ2Ûȭɯ+ÖÜÐÚɀÚɯ,ÖÕÜÔÌÕÛɯÛÖɯ"ÏÐÓËÙÌÕɯ*ÐÓÓÌËɯÉàɯ"ÈÙÚȮɂ 54. 
118 Ɂ2Ûȭɯ+ÖÜÐÚɀÚɯ,ÖÕÜÔÌÕÛɯÛÖɯ"ÏÐÓËÙÌÕɯ*ÐÓÓÌËɯÉàɯ"ÈÙÚȮɂ 52. Figure for number of  deaths at opening of Safety Week is 

from the  St. Joseph News-Press article on November 20, 1923. 
119 Norton, Fighting Traffic, 24. 
120 42ɯ"ÌÕÚÜÚɯ!ÜÙÌÈÜȮɯɁ'ÐÚÛÖÙÐÊÈÓɯ2ÛÈÛÐÚÛÐÊÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ4ÕÐÛÌËɯ2ÛÈÛÌÚȮɯ"ÖÓÖÕÐÈÓɯ3ÐÔÌÚɯÛÖɯƕƝƛƔȮɂɯ3Ïe United States Census 

Bureau, accessed October 11, 2020, https://www.census.gov/library/publications/1975/compendia/hist_stats_colonial-

1970.html. 
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length that he could not pass Mr. Kirkman drove his automobile into a sign board at the side of 

the highway.ò121 

 An ambulance transported the Kirkman family to Carolina General Hospital in 

Wilson. Kirkman Sr., general manager of the High Point, Thomasville and Denton Railroad, 

suffered a fractured skull and died a few days later. His son and wife survived the wreck, but 

Kirkman Jr. had a ñnervous breakdownò after the crash, and Lulu suddenly became a widow just 

days before their 32nd wedding anniversary. She would never be the same.122  

Correspondence in the Kirkman Family Papers at the University of North 

Carolina at Chapel Hill suggests the struggle the family faced in the aftermath of the crash that 

occurred in a year when an average of eighty-five people were killed every day by motor 

vehicles in the United States. The familyôs experience offers a glimpse into the fallout from the 

popularity of automobiles, as well as a view into how doctors at the time handled a bereaved 

widow and her reaction to the unexpected death of her husband. In the months following the 

crash, friends and citizens expressed their sorrow in telegrams and letters over the death of 

Kirkman Sr. After learning from a newspaper about the crash, a friend wrote well wishes to the 

elder Kirkman before knowing he had died from the injuries, ñwe almost take our lives in our 

hand every time we go on the road. I gather that you had started for an outing somewhere, and 

am sorry that you have to undergo all this suffering + shock.ò A friend of Kirkman Jr.ôs lamented 

the rise of the automobile, declaring in a letter, ñin other ages men were taken off by the plague, 

 
121 Ɂ.ȭ ȭɯ*ÐÙÒÔÈÕɯ!ÈËÓàɯ'ÜÙÛɯ(Õɯ ÜÛÖÔÖÉÐÓÌɯ ÊÊÐËÌÕÛȰɯ6ÐÍÌɯÈÕËɯ2ÖÕɯ(ÕÑÜÙÌËȮɂɯThe High Point Enterprise, July 28, 

1930, https://catalog.lib.unc.edu/catalog/UNCb2767342. 
122 Ɂ.ȭ ȭɯ*ÐÙÒÔÈÕɯ!ÈËÓàɯ'ÜÙÛɯ(Õɯ ÜÛÖÔÖÉÐÓÌɯ ÊÊÐËÌÕÛȰɯ6ÐÍÌɯÈÕËɯ2ÖÕɯ(ÕÑÜÙÌËɂ; Ɂ*ÐÙÒÔÈÕɀÚɯ"ÖÕËÐÛÐÖÕɯ(Úɯ6ÖÙÚÌɯ-- 

+ÖÊÈÓɯ#ÖÊÛÖÙÚɯÈÕËɯ1ÌÓÈÛÐÝÌÚɯ&Öɯ3Öɯ6ÐÓÚÖÕȮɂɯThe High Point Enterprise, July 30, 1930. 
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now it is the automobile! What can 

be done to make them safer! I am 

so sorry for you and your dear 

mother. It is fortunate for her that 

she has so strong a figure as you to 

stand by her.ò123 

Within two months 

of his fatherôs death, Kirkman Jr. 

had given up his law practice and 

succeeded his father as general 

manager of the High Point, 

Thomasville and Denton Railroad, 

which his father founded. He 

continued serving as a leader in a 

business fraternity but cut back his 

travel to the chapters, and, as the 

only surviving child, he dedicated himself to caring for his mother, Mrs. Lulu Kirkman.  

After the crash, Kirkman Jr. wrote to well-wishers, thanking them for their 

sympathy, and in a letter to a fraternity brother, he blamed the crash on a Standard Oil company 

truck for ñturning to the left in front of us on the highway without giving a warning signal.ò In 

 
123 Correspondence, in the Kirkman Family Papers #4832, Southern Historical Collection, Wilson Library, University 

of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.  

Figure 19: Portrait of Oscar Kirkman Sr., left, his 

wife Lul u Kirkman, and their son, Oscar Kirkman Jr. , at 

their home in High Point, North Carolina. Date 

unknown. Source: J. Larkin Kirkman.  
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other letters, Kirkman Jr. did not elaborate on the wreck but offered insight into the emotional 

toll two months into mourning, describing the loss as the ñsaddest event of our lives,ò adding, 

ñthere is little that we can say at such a time and since our load is heavy perhaps the least we say 

the better éò124  

One can only imagine Kirkman Jr.ôs heavy burden as the driver of the car that 

crashed, kill ing his father and leaving his mother a widow. A church pastor reassured Kirkman 

Jr., writing to let him know of the ñbeautiful prideò that Kirkman Sr. had for him, a son who 

would later marry and become a state senator and state representative for North Carolina. As if 

cheering on the younger Kirkman, the pastor counseled him and set a high standard when he 

advised, ñI need not for a moment attempt to remind you of the responsibility so suddenly thrust 

upon you by the unfortunate accident. You are aware é and I have every confidence in your 

ability to meet your task in a brave and commanding manner.ò125 

While he mourned his father, Kirkman Jr. witnessed his grieving motherôs 

declining health after the car wreck. She weighed less than ninety pounds, needed the care of a 

nurse, and had spent two months in bed with wounds, including a dislocated right jaw, broken rib 

and internal injuries from the crash. She and her son made a point of leaving their home in High 

Point for two weeks for the first Christmas after the crash. ñIt has been lonesome for her, of 

course, and there is no way to prevent this,ò Kirkman Jr. acknowledged in a letter in March 

1931. By early fall of 1931, he was exchanging letters and telegrams from home in High Point or 

on business, while his mother was at The Washington Sanitarium and Hospital, a medical facility 

 
124 Ibid.  
125 Ibid . 
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run by the Seventh-day Adventist Church in Takoma Park on the outskirts of Washington, D.C. 

In a letter fifteen months after the crash, Kirkman Jr. urged her to ñtry and get yourself in a good 

state of mind. Once you start you will gain quickly and keep it.ò126   

Meanwhile, the Washington Sanitarium and Hospital medical director, Dr. D.H. 

Kress, kept Kirkman Jr. aware of his motherôs condition, informing him that she had gained at 

least fourteen pounds since arriving at Washington Sanitarium and Hospital and that the 

prognosis for returning home looked good if she gained a few more pounds. The medical director 

observed that Mrs. Kirkman worried about the ñpast, present and futureò and offered a 

prescription for her: ñif she could be encouraged to take a little interest in things about her, trying 

to help somebody else, it would be of great help to her. é I must say this, that she is more 

cheerful than she has been. She smiles more and has a better facial expression.ò127  

Of course, Mrs. Kirkman was devastated. She forever lost the physical presence 

of the man she married at age twenty-two in Guilford County, the partner who shared the 

heartache when they lost their four-month-old daughter, Mary Elizabeth Kirkman, to typhoid 

fever. An entrepreneur and lover of animals, Kirkman Sr. tended to small farms where he grew 

the feed for his horses and mules. In an ironic turn of events after Kirkman Sr.ôs death, his 

beloved German Shepherd, Buck, was put down after a driver who was backing out of a garage 

struck Buck, breaking his back.128  

 
126 Ibid.  
127 Correspondence, in the Kirkman Family Papers #4832, Southern Historical Collection, Wilson Library, University 

of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. Information and quotes are from letters by D.H. Kress on Jan. 7, 1932, and Jan. 19, 

1932, to Kirkman Jr. 
128 Audio Recording, in the Kirkman Family Papers #4832, Southern Historical Collection, Wilson Library, University 

of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.  
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A eulogy written by a lodge brother for Kirkman Sr. described his big heart, 

recalling how during a heavy snow in High Point, Kirkman Sr.  hauled his own wood, ñloading 

and unloading with his own hands, to give warmth and comfort to the needy poor.ò A ñman of 

genius in business, in humor, in philosophy,ò Kirkman Sr. turned around a broke railroad with 

ñbull-dog tenacityò in 1923, and by 1930, the year he died in the crash, ñHigh Point, Thomasville 

and Denton Railroad stands today a monument to the man, and one of the finest contributions to 

commercial life of this community.ò129 A traveler, Kirkman Sr. maintained his own railroad car 

on a track spur in front of his property in High Point, and as owner of a railroad, he connected his 

railcar at no charge to trains that came through the city. He traversed extensively by rail, and his 

wife ñkept always at least one bag packed.ò130 

By the spring of 1932, Mrs. Kirkman appears to have no longer been at 

Washington Sanitarium and Hospital because a Western Union letter from her son was delivered 

to their High Point home, where she once took pleasure in designing the propertyôs well-known, 

formal gardens. From New York City on April 14, 1932, Kirkman Jr. cabled that he had arrived 

and told his mother, ñTHINK OF THE NEXT TWENTY YEARS AS MOST WORTHWHILE 

IN YOUR LIFE WE ALL LOVE YOU AND NEED YOU SO LOOK FORWARD NOT BACK 

UP NOT DOWN OUT NOT IN ALL MY LOVE = SON.ò131 By the following spring in 1933, 

however, Mrs. Kirkman was admitted to The Tucker Sanatorium in Richmond, Virginia, where 

 
129 O. Arthur Kirkman, in the Kirkman Family Papers #4832, Southern Historical Collection, Wilson Library, University of 

North Carolina at Chapel Hill. Eulogy by the Elk Lodge of which Kirkman was a charter member.  
130 William S. Jr. PÙÐÊÌȮɯɁ-ÈÛÐÖÕÈÓɯ1ÌÎÐÚÛÌÙɯÖÍɯ'ÐÚÛÖÙÐÊɯ/ÓÈÊÌÚɯ1ÌÎÐÚÛÙÈÛÐÖÕɯ%ÖÙÔɂɯȹ4ÕÐÛÌËɯ2ÛÈÛÌÚɯ#Ì×ÈÙÛÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ

Interior National Park Service, November 4, 1987), https://files.nc.gov/ncdcr/nr/GF0179.pdf. 
131 Western Union, in the Kirkman Family Papers #4832, Southern Historical Collection, Wilson Library, University of 

North Carolina at Chapel Hill.  
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people went for treatment of ñnervous diseases.ò132 With nurses and a doctor on-site, the now-

demolished brick and stucco facility might have passed for a residential estate on the tree-lined 

block. The sanatorium included departments of hydrotherapy, massage and medical exercises, 

medical electricity, and laboratory analysis. A brochure for the facility described, ñseveral large 

verandas, shady trees, pleasant walks and flowered lawns add to the comfort of the convalescent 

patient.ò133 

A report by Dr. Douglas VanderHoof for The Tucker Sanatorium described Mrs. 

Kirkmanôs state as of April 20, 1933: she rarely cried, walked the floor and screamed at times, 

complained of 

aching legs and 

thought 

something was 

wrong with her 

neck. Doctors 

were aware of a 

cerebral concussion from the crash that left her ñpractically unconsciousò for ten days, but they 

appeared unable to relate and wrestled with her mental and physical condition, even ordering a 

head x-ray in the event a diagnosis of a fractured skull was missed after the wreck. They 

described Mrs. Kirkman, then fifty-seven, as ñself-centeredò and ñhypochondriacal.ò  

 
132 The Tucker Sanatorium: Madison and Franklin Streets, Richmond, VA (Richmond, Virginia: Whittet and Shepperson, 

1915). The eight-page illustrated brochure publicize d weekly rates for private rooms between $22.50 to $50. 

Additional fees were charged for medicine, laundry, a Ú×ÌÊÐÈÓɯÕÜÙÚÌɯÈÕËɯËÖÊÛÖÙɀÚɯ×ÙÖÍÌÚÚÐÖÕÈÓɯÚÌÙÝÐÊÌÚȭɯ 
133 Ibid.  

Figure 20: Advertisement for The Tucker Sanatorium in 1922. 

Source: Southern Medical Journal . 
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Yet, at the same time, Dr. VanderHoof acknowledged her emotional response, 

noting that she ñhas been extremely depressed since her husbandôs death. Her chief enjoyment in 

the past has been her home and flowers. Says she used to help her husband in his business and go 

to the office daily.ò The doctor diagnosed Mrs. Kirkman with ñpsychoneurosisò connected to the 

crash that killed her husband nearly three years prior. ñIt is believed that this patient needs 

sanatorium treatment over 

a considerable period of 

time,ò Dr. VanderHoof 

wrote in the report. He 

also noted that Mrs. 

Kirkman would be ñmuch 

helped by medicinal doses 

of whiskey before mealsò 

but recommended that 

they be mixed with 

ñsimple bittersò so she 

would not know about the 

whiskey.134   

After Kirkman Jr. received Dr. VanderHoofôs report, he wrote to the head of The 

Tucker Sanatorium, Dr. Beverley R. Tucker. Kirkman Jr. accepted the recommendation to keep 

 
134 Various correspondence from doctors, in the Kirkman Family Papers #4832, Southern Historical Collection, Wilson 

Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.  

Figure 21: Telegram from Oscar Kirkman Jr. to his mother 

in 1932. Source: Kirkman Family Papers #4832, Southern 

Historical Collection, Wilson Library, University of North 

Carolina at Chapel Hill.  
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his mother in the sanatorium but expressed concern about being able to sustain the cost of her 

stay. Sadly, Kirkman Jr. had been told by Dr. Tucker not to visit his mother, and he had stopped 

writing to doctors to inquire of her condition because he placed ñcomplete confidenceò in their 

ñwide experience.ò However, Kirkman Jr. could not help but dig deeper for answers. Friends 

were not allowed to visit his mother, and Kirkman Jr. asked Dr. Tucker, 

is this because you wish to simply keep her quiet, is it because she does not wish 

to see company, or is her condition such that she should not see company? Except 

for a birthday present, which she purchased at Miller-Rhodes and sent to me at 

Easter time, I have not heard a word direct from her. I have written her almost 

daily only cheerful things. I presume she has received these letters. 

 

He asked Dr. Tucker to let his mother know that he had inquired about her and to let her know 

ñour one desire is to help her.ò135  

The doctor replied to Kirkman Jr. on May 3, 1933, indicating that a sanatorium 

staff doctor had sent him two letters from his mother. Dr. Tucker also provided rationale for 

sequestering his mother, explaining,  

I think it has been generally recognized by all physicians treating these cases that 

they get well faster when not seeing relatives and friends; as soon as they do see 

them they are mentally back home and they can not [sic] resist recalling all the 

discomforts and going over them.136 

 

By summer of 1933, doctors were talking about allowing Mrs. Kirkman to take a 

trip to a beach with a woman who might have been a nurse. Dr. Tucker wrote to Kirkman Jr., 

ñwe are telling Mrs. Kirkman that if she takes this little trip and does well you can come up to 

 
135 Letter from Oscar Kirkman Jr. to Dr Beverley R. Tucker, in the Kirkman Family Papers #4832, Southern Historical 

Collection, Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.  
136 "ÏÌÙàÓɯ!ÜÙÒÌȮɯɁ%ÈÔÐÓÐÌÚɯ2ÛÙÜÎÎÓÌɯÞÐÛÏɯ+ÖÚÚȮɯ#6(ɯ+ÈÞÚȮɂɯ"ÈÙÖÓÐÕÈɯ"ÖÈÚÛɯ.ÕÓÐÕÌȮɯ ×ÙÐÓɯƙȮɯƖƔƔƝȮɯ

https://www.carolinacoastonline.com/news_times/news/article_582b2800-677f-5a75-947c-a757dcb8f00c.html. 
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see her when she comes back.ò The letter was written a few days before the third anniversary of 

Kirkman Sr.ôs death, a milestone that may have triggered Mrs. Kirkman in the past because the 

doctor assured her son that ñwe shall watch Mrs. Kirkman especially on July the thirtieth.ò137  

Three years later, on March 25, 1936, Mrs. Kirkman died at The Tucker 

Sanatorium. The Certificate of Death from the Commonwealth of Virginia listed ñcerebral 

concussionò and ñpost traumatic psychoneurosisò as the principal causes of death and ñbronchial 

pneumoniaò as a contributing cause but not related. She was sixty years old.138 

Mrs. Kirkmanôs husband was among 629 deaths caused by motor vehicles in 

North Carolina in 1930 ï and one of 29,080 fatalities nationwide that year.139 Despite the 

carnage, the fervor at the time seemed to center on new car models, including ones on display at 

the 30th annual National Automobile Show in New York City in 1930. The New York Times 

covered the six-day exhibition on four floors of Grand Central Palace with forty-six brands of 

passenger cars in varying body designs and colors, as well as accessories and shop equipment by 

180 manufacturers.140 Thousands of people were expected to attend the event with press coverage 

noting how manufacturers understood that people desired cars that ñplease the eye as well as 

satisfy the desire to go somewhere,ò The New York Times wrote in its un-bylined story about the 

show. The article spoke on behalf of the motorist, contending that a car ñmust have smoothness, 

 
137 Letter from Dr. Beverley R. Tucker to Oscar Kirkman Jr. on July 28, 1933, in the Kirkman  Family Papers #4832, 

Southern Historical Collection, Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.  
138 Ɂ5ÐÙÎÐÕÐÈȮɯ4ȭ2ȭȮɯ#ÌÈÛÏɯ1ÌÊÖÙËÚȮɯƕƝƕƖ-2014 -  ÕÊÌÚÛÙà+ÐÉÙÈÙàȭ"ÖÔȮɂɯÈÊÊÌÚÚÌËɯ)ÈÕÜÈÙàɯƖƗȮɯƖƔƖƕȮɯ

https://search.ancestrylibrary.com/cgi -

bin/sse.dll?indiv=1&dbid=9278&h=114968&tid=&pid=&queryId=06f0480d383479e6c6f9689ecc3ea51b&usePUB=true&

_phsrc=nEG216&_phstart=successSource. 
139 4ȭ2ȭɯ"ÌÕÚÜÚɯ!ÜÙÌÈÜȮɯɁ2ÛÈÛÐÚÛÐÊÈÓɯ ÉÚÛÙÈÊÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ4ÕÐÛÌËɯ2ÛÈÛÌÚȯɯƕƝƗƗȭɂɯ 
140 Ɂ"ÈÙÚɯÍÖÙɯ ÓÓɯ ÙÌɯÖÕɯ#ÐÚ×ÓÈàȮɂɯThe New York Times, January 5, 1930. 

https://archive.nytimes .com/www.nytimes.com/ref/membercenter/nytarchive.html.  
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speed, flexibility and power, without discomfort to driver and passengers, and it is up to the 

automotive engineers to supply these things.ò141  

Another column in The New York Times during the week of the auto show, 

ñPeople Enriched by Automobiles,ò did not mention vehicle deaths. The piece was authored by 

Alvan Macauley, president of the National Automobile Chamber of Commerce and president of 

Packard Motor Car Company. He told readers that cars in the United States would traverse 150 

billion miles in 1930, that vehicle registrations had reached at least 26 million, and that each 

vehicle was expected to travel an annual average of 6,000 miles. ñIf America has the greatest 

freedom of any nation through transportation, China has the least through want of 

transportation,ò Macauley boasted. ñThis heritage of transportation which has lifted America to 

the heights of personal freedom is being sought eagerly by other countries.ò Other than a 

mention of ñmore effectiveò brakes on vehicle models, style and design took the front-seat, and 

safety and driver behavior were left behind. Instead, Macauley wrote, ñPossibly the greatest 

gains are to be seen in the body construction. There is more room, better upholstery and great 

care for variety and harmony in the colors. The arts have gone hand in hand with scientific 

achievement.ò142 

Meanwhile, in North Carolina in the 1930s, experts and government officials 

were studying how to prevent crashes in the state. Among measures, the General Assembly 

passed the Driverôs License Act in 1935 after 1,000 people had died on the stateôs roads.143 The 

 
141 Ibid.  
142  ÓÝÈÕɯ,ÈÊÈÜÓÌàȮɯɁ/ÌÖ×ÓÌɯ$ÕÙÐÊÏÌËɯÉàɯ ÜÛÖÔÖÉÐÓÌÚȮɆɯThe New York Times, January 5, 1930, 

http://timesmachine.nytimes.com/timesmachine/1930/01/05/132756302.pdf. 
143 Ɂ#ÙÐÝÌÙɀÚɯ+ÐÊÌÕÚÌÚɯɧɯ-"×ÌËÐÈȮɂɯÈÊÊÌÚÚÌËɯ ×ÙÐÓɯƕƛȮɯƖƔƖƕȮɯÏÛÛ×ÚȯɤɤÞÞÞȭÕÊ×ÌËÐÈȭÖÙÎɤËÙÐÝÌÙÚ-licenses. 
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law made licenses mandatory, but initially, a test was not required. Also, that year, The Institute 

of Government in Chapel Hill, published 250,000 copies of ñGuides to Highway Safety,ò a 

booklet to raise awareness among residents, public officials, students, and teachers about the 

shared responsibility in preventing automobile crashes. Inside the publication, under the title 

ñDeath Takes No Holidayò the editors declared, ñHere in North Carolina we are killing our 

citizens on the highways at a rate of three a day, and we are injuring and maiming thirty-five or 

forty others per day.ò144  

The booklet provided in-depth North Carolina statistics by Harry Tucker, 

professor of Highway Engineering at State College (now North Carolina State University), who 

studied highway crashes in the state and country, and whose nationwide analysis appeared in The 

New York Times in 1930. For North Carolina, the data in the booklet revealed facts about the 

kinds of wrecks in the state at the time: roughly one-third were collisions with pedestrians and a 

quarter involved other automobiles; most crashes occurred in clear weather, and most fatal 

crashes happened on dry roads; most people killed on highways were between fifteen and sixty-

four years old; and excessive speed and reckless driving were major causes of highway fatalities. 

ñNegligence and violation of the law cause most accidents,ò the booklet proclaimed. ñThere is no 

excuse for either.ò Using a metric of gasoline consumption, North Carolina ranked first in the 

country with the highest automobile mortality rate. The editors applauded the good, hard-

surfaced roads in the state, but warned, ñ. . . we are fast dyeing the shining white pavements red 

ï red with the blood of thousands of citizens. Death stalks every traveller [sic].ò145 

 
144 Harry W. McGalliard, Guides to Highway Safety, vol. 4, Guidebook Series (Chapel Hill, N.C.: The Institute of 

Government, 1935), 5. 
145 McGalliard.  
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A Governorôs Expressions of Sympathy  

Nearly thirty years later, on May 31, 1962, Governor Terry Sanford spoke to the 

residents of North Carolina from a television studio in Raleigh. The speech, about twenty-nine 

minutes in duration, covered one topic: traffic safety. Sanford began his address with an 

emotional story that humanized dry statistics representing automobile traffic deaths. Dressed in 

jacket and tie, Sanford looked into the lens and told viewers that he had received a letter from a 

mother in the Eastern part of the state. In the letter, the mother told Sanford that her son was 

driving from Wilmington when he was killed while trying to avoid a speeding car that crossed 

the center line in the road. Drawing from the letter, Sanford explained, 

é the woman asked me what kind of roads we have in this state when death is a 

constant traveler? I have the letter here that this mother wrote, and I read this 

paragraph from it: óIf there was a man shooting at people on U.S. 421, you would 

try to have him arrested. Why donôt you have speeders and reckless people 

arrested? Somebodyôs being killed nearly every day.ô146 

 

That motherôs son was among the 1,325 people killed on roads in North Carolina 

in 1962, a year that saw 38,980 motor vehicle traffic fatalities in the United States.147 The 

fatalities came before significant automobile and highway safety reform in the country. For 

instance, seat belt legislation in North Carolina wouldnôt arrive until 1963 when lawmakers 

required that all automobiles, starting with 1964 models, come with seat belt attachments when 

sold.148 A few years later, prompted in part by attorney Ralph Naderôs book Unsafe at Any Speed, 

 
146 Sanford traffic safety address, 31 May 1962, in the Terry Sanford Papers #3531, Southern Historical Collection, The 

Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.  
147 Ɂ-ÖÙÛÏɯ"ÈÙÖÓÐÕÈɯƖƔƕƝɯ3ÙÈÍÍÐÊɯ"ÙÈÚÏɯ%ÈÊÛÚȮɂ 11;  Ɂ-'32 Ȯɂ Motor Vehicle Traffic Fatalities and Fatality Rates, 1899-

2018. 
148 #ÈÝÐËɯ3ȭɯ+ÈÔÉÌÙÛȮɯɁ'ÐÎÏÞÈàɯ2ÈÍÌÛàɯÍÙÖÔɯƕƝƔƔ-ƕƝƛƚɯÐÕɯ-ÖÙÛÏɯ"ÈÙÖÓÐÕÈȭɂɯȹ1ÈÓÌÐÎÏȯɯ-ȭ"ȭɯ#Ì×ÛȭɯÖÍɯ,ÖÛÖÙɯ5ÌÏÐÊÓÌÚɯ

State Highway Patrol, 1963., May 24, 1964), 3. 
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which examined how auto manufacturers put sleek looks and features over safety, federal 

lawmakers passed the National Traffic and Motor Vehicle Safety Act of 1966. By 1968, federal 

motor vehicle standards required features such as seat belts and other protective elements, but 

convincing drivers to wear seat belts would take another decades-long campaign. 

Day after day in 

in the early 1960s in North 

Carolina before auto reform, 

newspapers carried headlines 

about deadly wrecks, often 

positioned near automobile and 

grocery advertisements: ñ2 Die 

Instantly, 3 Hurt in Wreck Near 

Nelsonò; ñHead-On Crash Kills 

3 To Lead N.C. Violence Toll 

For Weekendò; ñAuto Crash 

Kills Youth.ò Like a quick 

glance weather forecast, The Durham Sun featured a ñHighway Bloodshedò box score that 

provided readers with the number of North Carolina highway deaths and injuries for the past 

twenty-four hours.  

Alongside highlights of wrecks, newspapers promoted automobile shows that 

took place over weekends, attracting crowds who marveled at shiny, sleek models in city and 

shopping center parking lots. The Durham Sun published a package of auto week stories on 

Figure 22: Automobile show in Durham, North 

Carolina, in April 1960. Source: Durham Herald Co. 

Newspaper Photograph Collection, The Wilson Library, 

University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.  
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approximately eleven pages in May 1962 to promote ñ65 different models of new cars and 

trucksò that would be on display at Northgate Shopping Center. Fred Guthrie Jr., of Carpenter 

Motor Co. and president of the Automobile Dealers Association, expected more than several 

thousand visitors to turn out for the three-day event, promising that ñéthe new models are 

lovely and everyone is interested in the new innovations that this year has brought in the new car 

field.ò149 He didnôt mention anything about auto fatalities, which were climbing in North 

Carolina.  

When Terry Sanford was running for governor of North Carolina in 1960, his 

campaign platform ñPositive Program for Progressò included a highway safety component. In 

remarks to the Young Democratic Club of the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill in 

March of 1960, he promised to address the problem through ñenforcement, courts, education and 

engineeringò and vowed to ñcarry on an imaginative, vigorous program to save the lives, which 

are needlessly lost in highway accidents.ò150 During a speech later that month in Asheville, 

Sanford spoke again about highway safety. But his message for the Buncombe County Young 

Democrats in Asheville took on a grisly tone: ñYou people have had some tragic experiences 

with these death-trap three-lane highways. A human life can never be purchased or replaced. A 

highway can. If a highway kills, it must be changed. Itôs as simple as that.ò151 

 
149 Ɂƚƙɯ#ÐÍÍÌÙÌÕÛɯ,ÖËÌÓÚɯÖÍɯ-ÌÞɯ"ÈÙÚɯÈÕËɯ3ÙÜÊÒÚɯ3Öɯ!Ìɯ2ÏÖÞÕɯ Ûɯ ÜÛÖɯ2ÏÖÞȮɂɯThe Durham Sun, May 10, 1962, sec. 

2D. 
150 Newspaper clipping, in the Terry Sanford Papers #3531, Southern Historical Collection, The Wilson Library, 

4ÕÐÝÌÙÚÐÛàɯÖÍɯ-ÖÙÛÏɯ"ÈÙÖÓÐÕÈɯÈÛɯ"ÏÈ×ÌÓɯ'ÐÓÓȭɯ6ÙÐÛÐÕÎɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÊÓÐ××ÐÕÎȮɯɁ2ÈÕÍÖÙËɯ.ÜÛÓÐÕÌÚɯ'ÐÚɯ-ȭ"ȭɯȿProgram For 

/ÙÖÎÙÌÚÚȮɀɂɯÚÈàÚɯ,ÈÙÊÏɯƖƔȮɯƕƝƚƔȮɯÈÕËɯFayetteville Observer. 
151 Excerpts from Speech by Terry Sanford To Buncombe County YDC, March 31, 1960, Terry Sanford records and 

papers, David M. Rubenstein Rare Book & Manuscript Library, Duke University.     
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During Sanfordôs inauguration speech in January of 1961, he promised to find 

ñmore effective ways to reduce the slaughter on our highways.ò152 Soon after, the statewide 

North Carolina Traffic Safety Council Inc., a privately funded council of representatives from 

North Carolina business and industry, was created at Sanfordôs request to execute public 

information campaigns and other activities to prevent traffic crashes.153 The Institute of 

Government at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill also prepared a 1962 pamphlet 

(similar to its Guides to Highway Safety in 1935) for public outreach. Titled A Crash Program to 

Stop the Crashes, it included statistics on crashes and ñTHE GOVERNORôS CALL,ò an 

introductory letter from Sanford.  

The publication was disseminated to local civic clubs and organizations by state 

troopers in counties such as Nash, which saw 882 crashes and thirty-one killed in 1962.154 Similar 

to Guides to Highway Safety in 1935, A Crash Program to Stop the Crashes delivered data and 

messages across pages in shock and awe fashion. The most dangerous days for driving? Saturday 

and Sunday. The type of road where most crashes occurred? On the straight and level. The most 

road deaths came in what weather? Clear days. Every seven hours, a person was killed on North 

Carolinaôs roads in 1961, reported Albert Coates, director of The Institute of Government. 

ñThese are not empty figures,ò Coates admonished. ñCut them and they bleed.ò155 

 
152 Ɂ,ÌÚÚÈÎÌÚȮɯ ËËÙÌÚÚÌÚȮɯÈÕËɯ/ÜÉÓÐÊɯ/È×ÌÙÚɯÖÍɯTerry Sanford, Governor of North Carolina, 1961 -ƕƝƚƙȮɂɯ-ÖÙÛÏɯ

Carolina Digital Collections, January 5, 1961, https://digital.ncdcr.gov/digital/collection/p16062coll9/id/182199/.  
153 North Carolina Traffic Safety Council, Inc. brochure , in the Terry Sanford Papers #3531, Southern Historical 

Collection, The Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.  
154 Ɂ-ÖÙÛÏɯ"ÈÙÖÓÐÕÈɯ3ÙÈÍÍÐÊɯ ÊÊÐËÌÕÛɯ2ÜÔÔÈÙàɂɯȹ#Ì×ÈÙÛÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯ,ÖÛÖÙɯ5ÌÏÐÊÓÌÚȮɯƕƝƚƖȺ; Ɂ+ÐÛÌÙÈÛÜÙÌɯ.Õɯ2ÈÍÌÛàɯ/ÙÖÎÙÈÔɯ

#ÐÚÛÙÐÉÜÛÌËȮɂɯThe Nashville Graphic, June 14, 1962. 
155  ÓÉÌÙÛɯ"ÖÈÛÌÚȮɯɁ ɯ"ÙÈÚÏɯ/ÙÖÎÙÈÔɯÛÖɯ2ÛÖ×ɯÛÏÌɯ"ÙÈÚÏÌÚȮɂɯ/Ö×ÜÓÈÙɯ&ÖÝÌÙÕÔÌÕÛɯȹ"ÏÈ×ÌÓɯ'ÐÓÓȮɯ-ȭ"ȭȯɯ(ÕÚÛÐÛÜÛÌɯÖÍɯ

Government, University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, 1962), 3.  
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In the introduction for A Crash Program to Stop the Crashes, Sanford 

acknowledged that despite enforcement by State Highway Patrol troopers, improved highway 

engineering, and community education, the ñterrible tollò had reached 1,254 deaths and more 

than 34,438 injured on state roadways in 1961. Something more was needed, he said. Sanford 

implored every driver to practice ñwhat is already known about the ways and means to safetyò to 

immediately reduce death and injuries. He appealed to the readerôs core, begging, ñthis is the 

only answer to the heartbreaking letters coming to me in nearly every mail from parents, 

relatives, and friends of people who have been killed or crippled for life.ò156 

One of those letters arrived for Sanford from J. Carlyle Rutledge, an attorney in 

Kannapolis. Rutledge had called the governor at his mansion on a Sunday morning in June 1962 

to let him know about a crash near Raleigh that killed George Thompson Noel III, a recent 

graduate of the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, and Herman Winfield Privette, who 

was enrolled at Mars Hill College in Asheville. Sanford had already left the mansion and 

wouldnôt be back for several days, so Rutledge, who was close friends with the families of the 

young men, followed up with the letter. He wrote, ñyou can imagine the heartbreak and the 

sorrow of both of these families.ò157  

On the morning of June 15, 1962, after breakfast in Wake Forest, Noel, twenty-

two, and Privette, nineteen, left for First Baptist Church in Raleigh to teach Bible school as part 

of their summer jobs with the Baptist State Convention of North Carolina. Available newspaper 

accounts do not state who was driving at the time, but a former police officer who witnessed the 

 
156 Ibid . 
157 J. Carlyle Rutledge letter, June 19, 1962, MARS Number 368, Terry Sanford Governor's Papers, State Archives of 

North Carolina, Raleigh, NC, USA.  
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wreck told a newspaper reporter that the car was on U.S. 1 when it passed ñtwo big trucksò in 

front of Greshamôs motel, then ñcut back into the right traffic lane went off the pavement onto 

the shoulder and suddenly cut back across the highway into the pathò of a tractor-trailer.158 

Privette, the son of a pastor in Concord, and Noel, the son of an ophthalmologist in Kannapolis, 

died instantly. Governor Sanford wrote the parents of both men on June 28, 1962, to express his 

concern on behalf of himself and Mrs. Sanford, confessing to Noelôs parents, ñI know that 

nothing we can say can compensate for your son, but both of us wanted you to have this 

expression of our deepest sympathy.ò159 

A high school valedictorian, Noel planned to attend 

the Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary but didnôt live to 

carry out his wish. His family established the George T. Noel III 

Memorial Scholarship to fund an annual scholarship for other 

students to attend Southeastern Seminary in his memory. The first 

$500 scholarship was awarded to a student from Georgia in 1966. 

The endowment was a fitting tribute to Noel, whose Bible was 

found in the car after the crash. The editor of the Biblical Recorder 

told The Daily Independent in Kannapolis at the time that Noelôs 

Bible was ñevidence that he was about his Fatherôs business even when death came.ò160 The 

 
158 Ɂ3ÞÖɯ2ÌÔÐÕÈÙàɯ2ÛÜËÌÕÛÚɯ*ÐÓÓÌËɯÐÕɯ6ÈÒÌɯ6ÙÌÊÒȮɂɯThe News and Observer, June 16, 1962.  
159 Letter from Terry Sanford to Dr. and Mrs. George T. Noel, Jr., June 28, 1962, MARS Number 368, Terry Sanford 

Governor 's Papers, State Archives of North Carolina, Raleigh, NC, USA. 
160 Ɂ&ÌÖȭɯ-ÖÌÓɯ(((ɯ2ÊÏÖÓÈÙÚÏÐ×ɯ$ÚÛÈÉÓÐÚÏÌËȮɂɯThe Daily Independent, May 20, 1966. 

Figure 23: George 

Thompson Noel III. 

Source: Southeastern 

Baptist Theological 

Seminary.  
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newspaper story noted that the annual scholarship would help students ñin the years to come.ò 

Fifty-five years later, Noel lives on through the scholarships in his memory.161  

A month before writing his condolences to the Noel family, Sanford was 

expressing sympathy to another grieving mother, the one whose son was killed while trying to 

avoid a car that crossed the center line, the one Sanford appealed to during his televised traffic 

safety speech on May 31, 1962. In the speech, Sanford told the mother and other viewers that 

more needed to be done to make the roads safer. The governor seemed frustrated, telling viewers 

that motorists who needed educational programs on highway safety ñdonôt listen to them and the 

rest of us donôt either.ò He described a fatal wreck involving a young man who drove into a tree 

at 100 mph, sending the car engine into a field. Sanford declared, ñwe cannot continue to have 

dare devil driving on the public roads, and I believe we need stricter rules for young drivers than 

for older ones.ò162  

The governor asked viewers to grab a pencil and paper to take notes on ideas for 

solving the problem of death on the roadways. Ideas ranged from special laws to get reckless 

young drivers and drunken drivers off the roads to more traffic engineers to improve roads and 

highway patrol officers. He also described the publicôs suggestions such as requiring safety belts. 

ñI donôt know about requiring them,ò Sanford said. ñWhat do you think?ò He noted that seat belt 

brackets were already required to be installed in new cars so owners could choose to add belts if 

they wished. In his closing, Sanford read from the rest of the grieving motherôs letter: ñIt is very 

lonely in my home now. I think it is all over for me. I feel as if my life has come to an end. My 

 
161 Ɂ&ÌÖȭɯ-ÖÌÓɯ(((ɯ2ÊÏÖÓÈÙÚÏÐ×ɯ$ÚÛÈÉÓÐÚÏÌËȭɂ In February 2021, Southeastern Seminary Development Officer Jonathan 

Goforth confirmed that the endo wment remains active. 
162 Sanford traffic safety address. 
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boy is gone, and he was the best part of my life. What can you do now that he is gone?ò Sanford 

looked into the camera and answered, ñWe will do all that we can.ò163  

While the number of vehicles registered and miles driven in North Carolina 

increased each year during Governor Terry Sanfordôs time in office, so did the number of fatal 

wrecks in the state. In 1965, when Sanford left office, 1,635 people were killed in traffic crashes 

in North Carolina ï a 30 percent increase from when he took office in 1961.164 

  

 
163 Sanford traffic safety address. 
164 Ɂ-ÖÙÛÏɯ"ÈÙÖÓÐÕÈɯƖƔƕƝɯ3ÙÈÍÍÐÊɯ"ÙÈÚÏɯ%ÈÊÛÚȮɂ 11. 
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Chapter Three: Portraits of Grief 

Are we doing all that we can, as Governor Terry Sanford promised in 1962? 

Nearly 60 years after Sanfordôs pledge, and despite significant automobile reform and highway 

improvements, 145 more people died in traffic crashes in 2019 than in North Carolina in 1962.1 

Each fatal crash opens a permanent hole for an uninvited guest: grief.  

ñWeôre driving deadly vehicles. Weôre driving things that kill,ò said Shirley 

Register, whose daughter, Paisley, was killed in a crash in North Carolina in 2016. ñPeople 

complain about guns, and all the things that can 

harm people é we drive one every single day, 

and we put ourselves and other people at risk 

no matter where we go.ò2 

Itôs a risk that may not register 

for many when they climb into the driverôs seat, 

insert the key or press the ignition button. If 

more people are reminded of the risk and 

connect with the experiences such as the ones 

in the nine narrative portraits that follow, outcomes may be different; the people discussed in the 

next chapter may be alive today. 

 
1 Ɂ-ÖÙÛÏɯ"ÈÙÖÓÐÕÈɯƖƔƕƝɯ3ÙÈÍÍÐÊɯ"ÙÈÚÏɯ%ÈÊÛÚȮɂ 11. 
2 Shirley Register, Interview with author, In person, January 19, 2020. 

Figure 24: Chart created by Leanora 

Minai. Source: North Carolina Department of 

Transportation  annual traffic crash facts 

reports. 
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In some way, as each of these unique stories reveal, the people left behind have 

kept their loved ones alive. May we learn from these tragic losses and honor their memories too, 

so that perhaps a good can come from such tragedy. 
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Erica Taylor: óThatôs where everything endedô  

On the morning of May 2, 2016, in rural Halifax County, Makale OôBrian Boyd 

was riding to White Oak Head Start in the front passenger seat of a 1997 Plymouth Breeze. His 

grandmother routinely took NC 48 when driving five-year-old Makale to school in Enfield. As 

his grandmother approached the intersection at NC 561 on a clear day, the driver of an 

International tow truck carrying a Honda Element on its flatbed drove through the stop sign on 

NC 561 at 50 mph. The truck crashed into the side of the Plymouth where Makale sat unbelted, 

sending the Plymouth into a ditch eighty-two feet away.1 

Makaleôs mother, Erica Taylor, had seen her son the day before when they 

watched his favorite Fast & Furious 7 movie together at her apartment. When his grandmother 

picked him up to spend the night so she could take him to school the next day, it was time to say 

goodbye to Erica. ñI love you Mom,ò Makale told his mother as he walked down the stairs of her 

second-floor apartment. ñIôll see you later.ò Erica called out, ñI love you too. Iôll pick you up 

from school tomorrow.ò The following morning, Erica ï unaware of the crash ï drove along the 

familiar NC 48 and arrived at the intersection, where the collision had just occurred. With NC 48 

shut down in both directions, she turned her car around and caught a glimpse of the wreckage. 

Shattered glass dotted the street. Skid marks ran from the intersection to the roadside. A white 

 
1 North Carolina Highway Patrol collision investigation packet, which includes a crash report and field diagram and 

measurements of the collision scene. Some pages in the packet are redacted. 
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Plymouth sat crumpled like a rubber band, nearly in the woods. ñWhoever it is,ò Erica thought to 

herself, ñI hope theyôre okay.ò2  

As Erica drove away, she slowed to look back, then accelerated and slowed down 

again. ñI just felt like something wasnôt right, but I couldn't put my finger on it,ò she said. ñI just 

kept shaking my head like something ainôt right.ò Not recognizing the Plymouth, Erica went on 

to an appointment. What she did not know was that Makaleôs grandmother had car trouble that 

morning and borrowed a friendôs Plymouth to drive Makale to school. Later, Erica reflected: 

I didnôt know until after the fact that it was him. Thatôs something I still walk 

with, but itôs just a motherôs instinct. I feel like I have abandoned him when he 

needed me. I felt like something was wrong, and I kept slowing down. I couldôve 

turned around then, and I didnôt do it, and it bothers me. 

 

Four years after the crash, the intersection is a memorial site, a public reminder at 

a crossroad not far from Ericaôs home in Halifax County. Two crosses for Makale rise from the 

roadside, marking the spot where his body rested after the crash. A white wooden cross bearing 

his birth and death dates and nickname ñDoodle Bugò arrived first, placed by Makaleôs father 

and family after the death. The second cross, which Erica commissioned in the summer of 2020, 

features a graffiti-style design with the same dates and another nickname, ñTink.ò In-ground 

solar lights and bouquets of artificial purple, white, and yellow flowers adorn the assemblage. 

Erica leaves brightly colored plastic flowers at the crosses; itôs her way of letting her son know 

 
2 Erica Taylor, Interview with author, In -person, February 9, 2020. Unless otherwise noted, all quotes by Erica Taylor 

in this section are from the interview with her on February 9, 2020.  
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that she always thinks of him. The place is also a difficult space to be because it causes anxiety. 

Depending on the severity of her distress, Erica may need to take medicine before driving by the 

intersection because ñitôs a mirage for me. é and itôs like I can see the accident all over again, 

everything where it was, the truck, the car, his grandmotherôs car.ò She sees shattered glass, skid 

marks, the ditch. Yet, the site holds sacred significance because the roadside is where her son left 

this earth. ñThatôs the last place he took his last breath,ò Erica said. ñThat just reminds me é 

thatôs where it ended. Thatôs where everything ended.ò 

A pre-kindergarten student at White 

Oak Head Start, Makale was one of ten people who 

died in traffic crashes in Halifax County in 2016, a 

year that saw 1,441 deaths on roads across North 

Carolina. The collision that killed Makale was 

among thirty-seven fatal crashes in which 

ñdisregarded stop signò was a contributing 

circumstance in the state that year; 43 percent of all 

people killed were unbelted. In the crash that killed 

Makale, the North Carolina Highway Patrol noted 

ñdistractions or fatigueò on the part of the operator 

of the International tow truck, Edward Dewayne Capps, and cited him for failure to stop at a duly 

erected stop sign. According to a voluntary statement on the day of the crash, Capps told the 

Figure 25: Two crosses rise in 

memory of Makale Boyd at the 

intersection where he was killed. Source: 

Erica Taylor. 
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highway patrol that he ñcame across the hill and didnôt see the stop sign.ò In December 2016, 

Capps pleaded responsible to the stop sign violation and paid $238 in court costs and fines. A 

misdemeanor death by motor vehicle charge was dismissed.3  

During the first year after her sonôs death, Erica, who was twenty-eight, struggled 

to redefine her identity. ñThat first year, itôs like you die, and youôre reborn the same day,ò she 

said. The hardest adjustment was figuring out everyday life with two living children instead of 

three. She recalled shopping in Walmart the first Christmas after Makaleôs death when she 

looked in the cart filled with 

one too many cars, trucks, and 

hand-held games. ñI just 

noticed I had more boy toys 

than usual, and then it just 

dawned on me like, óyour son 

is gone,ôò she recalled. 

Sobbing, Erica abandoned the 

cart in the aisle and ran out of the store. She yearned to hear her sonôs old man laugh. She missed 

his curly hair and watching him where he felt happiest ï outdoors, riding dirt bikes, ATV four-

wheelers and motorcycles, and helping his grandfather wash limousines and work on cars. In the 

 
3 Ɂ-ÖÙÛÏɯ"ÈÙÖÓÐÕÈɯƖƔƕƚɯ3ÙÈÍÍÐÊɯ"ÙÈÚÏɯ%ÈÊÛÚɂɯȹ-ÖÙÛÏɯ"ÈÙÖÓÐÕÈɯ#ÐÝÐÚÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ,ÖÛÖÙɯ5ÌÏÐÊÓÌÚȮɯƖƔƕƚȺȮɯ

https://connect.ncdot.gov/business/DMV/ CrashFactsDocuments/2016%20Crash%20Facts.pdf, 13; Court documents 

provided by Halifax County district court , includ ing: North Carolina Uniform Citation; a search warrant probable 

cause affidavit; and a dismissal order for the death by motor vehicle charge; $ËÞÈÙËɯ#ÌÞÈàÕÌɯ"È××ÚȮɯɁ5ÖÓÜÕÛÈÙàɯ

2ÛÈÛÌÔÌÕÛɂɯȹ-ÖÙÛÏɯ"ÈÙÖÓÐÕÈɯ2ÛÈÛÌɯ'ÐÎÏÞÈàɯ/ÈÛÙÖÓȮɯ,ÈàɯƖȮɯƖƔƕƚȺȰɯthe figure for court costs was provided in December  

2020 by the Halifax County Superior Court.  

Figure 26: The four -way intersection in Halifax 

County, North Carolina, where Makale Boyd was killed. 

Photo by Leanora Minai.  
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first months without Makale, there would be weeks when 

Erica didnôt go outside or interact with anyone. Even 

though she couldnôt have known Makale was in the 

wrecked Plymouth, she battled guilt over not turning her 

car around. She used cocaine and alcohol to dull the 

suffocating pain that stalked her waking hours.  

People truly donôt understand that you are 

never prepared for something like this, and I was not prepared at all. Iôve learned 

to this day to never say never. Never to say you will never do this and do that 

because I never thought I would turn to drug substance. I never thought I would 

until that happened. 

 

Sometimes, Erica felt torn over living, even purposely taking too much anxiety 

and depression medication. But her other children provided light, the motivation and hope to go 

on. In dark times, her boyfriend told her to do what she needed to do to feel ï cry, scream, break 

something, but when Erica shut down, she didnôt want anyone close because she feared 

unleashing her raw rage on them. ñI cry. I scream. I become angry because I donôt understand 

why, and Iôll never know why, and I think thatôs what frustrates me,ò she said. ñWhy me? Why 

this life? Why my child? Those are questions Iôm never going to have an answer to.ò A cousin 

once asked her how she copes with the loss. ñItôs like going to war,ò she told him. 

I fight just to get through the day. When I wake up, and as soon as my feet hit the 

floor Iôm pretty much at battle. Iôm getting ready to battle the day. To cook, clean, 

carry on. And then when nighttime comes, thatôs how I know Iôve won. I got 

through yet another day without my son. And it keeps going every day. 

 

Figure 27: Funeral card for 

Makale Boyd. Source: Erica Taylor.  
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After her son was killed, for Motherôs Day 2016, Erica added a permanent memorial of Makale 

on her body: a tattoo of a baby portrait of Makale on the left side of her back. The artist 

positioned the rendering of Makaleôs face by a mole on Ericaôs back to replicate a tear dropping 

from the boyôs left eye. 

When Erica yearns for a connection to Makale, she reaches for a Nike shoebox 

that holds physical bonds to her son and uses 

the online social networking service 

Facebook to merge past and present. The 

shoebox contains a tiny toy car; a recording 

of the funeral service showing the casket 

lowering into the ground; and a neatly folded 

outfit from her sonôs school locker, the 

clothes Erica picked up from his school in the 

rain one day after he died. Sometimes, she 

opens the box and buries her face in the shirt 

and blue jeans.  

ñI get scared sometimes Iôm 

going to forget how he used to smell,ò she 

said.  

To fill  the voids created by absence, Erica expresses her sorrow in a virtual space, 

posting messages and pictures of Makale on her Facebook profile. In a public entry in April 

2020, she shared a picture of her smiling son, noting that the anniversary of his death 

Figure 28: Erica Taylor holds a shoebox 

that contains objects that keep her close to her 

son. Photo by Leanora Minai.  
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approached. She wrote, ñIn 7 days, Iôll be reliving the 

worst pain I ever felt!! May 2nd, 4 years later ----- is a 

scar, itôs a nightmare, itôs a numbing feeling, itôs just a 

permanent reminder of the day I stopped breathing éò4 

Erica uses Facebook to incorporate her son into 

ongoing daily life with the mobile app Photo Mixer. 

The app allows her to overlay black and white or color 

pictures of Makale on more recent photographs. In a 

May 2020 public post on her Facebook profile, she 

added a black and white picture of Makale to a 

snapshot of her other children on the front deck of their 

home.5 The blended result is a painful reminder that her 

son is not here to pose with his older brother and 

younger sister, but Erica stressed: 

When I do pictures like that, itôs because 

at the end of the day I have three 

children. Iôll take photos of my other two 

kids by themselves, but sometimes Iôll sit 

back and just be like I have to put my son in this picture somewhere because at 

the end of the day, that was my child. Just because heôs not physically here, I still 

can project his picture in that photo as if he was.6 

 

 
4 1ÌÕÌÌɯ1ÌËËȮɯɁ%ÈÊÌÉÖÖÒȮɂɯ%ÈÊÌÉÖÖÒȮɯ1ÌÕÌÌɯ1ÌËËȮɯ ×ÙÐÓɯƖƙȮɯƖƔƖƔȮɯ

https://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=4513839125308594&set=pb.100000476547126.-2207520000..&type=3. 
5 1ÌÕÌÌɯ1ÌËËȮɯɁ%ÈÊÌÉÖÖÒȮɂɯ%ÈÊÌÉÖÖÒȮɯ1ÌÕÌÌɯ1ÌËËȮɯ,ÈàɯƖƚȮɯƖƔƖƔȮɯ

https://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=4640386719320500&set=pb.100000476547126.-2207520000..&type=3. 
6 Erica Taylor, Interview with author, Zoom/a udio, July 27, 2020. 

Figure 29: Erica Taylor 

used an app to overlay a black and 

white picture of her deceased son 

Makale on a recent photograph. 

Source: 1ÌÕÌÌɯ1ÌËËȮɯ$ÙÐÊÈɯ3ÈàÓÖÙɀÚɯ

Facebook profile . 
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Facebook also serves as a channel for Erica to draw attention to safety concerns 

about the intersection where her son was killed. In July 2020, she publicly shared screen captures 

on her profile of a message that she sent to the North Carolina Governorôs Highway Safety 

Program. Erica asked for a traffic light at the intersection and invited people to send her a direct 

message with their experiences at the intersection. ñMy son paid the ultimate price May 2nd 

2016, at the brinkleyville intersection on HWY 48 éò she wrote.7 The intersection where 

Makale died has been the site of eight traffic crashes from January 2016 through October 2020; 

five were injury crashes, and one ï Makaleôs ï was fatal. Half of the wrecks were angle 

collisions, which typically involve vehicles hitting at or near right angles with the front of one 

vehicle striking the side of the other vehicle.8 

In the four years since Makaleôs death, Erica has discovered that staying busy 

with home projects, attending counseling twice a month and pursuing a higher education dream 

help the most in managing her grief. With income from social security payments, Ericaôs 

allotment of $78,000 from a civil settlement after the crash provided the money for her to pay in 

full for a manufactured house. She placed the home on a tree-filled lot her father gave to her. Her 

grandparents, sister and aunt live off the same road. Now in her second year at Western 

Governors University, she is studying online to earn an associate degree in information 

technology. The academic outlet helps refocus her time and attention because it gives Erica 

something to look forward to. ñIf I have to adjust to this new life,ò she said, ñI want to adjust to 

 
7 Renee Redd, Ɂ%ÈÊÌÉÖÖÒȮɂɯÈÊÊÌÚÚÌËɯ.ÊÛÖÉÌÙɯƖƙȮɯƖƔƖƔȮɯ

https://www.facebook.com/redlips1988/posts/4933429470016222. 
8 Ɂ3ÙÈÍÍÐÊɯ$ÕÎÐÕÌÌÙÐÕÎɯ ÊÊÐËÌÕÛɯ ÕÈÓàÚÐÚɯ2àÚÛÌÔɯ(ÕÛÌÙÚÌÊÛÐÖÕɯ ÕÈÓàÚÐÚɯ1Ì×ÖÙÛɂɯȹ-ÖÙÛÏɯ"ÈÙÖÓÐÕÈɯ#Ì×ÈÙÛÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯ

Transportation, n.d.).  



 

 78 

 

 

where my kids are thriving, and theyôre comfortable, and I could provide more. Going to school 

é it brings me peace.ò 

Looking back, Erica acknowledged that she paced a destructive path with some 

choices that never permanently took away her pain. No matter what, she said, the anguish always 

returned. ñI made some bad choices along the way,ò she explained. ñI really did.ò But she added, 

ñI donôt regret 

anything that I went 

through. It was a 

process.ò The 

passing of time is 

teaching her how to 

survive, to honor 

Makale. Tragedy 

presented her with a 

newfound ability to 

pursue an education 

and own a house, 

and she does not want to let her son down. She said, ñI feel like itôs his way of saying, óIôm not 

here anymore, but Iôm going to take care of you, and my brother, and my sister.ôò9  

  

 
9 Taylor, Interview with author, July 27, 2020.   

Figure 30: Erica Taylor displays a tattoo of her son's baby 

portrait in his memory . Photo by Leanora Minai.  
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Hilary Brindley: óSomething is stolenô 

Hilary Gaskill Brindley called her mother to see if she and her motherôs best 

friend had already left home in coastal Harkers Island for their drive to the Buncombe County 

mountain community of Candler for Hilaryôs baby shower the following afternoon. The calls 

kept going to voice mail. Hilary didnôt think much of it. She figured her mother and Beverly 

Johnson, whom Hilary called ñNannieò because she was like a second mother, were engrossed in 

conversation or stopped at a store along the way. Thirty-seven weeks pregnant, Hilary busied 

herself around the house, washing bed sheets and getting ready to celebrate the upcoming birth 

of her first child, a son who would be her motherôs first grandchild. The last time Hilary talked 

with her mother, she asked her to get on the road early so they could have more time to visit and 

decorate the nursery. Hilary begged her mother not to splurge on a Vera Bradley diaper bag that 

came with a changing pad, but the shower gift, complete with the babyôs initials ï LCB ï on the 

changing pad, and Hilaryôs initials ï HGB ï on the bag, were tucked in a suitcase in the GMC 

bound for Hilaryôs house. Hilary was blow drying her hair when the phone rang, so she asked her 

husband to answer. He took the call and ran outside. Hilary could see her husband talking. When 

he returned, he stood speechless in the bathroom doorway, staring at her.  

ñJust say it,ò Hilary demanded.1 

At 9:15 a.m. that morning, the driver of a Ford F-150 crossed a grassy median on 

US 70 in Lenoir County and collided head-on at 70 mph with the GMC driven by Hilaryôs 

 
1 Hilary Brindley, Interview with author, In person, February 17, 2020.  Unless otherwise noted, all quotes by Hilary 

Brindley in this section are from  the interview with her on February 17, 2020. 
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mother, Joyce Gaskill. A time marked for 

celebration turned into a nightmare beginning 

that day, April 26, 2008. In 2020, Hilary 

recalled: 

It was a day just like today. It 

was gorgeous. They were going 

west on Highway 70, and a man 

about ... my age, so he was 

around 26, 27 at the time, had 

been out drinking the night 

before and was still drunk from 

the night before. He huffed can 

air. Evidently, itôs called dusting 

when you huff canned air to get 

high. And he did that and passed 

out at the wheel. 

  

Mrs. Gaskill, 51, and Mrs. Johnson, 58, lifelong 

friends who lived around the block from each 

other on Harkers Island in Carteret County, 

were killed instantly about one and a half hours 

into their journey to Buncombe County. 

Stephen H. Nisbet, the driver of the Ford F-150, 

survived the crash and was charged with DWI and reckless driving.2  

Instead of rejoicing over the arrival of a new life with friends and family, Hilary 

and her husband climbed into their car for a several hundred-mile drive to the coast to plan a 

 
2 'ÌÓÌÕɯ.ÜÛÓÈÕËȮɯɁ6ÙÌÊÒɯ+ÌÈÝÌÚɯ3ÞÖɯ#ÌÈËȮɂɯ"ÈÙÖÓÐÕÈɯ"ÖÈÚÛɯ.ÕÓÐÕÌȮɯÈÊÊÌÚÚÌËɯ#ÌÊÌÔÉÌÙɯƗƔȮɯƖƔƖƔȮɯ

https://www.carolinacoast online.com/news_times/news/article_b91cc392-f101-578c-9265-460f6d292a54.html;  DE 

,Ê+ÈÞÏÖÙÕȮɯɁ#,5-ƗƘƝɯ"ÙÈÚÏɯ1Ì×ÖÙÛɯ%ÖÙÔɂɯȹ#ÐÝÐÚÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ,ÖÛÖÙɯ5ÌÏÐÊÓÌÚȮɯApril 26, 2008, and June 29, 2009). 

Figure 31: The cover of the funeral 

program for Joy ce Gaskill. Source: Hilary 

Brindley.  
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funeral. They sat mostly silent on the ride. Hilary, whose baby was due in a month, held back 

tears because she feared going into labor. Her mother was gone forever. The mother who loved 

flowers, artwork, remodeling projects, and hand-crafted furniture. The mother who gave time to 

church and concession stands and kept a book with scriptures on the nightstand. The mother who 

worked as an office manager at Jarrett Bay Boatworks in Beaufort but left her role for periods of 

time to raise Hilary and her younger brother. Hilary, who was twenty-seven years old when her 

mother died, recalled, ñI had the perfect childhood. My parents never questioned whether or not 

they loved each other or whether they loved my brother and I. My mom was always there.ò One 

of the most vivid moments Hilary recalled from the day of her motherôs death came as she 

sobbed on the couch at home. Hilary buried her face in her hands and prayed, 

óLord, youôre going to have to take this burden from me and help me get through 

this because my baby is feeling é any emotions that I have. That affects him.ô 

And I can remember it was like instantaneous. It was like the Lord heard me, and 

it was almost like somebody took a blanket and wrapped me, and it went from my 

head down to my toes é like this warm feeling of just peace. 

 

On May 26, 2008 ï exactly one month after her mother died ï Hilary gave birth to 

her first child, a healthy eight-pound, six-ounce boy with dark eyes and hair. The day marked the 

best and worst time of her life. When family members retrieved her motherôs belongings from 

the wrecked GMC, they found the Vera Bradley diaper bag inside her motherôs suitcase. Hilary, 

now a mother of five, keeps the diaper bag among her motherôs keepsakes because it was one of 

the last gifts she received from her. Hilary promised, ñIôll never get rid of it because that was it.ò 

Losing her mother was Hilaryôs second experience with the unexpected death of a 

parent. Her father, Manley C. Gaskill, who was married to her mother for twenty years, died in a 

boating accident off Cape Lookout in North Carolina. Hilary was fifteen years old when her 
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father went missing in the Atlantic Ocean after his trawler, Miss Hilary, sank on a foggy 

December 27, 1996. Mr. Gaskill, who was forty-four and worked for the Division of Marine 

Fisheries, had gone fishing with his cousin for trout, mullet and sea croakers when something 

went wrong on the water. Mr. Gaskill sent a static-filled mayday radio distress call. At the time, 

Coast Guard Quartermaster Chief Chuck Bush told a local newspaper: ñAll we could make out is 

ómayday, off the bar.ô He didnôt have very long to get the call off. There was no name, no 

description and no name of the boat.ò3  

Mr. Gaskill typically referred to the Beaufort Inlet as ñthe bar,ò but despite a 

search in the dark and fog with other fishing boats, Coast Guard vessels, and an airplane, 

Hilaryôs father and his cousin were missing at sea for forty-two hours. Their bodies, in life 

jackets, were recovered off Salter Path. The boat was found a few weeks later at the bottom of 

the ocean. The cause of the accident is unknown, but Hilary said people speculate that perhaps a 

whale hit the bottom of the trawler, or the boat encountered a rogue wave. Hilaryôs mother wore 

 
3 $Ëɯ!ÜÛÓÌÙȮɯɁ#ÖÞÕɯ$ÈÚÛɯ,ÖÜÙÕÚɯ+ÖÚÚɯÖÍɯ%ÐÚÏÌÙÔÌÕȮɂɯCarteret County News-Times, December 30, 1996. Clipping 

provided by Hilary Brindley Gaskill.  
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a locket that opened to reveal a lock of her husbandôs hair on one side, and a picture of him on 

the other. Now, Hilary wears the locket.  

Even though her parents died in unexpected circumstances, her experience after 

the loss of each parent was different. With her father, as time slowly passed during the nearly 

two days they searched for his body, Hilary processed her emotions. She transitioned from 

feeling hopeful that her father would be found alive to asking what if he was found dead. She had 

some time to psychologically prepare for the 

worst. The immediate death of her mother in a 

car crash provided no opportunity to process the 

death, an irrevocable and complicated stress that 

eventually led to the end of Hilaryôs marriage. 

She explained:  

When you get the news, and itôs 

somebody has been killed, and 

itôs final in an instant, there is 

something different about that. 

The finality of that and the way 

that it changes your life like that. 

I mean itôs an instant. Thereôs no 

hope that theyôre going to live 

through it. Itôs like itôs stolen 

from you. Something is stolen. 

 

The car crash that killed her mother also added 

another layer of mourning for Hilary because 

she lost another loved one, Mrs. Johnson, the woman she called ñNannie.ò She had supported 

Figure 32: Hilary displays a locket 

that her mother wore with her father's 

photograph and lock of hair. Photo by 

Leanora Minai.  
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Hilary after her father died with words, letters, postcards, and meals as Hilaryôs mother struggled 

with her own grief after the boating accident. Hilary recalled:  

Nannie was my mentor, my advisor, my advocate and my friend. She was the 

person I called when things were good and when things were bad. Nannie always 

had time for me. I showed up on her doorstep many nights in tears after Daddyôs 

death. She always knew the right thing to say. She was my emotional rock.4 

 

Nearly a year after the crash, Hilary and other family members of Mrs. Gaskill 

and Mrs. Johnson were featured in a Carteret County News-Times story, ñFamilies Struggle with 

Loss, DWI Laws.ò Loved ones expressed outrage because Nisbet, the driver who crashed into 

Mrs. Gaskillôs vehicle, and by then had been charged with two counts of felony death by motor 

vehicle, had three prior impaired driving convictions in Texas before coming to North Carolina 

but was able to get a North Carolina driverôs license. They were furious because Nisbet could 

still drive in North Carolina while awaiting trial for the deaths of Mrs. Gaskill and Mrs. Johnson. 

ñHe is free to roam our highways after killing two innocent people while impaired. It has 

devastated our family as well as the Gaskill family,ò Mrs. Johnsonôs son, Dean Johnson, told the 

Carteret County News-Times.5  

 
4 'ÐÓÈÙàɯ!ÙÐÕËÓÌàȮɯɁ(Ô×ÈÊÛɯ2ÛÈÛÌÔÌÕÛȮɂɯÕȭËȭ Hilary Brindley shared the impact statement she read in court and 

provided permission to me to draw from it in an emai l on February 19, 2020.  
5 "ÏÌÙàÓɯ!ÜÙÒÌȮɯɁ%ÈÔÐÓÐÌÚɯ2ÛÙÜÎÎÓÌɯÞÐÛÏɯ+ÖÚÚȮɯ#6(ɯ+ÈÞÚȮɂɯ"ÈÙÖÓÐÕÈɯ"ÖÈÚÛɯ.ÕÓÐÕÌȮɯ ×ÙÐÓɯƙȮɯƖƔƔƝȮɯ

https://www.carolinacoastonline.com/news_times/news/article_582b2800-677f-5a75-947c-a757dcb8f00c.html. 
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A few months later, a grand jury indicted Nisbet on two counts of second-degree 

murder in connection with the deaths of Mrs. Gaskill and Mrs. Johnson, but he remained free on 

bond. All the while, Hilary did her own detective work. She found Nisbet on the social 

networking site MySpace and sent him a connection request. She discovered pictures of Nisbet 

posing with a new vehicle. Hilary couldnôt believe it. ñHe had pictures of him drunk again, high 

again,ò she said. ñSo, we sent 

all of that to the district 

attorney. I took screenshots and 

sent it all ... They rearrested 

him under $500,000 bond. And 

this time, he didnôt get out.ò 

Nearly two years after the 

crash, Nisbet entered a guilty 

plea to two counts of second-

degree murder, and his driver 

license was permanently 

revoked by a Lenoir County judge. Nisbet is serving a twenty-two-year, five-month sentence in a 

North Carolina prison.6  

At sentencing, Nisbet sat in court while Hilary read aloud from her 3,654-word 

victim impact statement. She described having her first child amid tragedy and spoke of the 

 
6 Burke, Ɂ%ÈÔÐÓÐÌÚɯ2ÛÙÜÎÎÓÌɯÞÐÛÏɯ+ÖÚÚȮɯ#6(ɯ+ÈÞÚɂ; HeleÕɯ.ÜÛÓÈÕËȮɯɁ(ÕËÐÊÛÔÌÕÛÚɯ"ÖÙÙÌÊÛÌËȮɂɯ"ÈÙÖÓÐÕÈɯ"ÖÈÚÛɯ.ÕÓÐÕÌȮɯ

June 4, 2009, https://www.carolinacoastonline.com/news_times/news/article_f8e451ac-1951-528d-94f1-

f8d3869addef.html; HeÓÌÕɯ.ÜÛÓÈÕËȮɯɁ,ÈÕɯ&ÌÛÚɯƕƜɯ8ÌÈÙÚɯÍÖÙɯ#ÌÈÛÏɯÖÍɯ'(ɯ6ÖÔÌÕȮɂɯ"ÈÙÖÓÐÕÈɯ"ÖÈÚÛɯ.ÕÓÐÕÌȮɯ,ÈÙÊÏɯƗƕȮɯ

2010, https://www.carolinacoastonline.com/news_times/news/article_2df02b4f -cb23-5bea-ab71-b57c1129bd54.html. 

Figure 33: The GMC vehicle that Joyce Gaskill was 

driving when she and her best friend were killed in 2008. 

Source: Hilary Brindley.  
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outpouring of love from friends, including funeral visitations that drew more 1,000 people in a 

night for her mother and Mrs. Johnson. Hilary told Nisbet in court that day: 

The only thing that really stands out about the week though was seeing Mama in 

her casket. I didnôt recognize her. I didnôt even get one last look at my motherôs 

pretty face. That pain still gnaws at me Mr. Nesbitt [sic]. I almost lost it standing 

there looking at her ï a face I could not recognize. Still I had to remain strong 

because at that point I was 38 weeks pregnant é7 

 

A woman of deep Christian faith, Hilary ended her statement by telling Nisbet she forgave him 

but added, ñI pray your days will be filled with restlessness, your nights with torment, and that 

you and your family will ponder all the pain and agony that your decisions have caused in the 

past 703 days for all of us.ò On anniversaries of her motherôs death, Hilary shares the victim 

impact statement on her own Facebook profile. The practice is her way of helping to prevent 

impaired driving, while keeping her motherôs memory alive: 

I try to do it every year é I donôt want it to get to the point where people were 

like, óOh, here she is, sheôs sharing that again.ô But most of the time I get good 

feedback. And usually thereôs new people that Iôm friends with or that Iôve met 

that donôt know the story. I may never know if itôs reached anybody, but maybe it 

did. 

 

After Hilary shared the statement on April 26, 2015, the post was shared sixty-five times on 

Facebook. Twenty-nine comments included messages of love, hope, sorrow, and recognition of 

Hilaryôs strength. A friend who was in the courtroom when Hilary read the impact statement 

wrote on Facebook that she kept Hilaryôs mother and Mrs. Johnson close in her heart and told 

 
7 !ÙÐÕËÓÌàȮɯɁ(Ô×ÈÊÛɯ2ÛÈÛÌÔÌÕÛȮɂɯÕȭËȭ 
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her that ñwe will do our best to make sure those children know them, love their memory and 

know how much they are loved ........Always.ò8 

In addition to practices of sharing pictures and scripture on Facebook, objects link 

Hilary to her mother. While she was on Harkers Island for the funeral, Hilary visited the 

impound lot to see her motherôs mangled GMC. She was searching for answers, perhaps some 

kind of closure. She wanted to understand why her mother and Mrs. Johnson did not survive the 

wreck. Transported to their final moments, Hilary saw with her own eyes how the force of the 

collision pushed her motherôs car seat into the backseat of the vehicle. She explained: 

I think it was upsetting to us to know that they spent their last moment not 

surrounded by family. It was good, I think, that they didnôt know it was coming 

é that was where they left this earth. That was where they spent their last 

seconds é in that car on the side of the road.9 

 

After the funeral, on the drive home to Candler, Hilary pulled off busy Highway 70 and walked 

around the crash site, a place she has visited about a dozen times since the wreck. By a light pole, 

she found a broken GMC emblem from her motherôs vehicle and carried it home because it was 

ña piece of her in some way.ò  

Hilary kept the emblem in a kitchen drawer for years, and around the 

anniversaries of her motherôs death, she has retrieved and held the emblem, a reminder of the 

violent wreck. Now, the symbol of catastrophe sits among other mementos in a blue plastic tub 

with the Vera Bradley diaper bag and her motherôs other personal possessions, the objects that 

stir up memories, and a sense of her presence in the irreversible void. Among the keepsakes: a 

 
8 'ÐÓÈÙàɯ!ÙÐÕËÓÌàȮɯɁ%ÈÊÌÉÖÖÒȮɂɯApril 26, 2015, https://www.facebook.com/notes/hilary -gaskill -brindley/victim -

impact -statement-march-2010/10153204569423150. 
9 Hilary Brindley, Interview with author, Zoom, June 27, 2020.  
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dateless diary with her motherôs thoughts on scripture; a make-up case; a brush with strands of 

her motherôs hair entwined in the bristles; a purse from the GMC that holds a wallet, eyeglasses, 

checkbook, and medicine bottle 

crushed from the impact of the 

collision; and scores of cards, 

the bittersweet stacks of 

sympathy messages and new 

baby boy congratulations. Hilary 

described her ritual: 

Every so often 

for some reason, 

I take everything 

out of that box 

and look through 

it. I do the same 

thing on the 

anniversary of 

when my dad 

died. I get articles 

that were in the 

newspaper about 

him missing, and 

when they died. 

And ... I donôt 

know if itôs 

because I want to 

relive ... Not that 

I want to relive it, 

but I donôt want to forget them or the circumstances.10 

 

 
10 Ibid.  

Figure 34: Hilary Brindley holds the GMC emblem 

ÍÙÖÔɯÏÌÙɯÔÖÛÏÌÙɀÚɯÝÌÏÐÊÓÌȭɯ/ÏÖÛÖɯÉàɯ+ÌÈÕÖÙÈɯ,ÐÕÈÐȭ 
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On the twelfth anniversary of her motherôs death, April 26, 2020, Hilary shared a 

graphic of a Bible verse from John 16:33 on her Facebook profile: ñHere on earth you will have 

many trials and sorrows. But take heart, because I have overcome the world.ò A version of the 

verse appeared on the back of her motherôs funeral program. In the Facebook post, Hilary wrote 

about one day seeing her mother and Mrs. Johnson, and her hope of spending eternity with them. 

Faith is Hilaryôs steady companion, propelling her through a pain that is forever woven into the 

fabric of her life.11  

  

 
11 Hilary Brindley, Interview with author, Zoom, June 27, 2020; 'ÐÓÈÙàɯ!ÙÐÕËÓÌàȮɯɁ%ÈÊÌÉÖÖÒȮɂɯ ×ÙÐÓɯƖƚȮɯƖƔƖƔȮɯ

https://www.facebook. com/hilary.brindley/posts/10158176451334659. 



 

 90 

 

 

Dorothy McLean: óSheôll never serve enough time thatôll be satisfactoryô  

As they drove around Laurinburg on errands, Dorothy McLean and her twenty-

three-year-old daughter Shahara talked about new beginnings. Her daughter planned to return to 

community college to earn an associate degree in early childhood education. And Dorothy, who 

worked in property management and lived in Fayetteville, apologized to her daughter for not 

being more available over the past eight months. Dorothy had been in a bad place. She left an 

abusive relationship and wanted her daughter to know she loved her. ñThere were times I 

wouldnôt come around her because there were things I didnôt want her to see or know,ò she 

recalled. 12  

While they made their way to locations to shop for church shoes on Sunday and to 

drop off their chihuahua Bella at a friendôs house, they committed to a fresh start, together. ñI felt 

like, as a mother, I needed to ask her, explain to her that I went through a rough point and that it 

was going to be better from that point,ò Dorothy said. ñI asked her for forgiveness, and she said 

she forgave me.ò Suddenly, as Dorothy steered her 2010 Lincoln MKZ south on U.S. 401with 

her daughter in the passenger seat, a driver traveling in the opposite direction on U.S. 401 ran off 

the right side of the road and crossed the center line into Dorothyôs lane. Dorothy saw the blue 

Toyota Camry coming toward her. ñAs fast as she was coming, I knew I had to do something, 

and so I went to move over to keep her from hitting me,ò Dorothy said. But it was too late: the 

vehicles collided ñright headlight to right head lightò at 55 mph.13  

 
12 Dorothy McLean, Interview with author, In person, January 11, 2020.  Unless otherwise noted, all quotes by 

Dorothy McLean in this section are from the interview with her on January 11, 2020. 
13 North Carolina H ighway Patrol collision investigation packet, which includes a crash report and field diagram and 

measurements of the collision scene; )ÖÏÌÓÐÈÏɯ#ȭɯ6ÐÓÚÖÕȮɯɁƕƔ-50 Fatal Scotland County 7-23-ƕƚȮɂɯ)ÜÓàɯƖ4, 2016. 
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After the impact, a stranger stopped to help. Worried about her daughter, who was 

crying, Dorothy asked the person to check on her. Bleeding heavily from a knee wound, Dorothy 

couldnôt walk around the car to her daughterôs side. Instead, she begged her daughter from the 

driverôs seat, ñJust take deep breaths, just breathe, just breathe. Try to breathe normal. Try to 

breathe normal.ò The person who stopped tried to help Shahara, while Dorothy continued to 

reassure her: ñEverything is going to be okay. Itôs 

going to be okay. Everything is going to be okay.ò 

Dorothyôs last memory of the scene is of being 

inside an ambulance, where emergency responders 

told her the ñJaws of Lifeò rescue tool would be 

needed to remove Shahara from the car. Dorothy 

later described: 

The next thing I know, I woke up. I 

was in the hospital. And I kept 

asking them where was she at. And 

nobody would say. I asked the 

nurse, and the nurse was like, óI'll 

check on it.ô And then the next thing 

I know was the police officer came 

in, and he told me that she didnôt 

make it. 

 

Dorothy was seventeen years old, a 

senior in Scotland High School when she gave 

birth to Shahara, her only child. Despite the stigma of high school pregnancy, Dorothy stayed in 

school and lived at home with her parents, who helped raise Shahara. She recalled: 

I remember hearing people é how their parents said, óOh, sheôs not going to do 

anything. Sheôs going to do this, and sheôs going to do thatô because I was 

Figure 35: Dorothy McLean, right, 

with her daug hter, Shahara. Source: 

Dorothy McLean.  
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pregnant, and I was a single mother. But I had my mother and my father there for 

me. I went off to college after I had her. They helped take care of her. They took 

care of her for me to go to school. If it wouldnôt have been for them, I probably 

would have ended up a statistic pretty much. 

 

Dorothyôs mother worked for a group home company, and her father was retired, so he had more 

time to spend with Shahara. Dorothyôs father wanted her daughter to get enough sleep to do well 

in school after Shahara was born. He told her to put the white bassinet in his bedroom at night, so 

he and Dorothyôs mother could tend to Shahara 

when she woke up.  

Over the years, Dorothy worked 

up to three jobs to provide for Shahara. On 

movie nights, they covered a coffee table at 

home with black trash bags and spread 

Shaharaôs favorite seafood ï shrimp and crab 

legs ï across the table. They sat on the floor, 

eating and watching a movie. ñIt was always 

just me and her,ò Dorothy said. A protective 

mother, Dorothy bought life insurance policies 

on herself because she expected to die before 

her daughter. ñI had one life insurance policy 

on her, and I had three on me,ò Dorothy said. ñI 

expected something would happen to me before it ever happened to her. And I just wanted to 

make sure if something happened to me, she was okay.ò  

Figure 36: Shahara McLean graduated 

from Scotland Christian Academy. Source: 

Dorothy McLean.  
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Passionate about early childhood education, Shahara graduated from Scotland 

Christian Academy in Laurinburg and then attended Richmond Community College before going 

to University of Mount Olive. ñShe loved kids,ò her mother said. ñThat was her knack.ò When 

Shaharaôs grades dropped at Mount Olive, Dorothy encouraged her to take a semester off to keep 

her financial aid secure. In the weeks before the car crash, Shahara, who was living with her 

grandmother, organized her paperwork and registered to attend Richmond Community College 

to study for an associate degree, but she did not get the chance to return to school. Shahara was 

twenty-three when she died on US 401 on July 23, 2016. 

Nearly five years after her daughterôs death, Dorothy is still waiting for resolution 

in the case against the other driver. ñIôm still not seeing justice with it,ò she said in the summer 

of 2020. The North Carolina Highway Patrol suspected that Christina Lynn Radford, the driver 

of the Toyota Camry that crashed into Dorothyôs car, was impaired at the time of the wreck. 

Radford, who was thirty-seven and survived the crash, had a revoked driverôs license and 

fictitious registration plate.14 At first, Dorothy said, prosecutors told her they had a strong case 

against Radford, but the process dragged on for several years, deepening her anger and sadness. 

Already feeling lost without Shahara, Dorothy had to muster up the will to get out of bed or not 

cry on days to stay on top of complicated court proceedings and decisions. She was instructed 

not discuss the case with the media, and at times, Dorothy felt like the person under 

investigation. She explained: 

I canôt get her back, and Iôm going through the court case and everything and 

everything is just taking its toll. é The justice system sucks, literally. It sucks. 

And Iôm mad because Iôm being made to feel like I took a car and crashed into 

 
14 Dorothy McLean, Interview with author, Zoom, July 18, 2020 ; North Carolina Highway Patrol collision 

investigation packet, which includes a crash report and field diagram and measurements of the collision scene.  
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somebody. And itôs the whole other way around. é one time going through the 

court case, they told me, óWas there anything in your life that we need to know 

about that could be brought up?ô First of all, Iôm not the one on trial. éYou did a 

test, there was no drugs in my system. There was nothing. So, tell me, what can 

they bring up? 

 

According to documents in Superior Court in Scotland County, three months after 

the crash, Radford was indicted on various criminal charges, including felony death by vehicle. 

The indictment said that Radford ñwillfullyò but ñunintentionallyò caused Shaharaôs death 

ñwhile engaged in the offense of impaired driving éò and that ñthis impaired driving offense 

was the proximate cause of the death.ò15 After the indictment in October 2016, the wheels of 

justice moved slowly for Dorothy. It would be April 2018 before Radford entered a plea of guilty 

to DWI and felony death by vehicle. In the plea, Radford maintained her innocence. A judge 

sentenced Radford to 64 to 89 months in prison, but the judge suspended that sentence as part of 

the arrangement. Instead, Radford would be placed on supervised probation for 60 months, as 

long as she completed 120 days in a substance abuse treatment center beginning on July 1, 2018, 

followed by 120 days in prison beginning on July 1, 2019. However, Radford did not enter 

treatment, violating the agreement. A judge amended the agreement, ordering Radford to serve 

120 days in prison beginning in March 2019, followed by the remaining 120 days beginning in 

March 2020. As of this writing, Radford has only served the first part of the sentence. Dorothy 

said a probation officer told her that because of health risks associated with coronavirus in 

congregate settings, Radford has not served the rest of the sentence for the death of Shahara.16 

 
15  ÚÏÓÌàɯ6ÌÓÓÔÈÕȮɯɁ(ÕËÐÊÛÔÌÕÛɂɯȹ2ÛÈÛÌɯÖÍɯ-ÖÙÛÏɯ"ÈÙÖÓÐÕÈɯ"ÖÜÕÛàɯÖÍɯ2ÊÖÛÓÈÕËȮɯ.ÊÛÖÉÌÙɯƖƘȮɯƖƔƕƚȺȭ 
16 In a text message on March 17, 2021, Dorothy McLean confirmed that Christina Radford ha d not yet served the 

remaining  sentence. 
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ñEven without the coronavirus,ò 

Dorothy said, ñit still wasnôt enough 

time. But the reality is, sheôll never 

serve enough time thatôll be 

satisfactory for me.ò17 

Today, Dorothy is 

struggling to rebuild her sense of 

self without her only child in her 

life. She lost her job and at times has 

lost the strong faith and trust in God 

that once fueled the sermons she delivered while working in the church ministry. Her feelings of 

outrage at God have been difficult to process. She has not found the answer for, as she puts it, 

why her daughter is gone, when people who do wrong still walk the earth. She fights an impulse 

at revenge, acknowledging that ñthere are days I really want to do something to get back at her 

for taking my child. I donôt act on it, and I never will. But at the same time, Iôm human.ò  

Dorothy volunteered for Mothers Against Drunk Driving for a bit and started 

therapy a month after the crash because she wanted a safe outlet to share her feelings and 

experiences. Counseling was a big step because Dorothy is a quiet person who keeps her 

emotions bottled up. She stopped therapy, restarted and stopped again because she felt judged by 

the therapist who she said did not understand her periods of intense bereavement:  

 
17 3ÈÕàÈɯ6ÈÓÓÈÊÌȮɯɁ)ÜËÎÔÌÕÛɯ2ÜÚ×ÌÕËÐÕÎɯ2ÌÕÛÌÕÊÌɯ- Felony PunÐÚÏÔÌÕÛɂɯȹ2ÛÈÛÌɯÖÍɯ-ÖÙÛÏɯ"ÈÙÖÓÐÕÈɯ2ÊÖÛÓÈÕËɯ"ÖÜÕÛàȮɯ

March 18, 2019); 3ÈÕàÈɯ6ÈÓÓÈÊÌȮɯɁ)ÜËÎÔÌÕÛɤ.ÙËÌÙɯ.Ùɯ.ÛÏÌÙɯ#ÐÚ×ÖÚÐÛÐÖÕɂɯȹ2ÛÈÛÌɯÖÍɯ-ÖÙÛÏɯ"ÈÙÖÓÐÕÈɯ2ÊÖÛÓÈÕËɯ"ÖÜÕÛàȮɯ

June 24, 2019); McLean, Interview with author, July 18, 2020. 

Figure 37: Shahara McLean's grave. Source: 

Dorothy McLean.  
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Instead of understanding what I was really going through, it was more like he 

thought I was more I want to say so depressed that I needed to be hospitalized. 

And itôs not that I was depressed. Itôs just thereôs a part of my heart that is gone. I 

wasnôt depressed to the point I was going to kill myself or anything like that. I 

wasnôt going to harm myself. é I lost everything when I lost her. 

  

Dorothy said a problem with therapy is sessions only gather insights of an emotional state on a 

particular visit, and that a single appointment could fall on a particularly bad day. She wished her 

therapist had widened the lens on her overall status. Just because she sobbed on the couch for 

most of a session didnôt mean she wanted to hurt herself. ñMaybe you need to schedule to see me 

the next day or the day after that to see if Iôm better, or a phone call or something to see if Iôm 

better,ò she said. 

In the enduring void without her daughter, Dorothy holds on to Shahara through 

keepsakes and connects with her daughter through memorial practices. Her daughter loved music 

and danced with the praise team in church. Shahara confidently moved and waved worship flags 

with her eyes closed, stirring up the spirit in her mother who watched with pride. After Shahara 

died, her mother had three bears made with her daughterôs blue and red praise dance team 

uniforms. Flags on the bears are crafted from the gold band on the uniforms. Dorothy gave a bear 

to Shaharaôs best friend, one to her niece, and kept one for herself. ñWhen I look at it, I just think 

of her,ò Dorothy said. ñI can visually see her with her dancing and waving her flags.ò Dorothy 

also treasures a Black female preacher figurine that Shahara bought for her at Dollar Tree after 

Dorothy delivered her first sermon. The figure sat on the mantle at their home. ñItôs worth a 

million bucks to me right now,ò Dorothy said. To mark Shaharaôs birthday on February 15, 
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Dorothy, friends and family have released red balloons, some in the shape of hearts, at Shaharaôs 

gravesite or Dorothyôs home ñto bring awareness so that maybe people will see how itôs 

affecting my family and think twice before they get behind a car and theyôre drunk, or theyôve 

been doing drugs, and they decide to drive.ò 

Speaking out loud to Shahara helps Dorothy feel closest to her daughter during 

the worst moments when reality sinks in, 

when the sickening feeling sweeps in, 

when the realization sets in. Sheôll never 

see Shaharaôs face. She wonôt see her 

walk across a commencement stage and 

fulfill a dream of opening a daycare. 

Sheôll never see her daughter marry or 

become a mother. Talking to Shahara at 

the grave, bidding her good morning, and 

asking Shahara for strength to get through 

a day supports Dorothy through difficult 

times. ñIt helps me just to feel like Iôm 

still talking to her like sheôs still here with 

me,ò she explained. 

As Dorothy navigates the 

day-to-day despair, including reliving the wreck in her mind and feeling frustrated over the 

punishment the other driver received, she talked in the summer of 2020 of starting a ñShahara 

Figure 38: Dorothy McLean sits on her 

porch with a memorial bear made with her 

daughterɀs praise dance team uniforms. Photo by 

Leanora Minai.  
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McLean Scholarship Foundationò to help others and keep her 

daughterôs memory alive. Dorothy said she wanted to use 

Facebook to invite college-bound students to write an essay 

about how losing someone from driving while impaired 

affected them. A committee would pick the best essay and 

award up to five winners up to $500 each. The weight of not 

seeing her daughter and of shattered dreams remain heavy to 

bear. ñI wasnôt expecting her to go,ò Dorothy said. ñI wasnôt 

expecting to lose her in a car crash.ò18 

 
18 McLean, Interview with author, July 18, 2020. 

Figure 39: Shahara 

McLean gave her mother this 

figurine after Dorothy McLean 

delivered her first sermon. 

Source: Dorothy McLean.  
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Lisa Harrison: óItôs a much better day for me to miss Nateô  

After walking around the Durham Farmers Market, Lisa Harrison and her 

husband decided to take advantage of some free time on a pretty spring day. Their daughter was 

at college in Charlotte and their three sons were doing their own thing, so the Harrisons took a 

drive to ñWhen Pigz Fly,ò a store in a historic gas station in Raleigh. While they browsed the 

repurposed metal, glass and textile art, their oldest child, Nate, called their mobile phone. It had 

been a week since Lisa talked to Nate, and he was about 30 minutes away on the other side of 

Raleigh and insisted on stopping by the store to see them. His parents thought maybe something 

was wrong ï a speeding ticket or money matter, but after Nate arrived, they realized he just 

wanted to spend time with them. They shopped together for metal art, bowls and yard spinners, 

rocked in a big swing in the sunshine and talked about a girl from work whom Nate was planning 

to see that evening at a cookout. ñIn so many ways, we just had the greatest visit,ò Lisa recalled. 

When the time came for them to part, Nate and his parents hugged, and he climbed into his car 

and pulled away. Lisa waved and watched as her sonôs car disappeared, kicking up dust along the 

gravel road.19  

After the cookout, Nate had planned to watch the Floyd Mayweather and Manny 

Pacquiao fight on television with friends from Riverside High School in Durham. As he drove 

west on a section of SR 1633 in Durham County, however, he took a curve too fast, crossed the 

center line, and lost control of his 2004 Volkswagen, according to the North Carolina Highway 

Patrol. His car struck a utility pole before coming to a stop in the shoulder of a T-intersection. 

 
19 Lisa Harrison, Interview with author, January 4, 2020.  Unless otherwise noted, all quotes by Lisa Harrison in this 

section are from the interview with her on January 4, 2020. 
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His parents were sleeping when one of their sons entered the bedroom around 11:30 p.m. on May 

2, 2015, to tell them about the wreck. They knew Nate suffered critical injuries but didnôt know 

the details. They quietly dressed, Lisa wearing the brown corduroys and blue T-shirt that she still 

keeps in a drawer at home and drove to Duke University Hospital. In the emergency room, where 

worried friends gathered, Lisa, her husband, son, and her parents were ushered to a conference 

room. Health care providers, one in tears, shared the series of events: Nate was in a car crash; 

emergency workers intubated him at the scene; as he came out of the CT scan in the hospital, he 

was pulseless. They opened Nateôs chest to apply direct 

cardiac stimulation, but he didnôt survive. Before she heard 

the irreversible conclusion, Lisa let out a wail.20  

ñDo you want to go see him?ò a hospital staff 

member asked. 

In the hospital bed, twenty-four-year-old Nate 

looked asleep, a blanket drawn to his neck. Lisa didnôt know 

what to do. She eventually peeled back the blanket, uncovered 

her sonôs arms and rubbed his hands and feet and touched his 

face and hair. Unprepared for an experience few, if any, plan 

for, Lisa regrets not bathing Nate, a motherôs ritual of caretaking. She imagined fill ing a basin 

with warm water and lovingly washing his body with a cloth. She later explained: 

I wish so much that I could go back and do it again and cuddle up to him or lay 

down or at least sort of lay all over him and hug him a little. Because I was very 

aware, even at the time, you will never be with this body again. 

 

 
20 M.A. Dorando, Ɂ#,5-ƗƘƝɯ"ÙÈÚÏɯ1Ì×ÖÙÛɯ%ÖÙÔɂɯȹ-ÖÙÛÏɯ"ÈÙÖÓÐÕÈɯ#ÐÝÐÚÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ,ÖÛÖÙɯ5ÌÏÐÊÓÌÚȮɯ,ÈàɯƖȮɯƖƔƕƙȺȭɯ 

Figure 40: Nate 

Harrison. Source: ɁThere is 

One More of Usɂ memory 

book , courtesy of Lisa 

Harrison . 
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Nathan Leonard ñNateò Harrison was about one month shy of his 25th birthday 

when he died on May 3, 2015, one of 1,380 people killed in traffic crashes in North Carolina that 

year; alcohol was a factor in 30 percent of the fatalities.21 Alcohol was a contributing factor in 

Nateôs crash, a circumstance that Lisa shares because her son had struggled with drinking and 

had developed a high alcohol tolerance. She said that on the night of the crash, her sonôs alcohol 

concentration was over North Carolinaôs legal limit.22 From the beginning, Lisa maintained an 

openness about her sonôs death ï from allowing Nateôs friends to express their grief by writing 

messages such as ñmeet you in paradise somedayò and ñyou are a beautiful soul Nateò in Sharpie 

pen on the coffin to navigating difficult conversations about the crash. ñAs the months and stuff 

have gone by, Iôve also felt like itôs a cautionary tale,ò she said. In the days after the wreck, 

friends erected a memorial at the utility pole with an inscribed pizza box and T-shirts, Tar Heel 

gnome, and other memorabilia. The memorial is gone, but a pink clematis flower that Nateôs 

sister planted at the crash site remained in his memory.23  

 
21 Ɂ-ÖÙÛÏɯ"ÈÙÖÓÐÕÈɯƖƔƕƙɯ3ÙÈÍÍÐÊɯ"ÙÈÚÏɯ%ÈÊÛÚɂɯȹ-ȭ"ȭɯ#ÐÝÐÚÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ,ÖÛÖÙɯ5ÌÏÐÊÓÌÚȮɯƖƔƕƙȺȮɯ

https://connect.ncdot.gov/business/DMV/Pages/Crash-Facts.aspx, 4. 
22 Lisa Harrison, Interview with author, February 28, 2020.  
23 Lisa Harrison, Interview with author, February 28, 2020; There Is One More of Us, n.d. This book made after Nate 

'ÈÙÙÐÚÖÕɀÚɯËÌÈÛÏ contains pictures, writings , and social media posts in memory of Nate. I viewed the book during my 

interview with Lisa Harrison on  January 4, 2020. 
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At an early age, Nate was fascinated by how things worked ï batteries, motors, 

car alternators. He was the first kid who raised his hand when a teacher asked a question in class. 

He loved when his father read aloud a passage from a book about the history of oil. Nate and one 

of his brothers shared all kinds of dreams. One time, they found an actual Russian submarine for 

sale and convinced themselves they could come up with $600,000 to buy it, dock it and name it 

the ñUSS Harrison.ò Big-hearted, Nate embraced a large circle of close high school friends who 

were devoted to each other. Nate graduated from the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 

in 2013 with a major in 

Peace, War and Defense. 

At UNC, he also 

volunteered as a 

defensive coaching 

intern for the Tar Heels 

football team. After 

college, Nate moved to 

Louisiana for a job with 

a political party and then 

to Arlington, Virginia. 

By then, Lisa explained, Nate had developed a drinking habit while lonely and unhappy away 

Figure 41: Friends and family wrote messages to Nate 

Harrison on his coffin with Sharpie pens. Source: ɁThere is One 

More of Usɂ memory book.  
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from home. When he decided to return to North Carolina, Nate penned a parody of the ñIôm 

Coming Homeò essay LeBron James wrote when the basketball player decided to leave Miami 

and return home to Cleveland to play for the Cavaliers. Nate wrote in part in his version of the 

announcement to family and friends, ñIn North Carolina, nothing is given. Everything is earned. 

Iôm ready to accept the challenge. Iôm 

coming home.ò24 

In the years since Nateôs 

death, Lisa has found solace in her other 

children, close friendships, and symbolic 

objects and tactile practices that bind her to 

Nate. Several months after her sonôs death, 

she got a tattoo of a butterfly on her arm 

with the phrase, ñIôm coming home,ò a 

reference to the email Nate sent to friends 

and family when he decided to move back 

to North Carolina. She picked a butterfly 

because many butterflies appeared when 

friends and family dropped by her house to 

express their condolences. ñMaybe Nate 

sent them,ò Lisa thought to herself at the time. On her sonôs birthday after the crash, neighbors 

 
24 There Is One More of Us. 

Figure 42: Lisa Harrison shows the tattoo 

of a butterfly in memory of her son. Photo by 

Leanora Minai . 
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planted a memorial garden with flowering plants in her backyard. Without that joy of caring for 

her son, the garden is Lisaôs outlet. ñIn a way,ò she observed, 

thatôs the most lively memorial thing that I do regularly is tend to his garden and 

this was a great, great gift to give us. é when I get out in the garden and I put 

music on in my headphones and I just work my ass off in the garden and I kind of 

think about him and ... Iôm a little mad and sad é I just work hard, and it feels 

good to work hard, to attend to that. 

 

From the first moments of her loss, Lisa dreaded ñfeeling normal againò and has intentionally 

fought worries over small things in life such as traffic and job stress. She wanted to hold on her 

connection with Nate by bridging aspects of the past and present. She imagines rubbing 

sunscreen on his skin at the beach 

or on their porch. To dull a 

restlessness, she walks up to ten 

miles on some days, losing herself 

in thought with each step. ñI donôt 

want life to feel normal anymore ... 

life changed,ò Lisa explained, 

And I donôt really 

want to live my days without é either celebrating Nate or missing Nate. I just 

donôt want to do that. So, itôs a much better day for me to miss Nate and have a 

terribly sad missing Nate day then, you know, to be so involved in the other stuff 

that I donôt have that awareness of having lost Nate. 

       

Lisa has kept possessions embedded with her sonôs personality. She knew early 

on that she wanted things in place ñso that weôre living with him, I guess.ò A neighbor built a 

small box that holds Nateôs passport, the smartphone he carried the night of the crash, an 

ornament from Nateôs first Christmas, and other keepsakes. She preserved a collection of Nateôs 

Figure 43: Lisa Harrison works in the memorial 

garden for her son at home. Source: Lisa Harrison.  
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mason jars and fashioned them into a light fixture that hangs over the familyôs dining room table. 

She kept Nateôs Carolina shirts and five or six pairs of his size 13 shoes and considered making 

pillows or a quilt out of his clothing in a closet at her home. The very task of deciding what to do 

with Nateôs belongings after his death caused anguish. ñYou have to move his stuff out of his 

apartment, and you have to decide right then where youôre going to put that stuff,ò Lisa said. 

ñAnd itôs very hard to do, and so I saved the 

things that were familiar to me, that Iôd seen 

him in, and that I really liked him in.ò25 

Today, Lisa keeps a piece of 

Nate with her every day through the heart 

pendant hanging around her neck. Imprinted 

with Nateôs right thumbprint, an impression 

collected at the funeral home, the jewelry 

helps Lisa feel close to Nate, especially 

when she runs her fingers across the ridges 

of his thumbprint. ñI like to feel the bumps, 

and itôs comforting for me,ò she said, 

. é when I put it on, I often 

wonder, óWill anybody 

notice my necklace today and 

will they ask me about it, and will I tell them or not tell them?ô Thatôs always 

 
25 Harrison, Interview with author, February 28, 2020. 

Figure 44: Lisa Harrison holds a necklace 

×ÌÕËÈÕÛɯÞÐÛÏɯÏÌÙɯÚÖÕɀÚɯright thumbprint. Photo 

by Leanora Minai.  
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something I wonder. When I 

got it, I wanted it to be a part 

of him with me, and I also 

wanted a secondary thing é 

people are going to ask you 

about this necklace and youôre 

going to get to talk about him. 

 

At a point during her bereavement journey, 

talking with friends about her loss grew 

awkward. Friends have not asked her to stop 

talking about Nate or to be done with grief, 

but ñthe truth is,ò she explained, ñat a certain 

point people are ... done talking about it, kind 

of, or a lot more uncomfortable.ò In recent 

years, she added, ñI have moved into a more 

private holding on.ò 

 Lisa regularly visits Nateôs gravesite at Chapel Hill Memorial. She pulls weeds 

and checks a planter, ensuring seashells and rocks are arranged around it. She and her son shared 

a love for music, so at the grave, she opens a thirty-song Spotify playlist called ñnate sharesò on 

her smartphone.  

I sit down or lay down on the bench. Usually now I lay down on the bench, so my 

headôs kind of where his head would be é and I can stretch my arm out so that I 

feel like Iôm as close to him as I can be, and I just play whatever song that I 

picked out. 

 

Figure 45: Lisa Harrison displays the 

Spotify playlist she pulls up w hen she visits 

ÏÌÙɯÚÖÕɀÚɯÎÙÈÝÌȭɯ/ÏÖÛÖɯÉàɯ+ÌÈÕÖÙÈɯ,ÐÕÈÐȭ 
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When itôs time to leave, which is always hard for her to do, Lisa tells Nate she loves him and 

runs her hand over the engraved letters of his name on the flat stone grave marker that reads, 

ñLet your heart not be troubled.ò26 

  

 
26 Harrison, Interview with author, February 28, 2020;  Ɂ-ÈÛÏÈÕɯ+ÌÖÕÈÙËɯȿ-ÈÛÌɀɯ'ÈÙÙÐÚÖÕɯȹƕƝƝƔ-2015) - %ÐÕËȭȭȭȮɂɯ

accessed January 3, 2021, https://www.findagrave.com/memorial/146105440/nathan-leonard-harrison. 
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Anne Bennett: óItôs a long, hard journey, full of pain, but I have found healingô 

The October 4, 1994, issue of Gardner-Webb Universityôs campus newspaper, 

The Pilot, was ña very difficult issue to publish,ò according to editor Jason Farr. The ñSpecial 

edition in memory of Patty Bennettò spanned four pages. On the front page, brief articles offered 

information about the car crash and the universityôs response, and a photograph showed the U.S. 

and university flags at half-mast as a ñconstant reminder.ò A poem by an unknown author 

appealed to Patty, ñI donôt view your death as a loss and in eternity I can only hope again our 

paths will cross. Until then I pray we all can cope éò1  

Inside the memorial issue, the editor expressed a concern: ñtoo often, we 

sometimes let the loss of a loved one slip into the back of our minds and soon they become a 

distant memory.ò The campus newspaper staff wanted Pattyôs life to be remembered in a 

tangible way. ñThat is the purpose of this issue,ò the editor wrote. ñWe donôt want people to 

remember her death, but her life.ò Next to the editorôs note, eight people shared memories of 

Patty, noting her smile and quiet demeanor. ñPatty was never down on anyone,ò a student 

offered. A page featured four photographs of Patty as she climbed tall rocks and smiled with 

friends at the New River Gorge in West Virginia. ñPatty will always be remembered for her love 

for the outdoors,ò a picture caption read. On the last page of the issue, university officials shared 

sentiments, including one from an administrator whose serenity at home on a Saturday evening 

in September 1994 was shattered when his telephone rang, putting in motion a trip to the 

emergency room and heart-wrenching telephone calls. ñTime will make me forget many of the 

 
1 Ɂ3ÏÌɯ/ÐÓÖÛȭɯ5ÖÓÜÔÌɯȹ-ÖÕÌȺɯƕƝƘƖ-Current, October 04, 1ƝƝƘȮɯ(ÔÈÎÌɯƕȮɂɯÕÖȭɯƕƝƝƘɤƕƔɤƔƘɯȹ.ÊÛÖÉÌÙɯƘȮɯƕƝƝƘȺȮɯ

http://newspapers.digitalnc.org/lccn/2015236562/1994-10-04/ed-1/seq-1/. 
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details surrounding September 24,ò wrote the vice president for university relations, ñbut I will 

never forget how we took care of one another.ò2 

On September 24, 1994, Patty Bennett was tossing a frisbee with friends at an off-

campus house in the small town of Boiling Springs near Charlotte when a fellow Gardner-Webb 

student pulled up in his 1992 Ford 

Mustang convertible.  

ñWant to go for a 

ride?ò he asked.  

Patty was reluctant 

at first, but she climbed in the back, 

sliding to the middle seat, which 

did not have a seat belt. The driver 

ï carrying four Gardner-Webb 

students ï drove away, and about 

ten minutes later near Shelby, he 

was driving south on a stretch of 

road, passing farmland at 75 mph. 

As he rounded a curve too fast, he 

lost control of the Ford Mustang 

and ran off the road struck a ditch bank. The impact threw Patty, who was nineteen and 

beginning her sophomore year, into the dashboard of the Mustang. ñShe broke her neck and died 

 
2 Ɂ3ÏÌɯ/ÐÓÖÛȭɯ5ÖÓÜÔÌɯȹ-ÖÕÌȺɯƕƝƘƖ-Current, October 04, 1994, Image 1,ɂ 2-4. 

Figure 46: The memorial edition of the Gardner -

Webb University newspaper published in Patty 

Bennett's honor. Source: newspapers.digitalnc.org.  
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instantly,ò said her mother, Anne Bennett. The driver and other passengers ï all nineteen years 

old at the time ï were injured but survived the crash. The driver was charged with driving while 

impaired, and a few days later, the charge was upgraded to involuntary manslaughter. The fatal 

crash sent ripple effects across a campus community committed to Christian principles in the 

foothills of North Carolina and sparked what would become more than two decades of grieving, 

sense-making, and healing for Pattyôs family.3 

On that September day in 1994, nearly 600 miles away in West Bradford 

Township, Pennsylvania, Pattyôs mother, father and two sisters were in different parts of the 

home when their pastor unexpectedly showed up. Invited inside the house, the pastor took the 

hand of Pattyôs father, who was a teacher. ñI have some terrible news to tell you,ò the pastor 

began. One of Pattyôs sisters heard his words from another room and came running, and the 

Bennett family gathered around the pastor. Anne, also a teacher, recalled: 

The pastor prayed with us. And é people kept calling then, from Gardner-Webb, 

just óHow are you doing? We want to send our condolences,ô different important 

people from the school. And every phone call, I said to myself, óTheyôre calling to 

say itôs not really Patty. Her purse was in that car, but it wasnôt her.ô Of course, 

that wasnôt what happened, but I convinced myself for a while that, thatôs what it 

was going to be. 

   

 
3 Anne Bennett, Interview with author, In -person, February 22, 2020. Unless otherwise noted, all quotes by Anne 

Bennett in this section are from the interview with her on February 22, 2020; ,ȭ5ȭɯ1ÌÈÝÐÚȮɯɁ#,5-349 Crash Report 

%ÖÙÔɂɯȹ-ȭ"ȭɯ#ÐÝÐÚÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ,ÖÛÖÙɯ5ehicles, September 24, 1994); !ÌÛÏÈÕàɯ!ÙÈËÚÏÌÙȮɯɁ"ÏÈÙÎÌÚɯÐÕɯ2ÈÛÜÙËÈàɯ ÊÊÐËÌÕÛɯ

4×ÎÙÈËÌËȮɂɯThe Shelby Star, September 26, 1994. 
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A 1993 graduate of Downingtown Senior High School in Pennsylvania, Patty was 

the middle of three children, an athlete who competed in diving and gymnastics and returned 

home with ribbons, medals and plaques. She was a flexible, coordinated kid who performed 

penny drops from the top bar of the outdoor swing set stripped of swings and walked around the 

house on her hands. ñWe took her to the circus when she was about three years old,ò her mother 

recalled. ñShe sat there and put her little hand up, and she said, óI wonder if daddy just took my 

swing set up a little bit higher.ôò Patty 

dreamed of one day opening a gymnastics 

gym and headed south to North Carolina after 

graduating from high school to study business 

at Gardner-Webb, where she was a member of 

the Fellowship of Christian Athletes.  

In the aftermath of her 

daughterôs death, Anne, who was forty-five, 

leaned on community support and her 

Christian faith to get through the disbelief, the 

painful moments, and the countless times she 

allowed her tears to wildly flow while driving 

home after a day of teaching. ñMy life was 

like a big balloon,ò Anne said. ñHappy marriage, three beautiful daughters, and then somebody 

came along that day and popped my balloon.ò After learning of her daughterôs death, Anne 

weighed whether to make the drive from Pennsylvania to North Carolina to pack-up Pattyôs 

Figure 47: Patty Bennett, the gymnast. 

Source: Anne Bennett.  
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personal belongings in her dorm room. The task, loaded with distressing reminders, weighed 

heavy on her heart. She acknowledged, ñé too emotional, too emotional, too devastating.ò Anne 

decided not to go after Gardner-Webb administrators called to let her know that the school had 

chartered a bus to carry students from North Carolina to West Chester, Pennsylvania, for Pattyôs 

visitation and funeral.  

The students left 

Boiling Springs at 5 a.m. for a 12-

hour ride and arrived for the 

evening services. Another group 

of students drove separately to 

Pennsylvania, carrying Pattyôs 

belongings, which included 

clothing and a collection of dog 

figurine knickknacks. After the 

services, friends stayed behind to 

visit with the Bennett family, and 

they sorted through Pattyôs 

things. Before long, Pattyôs 

friends had divvied up items, each 

keeping something special. ñThey 

felt like they were taking a piece 

of her,ò Anne said. Three stuffed bears were made from Pattyôs gymnastics leotards, and some of 

Figure 48: Anne Bennett holds the last picture that 

she took  of her daughter at Gardner -Webb University. 

Photo by Leanora Minai.  



 

 113 

 

 

her T-shirts formed the panels of a quilt for the Bennett family. But Pattyôs desk at home would 

sit untouched for six months before Anne could sort through the desk that stored Pattyôs pencils, 

swim medals, letters, cards, and other keepsakes. ñI think part of the reason that became one of 

the hardest things for me to go through is I didn't have to really go through her clothes é I didnôt 

even know what was going to be in there,ò she said. After Anne emptied most of Pattyôs desk, 

leaving some pencils and notepads in drawers, the desk sat in Pattyôs bedroom until Anne and 

her husband moved to Charlotte, North Carolina, years later. They donated the desk to Anneôs 

school district in Pennsylvania.4 

Anne returned to teaching two weeks after her daughterôs death and got through 

the early days of bereavement with a weekly ritual that she maintained for a few years, a practice 

that allowed her to unleash her grief, then start anew. Every Friday morning, Anne watched a 

forty-five-minute VHS recording of the memorial service Gardner-Webb hosted for Patty on its 

North Carolina campus. As she listened to Pattyôs friends and classmates speak during the 

service about how Patty loved dogs and the beach, Anneôs body shook as she wept. ñIt would get 

me into the heavy sobbing that you do with such a hard loss,ò Anne recalled, 

and when the tape was over, I would get in my car and I would go out to 

Lancaster County where itôs the beautiful Amish country, and just go by myself 

and walk around, and just enjoy nature and just again refill my cup. 

 

As time passed, Anne went from watching the recording weekly to monthly and then every few 

months. She still has the VHS tape but hasnôt played the recording in years. Looking back, Anne 

noted how important the act of crying was in stimulating her healing because ñsome people 

 
4 Anne Bennett, Interview with author, Zoom, August 15, 2020 ; !ÌÛÏÈÕàɯ!ÙÈËÚÏÌÙȮɯɁ&64ɯ2ÛÜËÌÕÛÚɯ,ÈÒÌɯƕƖ-Hour 

3ÙÌÒɯÛÖɯ/Èàɯ%ÐÕÈÓɯ1ÌÚ×ÌÊÛÚɯÛÖɯ!ÌÕÕÌÛÛȮɂɯThe Shelby Star, September 29, 1994.   
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avoid things that make them cry. I learned very quickly: donôt avoid 

the things that make you cry. Work through those things... The Bible 

says, óGod collects our tears in a bottle.ô We are supposed to cry. We 

are supposed to grieve.ò 

In her despair, Anne found consolation through faith 

and prayer. She needed energy to function, to teach math, to care for 

her family, and to endure the court process in Cleveland County, North 

Carolina. At Anneôs school, impressed colleagues stopped her in the 

hallway. ñEverybodyôs talking about you. How do you do it?ò they 

asked. ñItôs my faith in God,ò Patty told them. ñI pray to him every morning before I come in and 

several times during the day. And heôs the one that has given me that strength. Itôs not me.ò 

Three and a half years passed before the disposition in the court case against the driver who 

caused Pattyôs death. According to Anne, even though the prosecutor asked the judge for jail 

time, the driver received five hundred hours of community service and lost his driverôs license 

for a year.5  

To this day, Anne is disappointed with the outcome of the case and admits that 

she struggled to forgive the driver, who never personally apologized, but she said that she and 

her husband did not want to grow bitter. ñI think in a situation like this,ò explained Anne, ñitôs 

almost impossible for us to have that forgiveness in us. You ask God to give you the forgiveness, 

and then youôre able to say it and mean it. But I think that comes from God, because itôs beyond 

our human ability.ò Ultimately, she forgave the driver with a condition: ñForgiving does not 

 
5 Bennett, Interview with author, August 15, 2020.  

Figure 49: Patty 

Bennett. Source: Anne 

Bennett. 
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mean forgetting. We do believe that when somebody has bad behavior, there should be 

consequences to it.ò 

Since her daughterôs death, Anne has been a part of, or led, several faith-based 

groups that help bereaved parents and families. At first, she drove an hour for a support group 

that helped her because she was able to help others. She then started a group, hosting meetings in 

her home in West Chester, Pennsylvania. After a year and a half, she formed a GriefShare 

support group at her church in Pennsylvania, and when she and her husband moved to Charlotte, 

they started a GriefShare group at their new church. The groups provided a way to honor Patty 

and served as an outlet because, as Anne said, at some point in a bereaved personôs journey, 

people who have not experienced a similar loss become uncomfortable talking about the death or 

the deceased person. For Anne, who has six grandchildren, sharing stories about Patty has 

allowed her to keep Pattyôs memory alive. ñPeople avoid you when you lose a child,ò Anne 

explained, 

é especially when itôs a sudden tragedy like an accident. I bet I couldnôt come up 

with one person if I really, really tried who couldnôt tell you there were at least 

some people who, when they saw them, turned around and walked the other 

direction. Itôs almost like you have this dreaded disease that they could catch. You 

lost a child, and you lost it in a car accident? That could happen to anyone. 

 

For the past ten years, Anne has helped organize an annual conference under 

Umbrella Ministries, a support group founded in 1996 to help mothers through grief after the 

death of a child. In September 2019, ninety mothers gathered by the water in Ocean City, New 

Jersey, for a ñJourney of the Heartò conference. The event featured workshops, inspirational 

musical performances, and art activities. Over the weekend, mothers broke into ñcircle of loveò 

groups, and Anne led a subset from a circle specifically for mothers whose children died in 



 

 116 

 

 

traffic crashes. Before her group wrapped up for the night, Anne asked the mothers, many of 

whom had not laughed since their childôs death, to share a funny story about their son or 

daughter. That way, no one went to bed on a sad note. ñTheyôre loved on from the time they 

arrive until the time they leave,ò Anne said, 

And as you see these moms come in, the first timers with the look. You can just 

tell theyôre devastated. And you see them leaving with a smile and you see them 

laughing with a group of moms the next day. Thereôs a blessing in that. 

 

Anne cannot undo the lasting loss, but over the past 27 years, she has kept her 

daughterôs memory alive through altruistic acts. Each year, beginning in 1995, the Bennett 

family has awarded a $500 ñPatty Bennett Memorial Scholarshipò to a student from 

Downingtown High School who is either a gymnast, swim team diver, or student entering a 

faith-based college. A student bound for Gardner-Webb in the fall of 1995 received the first 

scholarship. ñWeôre doing something nice for another student,ò Anne said. ñé itôs a good 

feeling.ò  

That impulse to help others has carried over to Pattyôs birthday on June 6, always 

a sad reminder. On the first of Pattyôs birthdays after the crash death, with Anneôs oldest 

daughter away at college, the family decided to go out to eat in Pattyôs memory. But they sat 

quietly over dinner, a depressing attempt at a tradition that did not last. The following year, Anne 

sponsored an international child born on Pattyôs birthday. Soon, she added a second child. At her 
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home in Charlotte, pictures of the sponsored children hang from the refrigerator. The gestures of 

good will help the children with school and food, and they keep Anne attached to her deceased 

daughter. ñThe more you help others,ò she said, ñthe more youôre keeping them alive.ò  

With the passage of time and through a loving bond with her other daughters and 

grandchildren, Anne, now retired at seventy years old, is able 

to focus less on the loss. But even with mourning practices 

and a religious belief that brought a sense of peace, her 

heartbreak remains. Out of nowhere something can catch 

Anne off guard and remind her of her daughter. One year, 

during a wedding anniversary in Bermuda, she and her 

husband sat down at a restaurant when a song from Pattyôs 

gymnastics floor routine played overhead. Anne and her 

husband ate quickly and returned to their room early that 

evening. And in 2020, while Anne scrolled her Facebook 

feed, she came across something that reminded her of Patty. 

Suddenly, she ñreally, really missedò her daughter. Anne 

couldnôt recall what caused the reaction but said it had been a 

while since a memory brought tears. She acknowledged, ñItôs 

a long, hard journey, full of pain, but I have found healing. 

Every once in a while, the Band-Aid falls off, and something 

unexpectedly just touches you.ò 

  

Figure 50: A brochure for 

the Umbrella Ministries 

conference in 2019. Source: Anne 

Bennett. 
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Shirley Register: óThroughout the day é I touch it. I hold it, and sheôs thereô 

When Shirley Register arrived at Vidant Medical Center in Greenville, she 

hurried to a fence around a helicopter landing pad and called out to the crew: ñDid you transport 

my daughter, Paisley? She just came here.ò From there, Shirley rushed to the emergency room, 

where she waited until a doctor arrived to explain that they needed to get Paisley into surgery to 

stop internal bleeding. Soon after, Shirley was standing in the hallway of the ICU with two 

family members, watching as a health care team worked on Paisley, crawling over her, pushing 

on her body, and shouting medical terms as they tried to stabilize her to capture images of the 

inside of her body. Shirley caught glimpses of her unconscious daughter, who wasnôt bruised or 

showing other signs of trauma. As the early morning hours faded into daybreak, doctors talked in 

terms Shirley didnôt understand, words and phrases she had to run by her sister, whose boyfriend 

was a cardiologist. As Paisleyôs friends started to show up at the hospital, Shirley was called to 

another room, where a surgeon explained that her daughter had lost a lot of blood and her brain 

had been deprived of oxygen. ñWeôll take you if you want to go one at a time and say goodbye,ò 

a doctor told Shirley.6 

Shirley stood by the bed, crying. ñPais, Pais éò she said her daughter. ñI love you 

é this is crazy. This is crazy.ò Paisleyôs father walked into the room, then Paisleyôs friends, and 

soon after, a machine beeped, and Paisley Susan Danielle Cookson was gone. Shirley stayed by 

the bedside, unsure what to do. No one ever offered instructions on what to do amid such horror. 

Certainly, she did not imagine herself in this situation when she put her two younger children to 

 
6 Shirley Register, Interview with author, January 19, 2020. Unless otherwise noted, all quotes by Shirley Register in 

this section are from the interview on January 19, 2020. 
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bed earlier that night before she got the call about the wreck. ñIf itôs your kid, how are you 

supposed to leave them?ò she asked. ñHow long are you supposed to stay? What are you 

supposed to do? é I just stayed, and everybody I think eventually just kind of left, and it was 

just me.ò There, alone with Paisley in the hospital room, Shirley studied her twenty-three-year-

old daughterôs fingers, fingernails, ears and eyebrows. She caressed her daughterôs curls. ñHoly 

shit ...ò Shirley thought to herself.  ñIf this is the last time I see her body, could I recognize it 

again? What parts? If I just saw a fraction, if I just saw her from the side or if I just saw her hand 

or her fingernails or her elbow, would I know that thatôs her?ò 

 Shirley eventually left her daughterôs side and walked to another room, where 

everyone had gathered to console each other. She had taken a seat alone by the door when her 

father ï Paisleyôs grandfather ï walked into the room with country ham biscuits for everyone. 

They embraced, and Shirley took him to see his granddaughter. She got a second chance to say 

goodbye to Paisley: 

I donôt know how long I stayed. And then it was time to leave the hospital. And 

Iôm walking out the front door, and Iôm like, Iôm leaving the building. Sheôs still 

in there, and Iôll never see her again. And I canôt believe I have to leave a 

building, leave her in there and know Iôll never see her again. 

 

On September 25, 2016, after attending a family dinner, Paisley was driving home 

to Wilmington, traveling east on Interstate 40 near Rose Hill in Duplin County. To this day, the 

circumstances of the 8 p.m. wreck remain a mystery. At first, the North Carolina State Highway 

Patrol said the driver of a 1997 Ford Probe ahead of Paisley in the same lane was backing up on 

the interstate, but investigators later said the driver of the Ford Probe was stopped on the 

interstate. In any case, Paisley didnôt have a chance to brake, and her 2005 Mazda Tribute 
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slammed into the rear of the car at 70 mph. Both vehicles ran off the road and hit the guardrail. 

Emergency responders cut the door of the Ford Probe to remove the driver, who was seriously 

injured ï possibly by hitting his head. They removed the roof of the Mazda Tribute to help 

Paisley, whose seatbelt was in a retracted position when they got on scene. She was in and out of 

consciousness but was able to tell responders her first name, that she could not breathe, and was 

scared. The responders told Paisley it was okay. ñWe are here to help,ò they told her.7 

Shirley said that after the crash, a motorist on the interstate that day sent Paisleyôs 

father a message through Facebook to let him know that he saw the Ford Probe moving in 

reverse but was able to get out of the way in time, leaving Paisleyôs car directly behind it. About 

two and a half months after the crash, a television news outlet reported that the driver of the Ford 

Probe remained hospitalized and unable to communicate about the crash.8 No charges have been 

filed in the crash, but Shirley says a state highway patrol trooper checks on the driverôs condition 

 
7 North Carolina State Highway Patrol Fatal Packet. This packet includes such documents as a crash report, voluntary 

statements, vehicle examination documents, and the field diagram and measurements of collision scene; WECT Staff, 

Ɂ6ÐÓÔÐÕÎÛÖÕɯ6ÖÔÈÕɯ#ÐÌÚɯ%ÖÓÓÖÞÐÕÎɯ"ÙÈÚÏɯÖÕɯ(-ƘƔɯÐÕɯ#Ü×ÓÐÕɯ"ÖÜÕÛàȮɂɯÏÛÛ×ÚȯɤɤÞÞÞȭÞÌÊÛȭÊÖÔȮɯÈÊÊÌÚÚÌËɯ-ÖÝÌÔÉÌÙɯ

27, 2020, https://www.wect.com/story/33187732/wilmington -woman-dies-following -crash-on-i-40-in-duplin -county; 

'ÈÕÕÈÏɯ/ÈÛÙÐÊÒȮɯɁ-ÌÞɯ#ÌÛÈÐÓÚɯÐÕɯ(-40 Crash That Killed 1, Seriously IÕÑÜÙÌËɯ ÕÖÛÏÌÙɯÐÕɯ2Ì×ÛȭȮɂɯWWAY TV (blog), 

December 11, 2016, https://www.wwaytv3.com/2016/12/11/new-details-in-i-40-crash-that-killed -1-seriously-injured -

another-in-sept/. 
8 /ÈÛÙÐÊÒȮɯɁ-ÌÞɯ#ÌÛÈÐÓÚɯÐÕɯ(-ƘƔɯ"ÙÈÚÏɯ3ÏÈÛɯ*ÐÓÓÌËɯƕȮɯ2ÌÙÐÖÜÚÓàɯ(ÕÑÜÙÌËɯ ÕÖÛÏÌÙɯÐÕɯ2Ì×Ûȭɂ 
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about every six months ñto see if heôs recovered enough to 

stand trial.ò9 Shirley reached out to the driverôs mother 

through Facebook but said she never heard back. Amid the 

unanswered questions, Shirley took the next steps of living 

without her daughter. 

A 2015 graduate of East Carolina 

University, Paisley was a strong young woman with a 

hysterical sense of humor. She didnôt accept words at face 

value but looked deeper and held people accountable for 

behavior, especially actions that disrespected women. ñShe 

had empathy and compassion for people, but she didnôt put 

up with any bullshit,ò said Shirley, who was twenty-three 

when she had Paisley. At East Carolina University, Paisley 

joined Gamma Sigma Sigma, a national service sorority. 

She took it upon herself to get to know and help Larry, a homeless man outside a local Food 

Lion, a tradition that continued for some time after Paisleyôs death. ñShe made sure he ate every 

day,ò her mother recalled, 

And she didnôt just give him what she had or what she could find, but she made 

sure that he ate things that he liked. When she left Greenville, her sorority sisters, 

they had an assignment to keep taking care of homeless Larry at the Food Lion. 

 

 
9 Shirley Register, Interview with author, Zoom, July 11, 2020. 

Figure 51: The funeral card 

for Paisley Susan Danielle 

Cookson. Source: Shirley Register.  
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After graduating with a major in psychology, Paisley worked as a client care coordinator for a 

law firm and was about to start a new position in behavioral health at a local hospital when she 

died. Paisleyôs obituary provides a picture of how people knew her:  

Her giving spirit, her laughter and her countless words of love, encouragement, 

support and determination have left a beautiful legacy. All who knew her have 

been armed with her essence, her memories and the light that was seen in her 

eyes. Paisley was passionate about her three role models, Jane Goodall, Hillary 

Clinton, and Beyoncé. She cared for the homeless, both people and cats. 

 

In describing their bond, Shirley asserted, ñthere was nothing that could undo what we had.ò10 

Since her daughterôs death, Shirley has integrated many of her daughterôs 

belongings into her house and life. Sorting through Paisleyôs possessions ï the blouses and 

dresses that Shirley now wears; the ECU, Girl Scout and Dave Matthews Band T-shirts home-

stitched into a quilt; the chipped ñgulls just wanna have funò coffee mug from which Shirley 

sips; and the blank pages from spiral notebooks with which Shirley creates her lists ï evoke 

waves of distress but all serve a purpose today. Some things such as Paisleyôs now gummy nail 

polishes cannot be used, but Shirley canôt bring herself to throw the bottles away. The sensory 

experience of sorting and touching Paisleyôs personal belongings forced Shirley to confront the 

permanent absence: 

Itôs just an awareness é It makes you say, óthis chick is not here.ô Sheôs not here. 

You know, I canôt physically call her. I canôt. I have this stuff of hers because she 

died. Because she got taken out of the earth. You know, and thereôs totally an 

anger thing that gets in there that, that I try to avoid.     

 

 
10 ɁȹƕƝȺɯ/ÈÐÚÓÌàɯ"ÖÖÒÚÖÕɯɧɯ+ÐÕÒÌË(ÕȮɂɯÈÊÊÌÚÚÌËɯ-ÖÝÌÔÉÌÙɯƖƛȮɯƖƔƖƔȮɯÏÛÛ×ÚȯɤɤÞÞÞȭÓÐÕÒÌËÐÕȭÊÖÔɤÐÕɤ×ÈÐÚÓÌà-cookson-

71a996124/; Ɂ/ÈÐÚÓÌàɯ"ÖÖÒÚÖÕɯ.ÉÐÛÜÈÙàɯȹƖƔƕƚȺɯ- 3ÏÌɯ-ÌÞÚɯȫɯ.ÉÚÌÙÝÌÙȮɂɯÈÊÊÌÚÚÌËɯ-ÖÝÌÔÉÌÙɯƖƛȮɯƖƔƖƔȮɯ

https://www.legacy.com/amp/obituaries/newsobserver/181669911. 
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Shirley continues to pay the bill for her daughterôs cellular phone account, and 

Paisleyôs number remains the first contact in Shirleyôs smartphone favorites list. She knows there 

are probably voice mail messages on Paisleyôs phone from the night of the crash, but she has not 

accessed them. Shirley can tell from the monthly account summary that people still call her 

daughterôs number. Even though Paisleyôs voice mail greeting is a default Verizon recording, 

Shirley taps the contact for Paisley on her 

touchscreen from time to time. ñIf I call 

her,ò said Shirley, ñthere is absolutely no 

reason to. It is literally just to touch the 

spot.ò 

At home, Shirley hung the 

gold-colored monogram of her daughterôs 

initials that Paisley painted for her dorm 

room above a table of neatly arranged 

keepsakes: a vase of dried flowers from 

funeral services; a panoramic picture from a 

trip to New York City with the Twin Towers 

in the background; a weekend to-do list that 

Paisley wrote, the one Shirley recently found 

in a notebook. Like her mother, Paisley wrote lists. The list of Paisleyôs on display reads: ñTo do: 

laundry, kitchen, dishes, rooms, clothes, vacuum, litter, trash.ò Her mother added, ñitôs perfect.ò 

Figure 52: Paisleyɀs T-shirts form a quilt. 

Source: Shirley Register.  
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These objects, Shirley described, are ñlike a connection to her. And it allows me to remember as 

if weôre talking. I can remember her saying this about it or that about it and having a 

conversation. é the memories are really about keeping it close and keeping it connected. Like 

we can still communicate through these things because those are the memories.ò  

On one wall in 

Shirleyôs house, a framed outline of 

Paisleyôs right-hand hangs among a 

collection of framed note cards that 

Shirley wrote to her daughter during 

her first year in college. Paisley had 

saved the cards that feature 

handwritten quotes such as Henry 

David Thoreauôs ñItôs not what you 

look at that matters, itôs what you 

see.ò On another wall, Shirley mixed 

pictures of sights from her daughterôs 

semester abroad in Italy with scenes 

from Shirleyôs own visit to Italy 

arranged by friends a month after her 

daughterôs death.11 Looking back, 

Shirley says, the trip brought her close 

 
11 Shirley Register, Interview with author, Zoom, July 11, 2020. 

Figure 53:  ɯÔÖÕÖÎÙÈÔɯÖÍɯ/ÈÐÚÓÌàɀÚɯÐÕÐÛÐÈÓs 

ÏÈÕÎÚɯÐÕɯ2ÏÐÙÓÌàɀÚɯÏÖÔÌɯÈÉÖÝÌɯÈɯÛÈÉÓÌɯÏÖÓËÐÕÎɯ

ÔÌÔÌÕÛÖÚȮɯÐÕÊÓÜËÐÕÎɯÖÕÌɯÖÍɯ/ÈÐÚÓÌàɀÚɯÛÖ-do lists and a 

snapshot of Paisley with the Twin Towers in the 

background. Source: Shirley Register.  
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to Paisley by transporting her to some places her daughter stood and experienced. In San 

Gimignano, a hill town in Tuscany, Shirley found herself standing at the end of a brick walkway, 

near two-person tables and an ice cream place, peering at a scenic overlook where her daughter 

once stood. She walked alone around the town, wondering what her daughter saw. Shirley 

described:  

I just kind of walked around. Kind of felt it. Felt it, felt it, felt it. And was 

wondering, all those little things. Did she go here? Did she see this? Did she trip 

over that brick? Did she? I donôt know. Did she see this lady? The little artist 

lady? All the curiosities of these little places. And I just wondered what she 

thought about it. 

 

Shirley stopped in Certaldo Alto, the walled medieval town in Tuscany where 

Paisley studied for the semester and turned twenty-one. While abroad, Paisley had chronicled her 

experiences on a personal blog, ñPaisleyôs Pasta Times.ò In the post ñOfficially in Certaldo!ò on 

May 16, 2014, Paisley wrote about window views of rolling hills and waking up to jazz music in 

the streets, noting how inspired she was by citizens who cared for the townôs stray cats by paying 

for vaccines and spaying or neutering. Before signing off, Paisley offered a special greeting for 

her mother back home in North Carolina: ñppppps. Itôs my momôs birthday today!! Happy 

birthday Momma!!ò Shirleyôs stop in Certaldo Alto was impromptu. She sat with the driver in 

the front of the tour car, helping navigate a route to another town when suddenly, the town of 

Certaldo Alto appeared. Shirley recalled Paisley raving about cappuccinos and asked the group if 

they could stop. She found the café where her daughter was a regular customer and showed 

women behind the counter a picture Paisley shared of a fancy coffee in a cup bearing the caf®ôs 
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name. Shirley showed them a picture of Paisley, and the women remembered her, and when 

Shirley shared that Paisley had died in car crash, they all cried together.12  

Whether in Italy or in North Carolina places like the Holly Springs antique store 

where Paisleyôs senior portrait was captured, standing in the same spaces or holding Paisleyôs 

possessions, transport Shirleyôs daughter into the present, transcending time. ñItôs like a 

meditation almost,ò Shirley said. ñLike she touched this. She touched it, she thought about it, she 

knew it. And itôs like I try to have the same feeling that she had. Itôs like Iôm putting myself in 

her shoes to know what it was like and 

keep close to her. Somehow connect her 

memories with my new memories, and 

now theyôre the same.ò 

Cherished objects that 

link Shirley to Paisley include four 

necklaces, each with a tiny urn pendant 

that holds some of her daughterôs ashes. 

Shirley filled each urn, twisting the top 

and gluing it closed. ñI always have a necklace with her in it,ò she said. Shirley prefers the chain 

with the subtle ñTree of Lifeò pendant because strangers donôt always spot the urn. But over a 

Motherôs Day weekend, as Shirley stood at a bank counter, a teller recognized its significance. 

ñWhoôs that?ò the teller asked. ñItôs my daughter,ò Shirley replied. The urn necklaces provide a 

 
12 ×ÈÐÚÓÌàÊÖÖÒÚÖÕȮɯɁ.ÍÍÐÊÐÈÓÓàɯÐÕɯ"ÌÙÛÈÓËÖȵȮɂɯ/ÈÐÚÓÌàɀÚɯ/ÈÚÛÈɯ3ÐÔÌÚ (blog), May 16, 2014, 

https://paisleyspastatimes.wordpress.com/2014/05/16/officially -in-certaldo/. 

Figure 54: Paisley made fast friends with 

Cleo, a cat at her school in Certaldo Alto, Italy. 

Source: paisleyspastatimes.wordpress.com.  
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sense of Paisleyôs presence without forcing Shirley to focus intensely on the absence. In 

Shirleyôs words: 

é I can keep her and acknowledge her and constantly have her. é I hold her 

sometimes, but I donôt have to do too much. Like it doesnôt have to get away from 

me. It doesnôt have to keep me from my day. é So, whenever I put her on, I 

mean itôs every morning. Itôs like right by my bed, and I got to make sure, set it 

all out, put it on. And then throughout the day, I mean, I touch it. I hold it, and 

sheôs there. 

 

Going into her fifth year without Paisley, Shirley continues to struggle, but certain 

practices help her cope. Her work as a manager for apartment communities and caring for her 

two other children demand her time and attention and often prevent her from indulging in what 

she called ñlife-stoppingò reactions to losing Paisley. She reserves her grief for rare quiet times, 

noting, 

I donôt stay in touch with those feelings. Theyôre always there. Theyôre always 

under the surface. I think about her probably one thousand times a day, but Iôm 

not in touch with those feelings because those feelings are very jagged, and they 

stop things. They stop me from moments. They stop me from being present. 
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About six months after her daughterôs 

death, to help ease the pain, Shirley 

started drinking a few shots of liquor in 

quick succession when she got home 

from work. She said she broke that 

habit, acknowledging, ñé I drank so 

that I could be present and happy and 

enjoyable rather than not.ò13  

A sustained practice that 

lift s Shirley each year is the 

#LoveFromPaisley tribute organized 

by Shirleyôs and Paisleyôs friends since 

2017. On September 26 ï the date of 

Paisleyôs death ï friends and family 

ask anyone and everyone to perform an 

act of kindness in Paisleyôs spirit of 

giving and to share the good deed on social media with #LoveFomPaisley. During the pandemic 

in 2020, a woman donated Dominoôs pizzas to an emergency department and used 

ñ#lovefrompaisleyò in a Facebook post with screen shots of the pizza order and her text message 

 
13 Register, Interview with author, July 11, 2020. 

Figure 55: Shirley Register wears a necklace 

with a pendant urn that holds her daughter's ashes. 

Photo by Leanora M inai.  
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conversation with a nurse. ñWe all need 

a little bit of kindness especially this 

year!ò the person who bought the pizzas 

wrote.14 The acts of service on the day of 

Paisleyôs death continue her legacy of 

kindness and add to Shirleyôs bank of 

stories that keep her daughter alive. 

Shirley observed:  

Nobody wants that 

silence. Nobody wants 

that quiet. Nobody wants 

to just sit and think about 

it quietly and have it be 

in the past. Continuing 

that stuff, keeps her in the 

present. Even if sheôs not 

here, it keeps her here. 

  

 
14 Ɂ+ÖÝÌɯÍÙÖÔɯ/ÈÐÚÓÌàɯƖƔƖƔɯɧɯ%ÈÊÌÉÖÖÒȮɂɯÈÊÊÌÚÚÌËɯ-ÖÝÌÔÉÌÙɯƖƛȮɯƖƔƖƔȮɯ

https://www.facebook.com/events/348072829715004/?post_id=374345897087697&view=permalink. 

Figure 56: During the pandemic in 

September 2020, a woman donated Dominoɀs pizzas 

to an emergency department and used 

șÓÖÝÌÍÙÖÔ×ÈÐÚÓÌàɯÐÕɯ/ÈÐÚÓÌàɀÚɯÔÌÔÖÙàɯÖÕɯ%ÈÊÌÉÖÖÒȭɯ

Source: Facebook, #lovefrompaisley.  
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Glenda Parker: óI wanted to find something, anything that belonged to herô 

When she saw her daughter driving up the entrance to the property, Glenda Parker 

ran out of the house to greet her. Anna needed paint for an eleventh-grade biology project that 

was due the following week and stopped to get some from the garage. Annaôs parents had 

divorced when she was five years old, and she had lived with her mother, stepfather and younger 

brother and sister until recently when she moved in with her father who promised to buy her a 

new car. The prospect of Anna behind the wheel worried Glenda because her daughter had 

ADHD, which, she said, contributed to some poor driving habits. Before Anna left home that day 

with the paint to finish her school project, Glenda hugged her daughter and, as she always did, 

cautioned, ñAnna, be careful.ò Anna told her mother she loved her and offered reassurance: 

ñYou know nothingôs going to happen to me.ò15  

The following week, on October 22, 2002, Anna wanted to get to Piedmont High 

School in Monroe, North Carolina, early with her biology project. She arranged for a ride with a 

fellow student, an eighteen-year-old boy she liked and worked with at Harris Teeter. Anna sat in 

the front passenger seat of his 1991 Toyota Corolla as they rode on Indian Trail-Fairview Road. 

Around 6:46 a.m. at a four-way intersection at N Rocky River Road, the driver of the Toyota 

Corolla drove through a stop sign at 45 mph and into the path of a 2001 Honda Passport. The 

Honda struck the side of the Toyota where Anna sat, and the Toyota rolled over several times, 

landing in a yard. Unaware of what had happened, Glenda was driving her two younger children 

to day care around the same time when she experienced a mysterious sensation. ñAll of a sudden, 

 
15 Glenda Parker, Interview with author, In -person, February 23, 2020. Unless otherwise noted, all quotes by Glenda 

Parker are from the interview on February 23, 2020. 
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it felt like I was hit in the chest,ò she said. ñI just stopped. I was trying to get my breath. The kids 

said, óMama, whatôs wrong? Whatôs wrong, Mommy?ô I said, óI donôt know é I feel like I just 

lost my breath.ô It was 6:45 in the morning.ò16 

As principal of Fairview Elementary School in Union County, Glenda arrived for 

work that morning and went about her routine, which included a Parent Teacher Association 

program. During the event, the president of the association took multiple phone calls, which was 

not unusual because he also served as a pastor. But when the program ended, he told Glenda he 

needed to talk with her, and they walked together to a conference room. ñI just need you to sit 

down,ò he told her. ñAnnaôs been in an accident.ò Glenda immediately asked, ñIs she dead?ò 

Outside in the parking lot, Glendaôs husband ï Annaôs stepfather ï as well as the familyôs pastor, 

highway patrol troopers and others, started to arrive to offer support. Soon after, Glenda left for 

the hospital, where her former husband was waiting, and when Glenda saw him, she hugged him 

and cried out, ñOur babyôs gone!ò While advised against it, she insisted on seeing her daughter 

and sat in a wheelchair with a towel over her head as the wheelchair rolled into another area of 

the hospital. ñWhen I took the towel off my face, I was in the morgue,ô Glenda recalled, 

They pulled her out of a drawer and unzipped the bag. I had not been prepared for 

that. I thought é sheôd be on the table, like in an emergency room. That was 

very, very traumatic for me. When they unzipped her, her favorite little shoe was 

 
16 *àÛÑÈɯ6ÌÐÙȮɯɁ6ÙÌÊÒɯ*ÐÓÓÚɯ2ÛÜËÌÕÛɯÐÕɯ(ÕËÐÈÕɯ3ÙÈÐÓȮɂɯCharlotte Observer, October 23, 2002; 1+ɯ+ÈÕÒÍÖÙËȮɯɁ#,5-349 

Crash RepoÙÛɯ%ÖÙÔȮɂɯ.ÊÛÖÉÌÙɯƖƖȮɯƖƔƔƖȮɯ×ÙÖÝÐËÌËɯÉàɯ&ÓÌÕËÈɯ/ÈÙÒÌÙɯËÜÙÐÕÎɯÐÕÛÌÙÝÐÌÞɯÖÕɯ%ÌÉÙÜÈÙàɯƖƗȮɯƖƔƖƔȭ  
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lying beside her. é But I had to see my child. There was no way they were going 

to keep me out of there. 

 

From the wheelchair, Glenda stretched her arm and touched Annaôs stomach and arm. She does 

not remember saying anything to Anna, but from her vantage point, she could see that one of 

Annaôs eyes was severely damaged. Her daughter had died at the crash site, while the drivers of 

both vehicles survived. The driver of the Toyota in which Anna was a passenger was charged 

with misdemeanor death by vehicle, but Glenda later asked a judge not to prosecute him, and he 

received deferred prosecution. In other words, as long as he didnôt get into trouble for the next 

few years, the charge would 

be removed from his record. 

Glenda explained, ñI did not 

want this innocent child to 

have this on his record é I 

really did not blame him at 

all.ò Glenda and the driverôs 

mother are friends on 

Facebook and kept in touch for some time after the crash, but they donôt communicate as much 

anymore. Glenda said,  

Once in a while, she might comment on my Facebook. é and I might put a like 

on hers. After he got married, and he has a family of his own é I didnôt want to 

be the reminder. Of course, I know heôs never forgotten. I know they havenôt, but 

I just didnôt want to be the reminder of what happened with him.17 

 

 
17 Glenda Parker, Interview with author, Zoom, August 9, 2020.  

Figure 57: Diagram in the crash report. &ÓÌÕËÈɀÚɯ

daughter was a passenger in vehicle 1. Source: Glenda Parker.  
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The day after Annaôs death, news of the collision ï the fourth deadly crash of a 

Piedmont High School student in four years ï appeared in The Charlotte Observer and across the 

top of front page of The Enquirer-Journal. The year of Annaôs death, according to the North 

Carolina Department of Transportation, saw 1,573 total crash deaths across the state, and a driver 

age nineteen or younger was in a wreck every 24.4 

minutes.18 Fellow high school students expressed 

their grief over losing Anna by creating cards and 

posters in her memory. A music director described 

sixteen-year-old Anna as ñsweetness personified.ò 

ñShe was very special, and we were not ready to let 

her go,ò Annaôs mother told The Enquirer-Journal 

in 2002.19 

Anna provided the gift of parenthood 

to Glenda and her former husband because they 

struggled with infertility during their marriage. They 

applied to adopt a child, and on August 1, 1986, they 

brought home a six-and-a-half-month-old girl with a 

shock of red hair. ñShe looked like me. Just like 

 
18 ɁƖƔƔƖɯ-ÖÙÛÏɯ"ÈÙÖÓÐÕÈɯ3ÙÈÍÍÐÊɯ"ÙÈÚÏɯ%ÈÊÛÚȮɂɯ ÕɯÐÓÓÜÚÛÙÈÛÌËɯÈÕÈÓàÚÐÚɯÖÍɯ-ÖÙÛÏɯ"ÈÙÖÓÐÕÈɯÛÙÈÍÍÐÊɯÊÙÈÚÏɯÚÛÈÛÐÚÛÐÊÚɯÍÖÙɯƖƔƔƖȭɯ

(State of North Carolina: Division of Motor Vehicles, 2002), 

https://connect.ncdot.gov/resources/safety/Crash%20Data%20and%20TEAAS%20System/Crash%20Data%20and%20I

nformation/2002.pdf , 3. 
19 6ÌÐÙȮɯɁ6ÙÌÊÒɯ*ÐÓÓÚɯ2ÛÜËÌÕÛɯÐÕɯ(ÕËÐÈÕɯ3ÙÈÐÓɂ; 1ÐÛÊÏÐÌɯ$ȭɯ2ÛÈÙÕÌÚȮɯɁ/ÐÌËÔÖÕÛɯ2ÛÜËÌÕÛɯ#ÐÌÚɯÐÕɯ6ÙÌÊÒȮɂɯThe Enquirer-

Journal, October 23, 2002. 

Figure 58: Laminated newspaper 

clippings saved by Glenda Parker. 

Photo by Leanora Minai.  
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me,ò Glenda said. They named their baby Anna Brooke York, which originated from Anne ï the 

middle name of Glendaôs and Annaôs grandmothers. ñAnna, you were the most wanted child,ò 

Glenda wrote to Anna in a letter that was read aloud during the funeral. ñé Everyone that held 

you was treated to your little head placed on their shoulder. You never met a stranger éò20  

Growing up, Anna shared her voice with others as a soprano in the Womenôs 

Ensemble, and as part of the singing group, she traveled to competitions in Greensboro and 

Washington, D.C. ñShe had a perfect soprano voice. That was her love,ò Glenda said. ñThat just 

gave her so much joy to excel at that because 

she was so good.ò Annaôs music director 

described her voice as ñlight and pureò and 

ñthe perfect Renaissance sound.ò21 One night, 

Glenda recalled, Anna was scheduled to sing 

the Star-Spangled Banner at a high school 

football game, but the audio equipment would 

not work. That didnôt faze Anna, who belted 

out all of the lyrics a Cappella. ñFrom the 

time she was pretty young,ò Glenda said, ñshe would sit in the front porch swing and sing and 

sing and sing. The neighbor could hear her. She always says she misses hearing Anna sing.ò 

 After Annaôs death, Glenda established a scholarship fund and requested that all 

memorials go to the ensemble at Piedmont High School. The fund, noted in Annaôs obituary, 

 
20 &ÓÌÕËÈɯ/ÈÙÒÌÙȮɯɁ ÕÕÈȮɂɯ/ÙÖÝÐËÌËɯÛÖɯÈÜÛÏÖÙȮɯÕȭËȭ  
21 2ÛÈÙÕÌÚȮɯɁ/ÐÌËÔÖÕÛɯ2ÛÜËÌÕÛɯ#ÐÌÚɯÐÕɯ6ÙÌÊÒȭɂ 

Figure 59: Glenda Parker, left, with her 

daughter Anna Brooke York , on Anna's last 

birthday. Source: Glenda Parker.  
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remained active for a few years, until Annaôs junior year class graduated from high school. The 

ensemble sang for Glenda in the fellowship hall after her daughterôs graveside service, a memory 

that gives Glenda chills today. Despite the outpouring, though, the pain from the everlasting loss 

took hold in the days that followed. Glenda shared, ñAfter the funeral, after everything went 

away, I really went downhill.ò 

Glenda coped with her shock and disbelief by hunting down and gathering details 

and artifacts tied to Anna and the crash. ñI wanted to know everything,ò she insisted. She 

requested copies of the motor vehicle crash report and the medical examiner report, now 

arranged in a binder. And soon after the funeral, Glenda visited an impound lot to examine the 

wrecked Toyota Corolla. ñI crawled inside the car because I wanted to find something, anything 

that belonged to her,ò she explained. ñThere were pieces of her project laying around. They had 

blood on them, but I took them anyway.ò She carried three pieces of the project home with her 

because the objects linked back to the last time that she saw her daughter alive, and Annaôs 

hands had been all over the cardboard. ñThat was the only thing that I could find connected to 

her in that car,ò Glenda added. ñI couldnôt leave it there. I felt like that was the last thing that she 

had done on this Earth and that was the only piece of her that I could find in the car.ò22 

 
22 Parker, Interview with author, August 9, 2020.  
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Glenda also walked around the crash site because it was the last place that Anna 

was alive. Amid the debris, she found a piece of shattered glass from the Toyota windshield. She 

kept that, too. For many years, the glass stayed in the top drawer of her bedroom furniture 

because, Glenda explained, ñit was a piece of the last thing that she was in. That may not make 

sense to anybody else, but it probably would to another mother whoôs been through this.ò Within 

the first year after the crash, Glenda erected a cross with Annaôs name near the stop sign at the 

wreck site. She added a concrete angel to the arrangement, too, but someone took it. The cross 

stayed up for two years but is no 

longer on the roadside. ñI wanted 

people to remember,ò Glenda 

stressed. ñI wanted them to see and 

remember that she lost her life 

there. Please be careful. That was 

a horrible intersection. é Watch 

what youôre doing. This is a bad 

place.ò Glenda said that after the 

crash, the driver of the Toyota 

asked the state to put a stoplight at 

the intersection, and that Glendaôs son appeared on the television news, advocating for safety. 

Since then, the intersection that sits about four miles from Glendaôs home has been transformed 

into a traffic circle, or roundabout. She doesnôt avoid the site because it marks the last place 

Anna was last alive. ñWhen Iôm driving toward it or away from it, Iôm thinking, óI wonder what 

Figure 60: The intersection in Union County 

where Anna Brooke York was killed is now a 

roundabout. Source: Google Maps, December 2020. 
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was going through her mind during her last ride down this road?ô I always, always, always think 

that,ò Glenda said. While the cross in memory of Anna is gone, the piece of shattered glass and 

project pieces remain in a tub in Glendaôs closet. Itôs been about six years since Glenda looked at 

the pieces, relics reserved for her. She has not shared them with her other children or husband, 

noting, ñTheyôre very private to me.ò23 

Of all the years since the fatal crash, the first year of living without Anna was 

Glendaôs darkest period. She had to get through all of the firsts of everything. The first 

Christmas, the first birthday, the first Motherôs Day. On the Sunday after the funeral, Glenda sat 

at home, overwhelmed by panic and heartbreak. ñIt was just so, oh so painful,ò she recalled. She 

turned to her husband and said, ñThereôs got to be something they can give me to make this go 

away é I canôt stand this anymore. I just canôt do this.ò He took her to an emergency room, 

where doctors referred her to counseling, and she later visited her primary care doctor, who 

suggested a therapist who, Glenda said, ñsaved my life.ò She had reached a point where she 

couldnôt cry and was still in bed when her kids left for school. She recalled how her young son 

came into her bedroom with a stuffed toy and placed it beside her face, hoping she would feel 

better. ñMy little kids basically lost their mom for a good while. I didnôt go back to work for four 

months,ò she said. When Glenda could manage getting out of bed, she lost herself in raking the 

five acres of her property. ñIf a leaf would fall, I was obsessed with getting out there,ò Glenda 

recalled, 

I worked from eight in the morning until six at night, outside in the yard. I lost 

forty-four pounds after this happened. People from school, they had a meal sign-

up, and they brought the meals to my house. Iôd be out in the yard, and theyôd 

bring them in for us. I just couldnôt stop. 

 
23 Parker, Interview with author, August 9, 2020 . 



 

 138 

 

 

 

The worst moment in her journey came when Glenda ended up in the emergency 

room after swallowing a handful of Klonopin, typically prescribed to treat anxiety. She didnôt 

want to kill herself, she said, adding, ñI wanted to get out of the pain. I didnôt want to leave my 

other children, but the pain was just too much.ò Now a member of several online grief support 

groups, Glenda realizes that she was not alone in experiencing the crushing effects from 

unexpected loss. ñBack then,ò she said, ñthere were no support groups anywhere. Now, I see all 

these people, and I think, óIôm not so strange.ô If I had had this kind of support group, I would 

have known that what I was feeling was completely normal for what Iôve been through.ò 

Even in her misery, early bereavement brought Glenda some hope and led to 

living connections to her deceased daughter. About a year after Anna died, Glenda tracked down 

Annaôs biological mother in a small town in the foothills of North Carolina. ñShe was really 

excited when I told her on the phone that I was Annaôs adopted mother,ò Glenda recalled. ñThen 

I had to tell her really fast that donôt get too excited. She took it really hard at first.ò Glenda was 

able to learn how Anna came into the world, that Annaôs birth mother was a teenager when Anna 

was born, and that she was not ready to raise a baby. ñAgainst her familyôs wishes, she felt that 

Anna would have a better home if she put her up for adoption,ò Glenda said. ñShe went through 

social services é She did it out of the goodness of her heart.ò Over time, Glenda and Annaôs 

birth mom grew close, and their relationship led to healing attachments that continue to this day. 

Glenda learned that Annaôs birth mom had another child, a son ï Annaôs biological brother. He 

had a baby, but he and the sixteen-year-old mother were not prepared to raise the child. In a 

remarkable turn of events, Annaôs birth mom offered Glenda a chance to adopt the one-year-old 
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boy, which Glenda did, and he is now a teenager. ñHeôs a piece of Anna,ò Glenda said. ñHe is 

her biological nephew.ò 

Living attachments remain a source of comfort for Glenda, who described herself 

as less confident since her daughterôs death. She scrapped a plan to earn a doctorate with a friend 

and is not comfortable going places 

without her family and prefers the 

comforts of her home. After 

Annaôs death, the elementary 

school where Glenda worked 

provided money for her to plant a 

garden at home in memory of 

Anna. A parent donated a statue of 

an angel holding roses, and family 

members contributed benches. 

Through the years, Glenda added a 

statue of an angel and other items 

that reminded her of Anna. After 

sixteen years without Anna, Glenda 

walked down to the garden and 

decided the area needed more 

living things. Her husband built a birdhouse for the garden on Glendaôs birthday, and they 

planted hardy perennials. The buttercups lift Glendaôs spirits whenever they flower.  

Figure 61: Glenda Parker sits in the home garden 

in memory of her daughter . Photo by Leanora Minai.  
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At sixty-one and retired from Union County Public Schools, Glenda said the 

passing of time has lifted her from paralyzing torment, but that an emptiness permeates her life, 

especially during celebratory occasions. When her younger daughter got married, became a nurse 

and had a baby, Glenda couldnôt help but reflect on Annaôs absence. ñTime does not heal at all,ò 

Glenda observed. ñ... we can tolerate the pain and the grief. You donôt get better. You get 

tolerant and you get to the point that you can smile and not feel guilty. That just happened over 

time.ò For the first time in 2019, Glenda spent Annaôs death date on October 22 ï a day she had 

always reserved to be alone ï with her other daughter and one-year-old grandson. They ate 

breakfast out and played with the baby. ñAt this point,ò said Glenda, ñI can still hurt inside but 

still feel joy.ò 
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Ashley Luther: óHeôs my little piece of Danielô 

Just as they always did, Ashley and Daniel Luther wished each other a good day 

before parting for work. That evening, they had dinner plans at their home with close friends, 

and Ashley planned to cook Danielôs favorite ï sausage tortellini soup. A beekeeper hobbyist, 

Daniel decided to make an unplanned stop at a store on his way home from work to pick up 

supplies for his honeybee hives. At 6:22 p.m., he sent Ashley a text message to confirm their 

friendsô arrival time. Ashley replied that their friends were on the way, and Daniel wrote back, 

ñIôll probably be there around 7.ò1 Eleven minutes later, as Daniel drove northwest on SR 3106 

in the small town of Trinity in Randolph County, the driver of a 2019 Dodge Ram 1500 traveling 

southeast on SR 3106 at 80 mph, swerved into the right shoulder, passing another car, and then 

crossed the center line and crashed head-on into Danielôs 2016 Jeep Renegade.2  

The force of the collision on November 19, 2019, penetrated Danielôs driverôs 

compartment, pushing in the Jeepôs dash approximately two feet. A witness later told authorities 

she saw the driver of the Dodge Ram ñacting ridiculous all over the road.ò She said she saw the 

driver rear-end one car and sideswipe another before slamming into Danielôs Jeep. ñThe sound 

from this accident was the worst thing I have ever heard,ò she told the North Carolina State 

Highway Patrol. Even though Daniel wore a shoulder and lap belt, and the Jeepôs front and side 

air bags deployed, there was ñextensive intrusionò into the driver and passenger compartments, 

 
1 Ashley Luther, Interview with  author, February 2, 2020. Unless otherwise noted, all quotes by Ashley Luther are 

from the interview with her on February 2, 2020 ; #ÈÕÐÌÓɯ+ÜÛÏÌÙɯÈÕËɯ ÚÏÓÌàɯ+ÜÛÏÌÙȮɯɁ3ÌßÛɯ,ÌÚÚÈÎÌɯÉÌÛÞÌÌÕɯ#ÈÕÐÌÓɯ

ÈÕËɯ ÚÏÓÌàɯ+ÜÛÏÌÙȮɂɯ-ÖÝÌÔÉÌÙɯƕƝȮɯƖƔƕƝȭ 
2 JD Barker, Ɂ-ÖÙÛÏɯ"ÈÙÖÓÐÕÈɯ2ÛÈÛÌɯ'ÐÎÏÞÈàɯ/ÈÛÙÖÓɯ"ÖÓÓÐÚÐÖÕɯ(ÕÝÌÚÛÐÎÈÛÐÖÕɯ/ÈÊÒÌÛɂɯȹ-ÖÙÛÏɯ"ÈÙÖÓÐÕÈɯ2ÛÈÛÌɯ'ÐÎÏÞÈàɯ

Patrol, n.d.). The packet includes collision scene information, voluntary witness statements , and other documents. 

Some pages are redacted. 
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resulting in blunt force trauma to Daniel. When 

deputies with the Randolph County Sherriffôs Office 

arrived on scene, they suspected that the driver of the 

Dodge Ram, who was not injured, was impaired by 

alcohol and drugs. A deputy spotted a ñsmall bag of 

marijuana in the driverôs side floor board.ò 

Meanwhile, at home, Ashley waited on Daniel with 

their friends. When 7 p.m. passed, she wasnôt too 

worried because her husband typically ran a little 

late. She tried calling his mobile phone, but the call 

connected straight to voice mail. ñYôall, weôre just 

going to go ahead and eat,ò Ashley told her friends. 

And then her phone rang.3 

ñAshley,ò her cousin, the deputy chief 

for emergency services for Randolph County, said by 

phone. ñDaniel has been in a wreck.ò He didnôt share 

many details but told her to pack a bag. He would 

pick her up and take her to Wake Forest Baptist Medical Center in Winston-Salem. Ashley asked 

her friends to stay with Silas, the coupleôs six-month-old son. When she arrived at the hospital, 

she paced the emergency room waiting area alone, and her mother arrived just as a hospital 

 
3 Barker. 

Figure 62: The last text message 

exchange between Daniel and Ashl ey 

Luther. Source: Ashley Luther.  
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caregiver approached with an update on her husbandôs condition. As the caregiver described 

Danielôs injuries, Ashley passed out and woke up in a wheelchair. She recalled: 

I just remember hearing the words brain damage, and his lungs were collapsed, 

and broken bones, and his face was shattered, and his skull was shattered, and the 

list just kept building, and thatôs all I remember, and I just blacked out. 

 

When Ashley woke up, the hospital staff insisted on taking her to a triage area. 

ñYou take me to Daniel,ò she demanded. As a physical therapist assistant, Ashley still was not 

prepared for the sight of her husband, the source of crippling flashbacks to this day. A neck brace 

cradled his head, tubes hung from his mouth, a leg bone protruded his skin. She caressed his 

head, picking glass out of his hair, telling him she would see to it that he made it through the 

injuries. ñDaniel, Daniel, Daniel, youôre going to make it,ò she told him. ñWeôre strong. Iôm 

going to rehab you. You married the right person. Iôm going to give you physical therapy, and 

youôre going to do it éò Ashley talked and talked, but Daniel never woke up. 

At his bedside, she saw the wedding band on Danielôs swollen finger. Ashley 

twisted, twisted and twisted until she clutched the blood-stained ring in her hand. ñI just held on 

to it. I felt like if I held on to it, it was like holding on to Daniel, even if I couldnôt be with him at 

the time. And so, I just held it with me the whole time I was at the hospital,ò she said.  
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Despite a bleak prognosis for her 

husband, Ashley spoke with doctors about all 

treatment options. They could wait for Danielôs 

brain swelling to go down or operate to get 

blood flowing, also a risky path. She prayed 

with doctors, talked with family, and instructed 

physicians to try to open the arteries to Danielôs 

head. During the operation, surgeons fixed his 

shattered hip and broken femur and tibia. A 

successful surgery brought hope, but the 

electroencephalogram didnôt show electrical 

activity in Danielôs brain. ñThere werenôt very 

many lines on it. I knew what it was,ò Ashley 

recalled. ñThere was no brain activity, none. 

And I kept hoping and kept hoping.ò Following the advice of doctors, she waited for normal 

brain waves. She didnôt want to go home a widow, a single parent to their son, Silas. ñI make this 

sound like a real simple small story, but it wasnôt,ò Ashley said. ñIt was a lot of waiting, a lot of 

exhaustion, a lot of just crazy decisions nobody should ever have to make. é I knew what was 

going to happen. They pulled us in that little family counseling room to decide.ò 

As a young couple, Ashley and Daniel talked about their end-of-life wishes. They 

both lost people they loved, including Danielôs father. Daniel told Ashley he never wanted a 

machine to keep him alive. Knowing that, Ashley went to his mother in the hospital for a 

Figure 63: Ashley Luther holds her 

ÏÜÚÉÈÕËɀÚɯÚÔÈÙÛ×ÏÖÕÌȮɯÉÌÕÛɯÉàɯÛÏÌɯÍÖÙÊÌɯÖÍɯ

the car crash. Photo by Leanora Minai.  
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difficult conversation. She told her she couldnôt keep Daniel on life support. He had another wish 

to give life to others as an organ donor. ñHe always said, óWell, Iôm gone. I donôt have any use 

for it. So maybe somebody else can use it,ôò Ashley recalled. When the time came for Ashley to 

say goodbye to her husband, hospital staff lined the hallway to honor Daniel as Ashley walked 

behind the gurney that carried him to an operating room, where surgeons would procure his 

organs. ñWhen he goes on the elevator, I know whatôs going to happen, and he can help people,ò 

she said to herself. For Ashley, ñthat was a big silver lining for me. When they got on the 

elevator, that was the last time I saw Daniel.ò  

Today, Daniel lives on in others. A married father in his seventies received 

Danielôs left and right lungs; a mother of four in her sixties got his left kidney; and a mother of 

two in her fifties received his right kidney. Victims of cancer who need bone for their recovery 

will  get his bone grafts. Danielôs tendons, ligaments and other connective tissues could be used 

in knees and ankles, and skin grafts can go to women undergoing mastectomies due to breast 

cancer. Even his veins can help coronary artery bypass patients. Ashley finds some peace 

knowing Danielôs final altruistic act benefitted people, but she is disappointed because her 

husbandôs end-of-life wishes could not be fully fulfilled . Due to his injuries, Danielôs liver could 

not go to someone else. ñItôs because of that guy. é I mean, itôs all his fault,ò Ashley said. Three 

days after the crash, on November 22, 2019, doctors at Wake Forest Baptist Medical Center 

pronounced Daniel Wayne Luther dead. He was thirty-two years old. As of this writing, the 
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driver of the Dodge Ram, James Michael Lovett Jr., twenty-two, is in the Randolph County Jail 

on $125,000 bond, facing manslaughter and driving offenses.4  

A graduate of University of North Carolina at Charlotte, Daniel worked as an 

accountant for a bank and played the mandolin with Long Gone Bluegrass Band, one of his 

many musical passions. In addition to 

honeybees, he raised goats and chickens 

at home, hunted and fished, and hiked 

mountains and biked roads at every 

chance. He belonged to Antioch 

Christian Church, where he served as an 

usher and senior youth leader and 

taught Sunday school.  

Music and church 

brought Ashley and Daniel together in 

2010. At the time, Daniel played drums 

with the southern gospel band, Glory 

Road. Ashleyôs grandfather played in 

the band, too, and invited Ashley to 

help set up equipment one day at 

church. Ashley knew her grandpa was 

 
4 Ɂ1ÈÕËÖÓ×Ïɯ"ÖÜÕÛàɯ2ÏÌÙÐÍÍɀÚɯ.ÍÍÐÊÌɯ- "ÖÕÍÐÕÌËɯ(ÕÔÈÛÌÚɯÉàɯ+ÈÚÛɯ-ÈÔÌȮɂɯ1ÈÕËÖÓ×Ïɯ"ÖÜÕÛàɯ#ÌÛÌÕÛÐÖÕɯ"ÌÕÛÌÙɯ- 

Currently Confined Inmates, April 18, 2021, https://www.randolphcountync.gov/Departments/Sheriffs -

Office/Confined -Inmates. 

Figure 64: A decoration in Ashley L ÜÛÏÌÙɀÚɯ

home displays a picture of Ashley and Daniel 

celebrating their soon -to-be-born son . Ashley  holds 

an ultrasound picture. Photo by Leanora Minai.  
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playing matchmaker that day when he introduced her to Daniel. ñDonôt mess with his stuff 

because heôs very picky about his instruments,ò her grandfather cautioned. Ashley seized the 

chance to tease Daniel, asking what instruments belonged to him. Band members pointed to the 

mandolin. ñOh, this? This right here?ò she asked, picking up the instrument. ñCool. Okay. I 

wonôt mess with it,ò she promised.  

Later, Daniel and Ashley found each other on Facebook and saw a Halloween 

movie on their first date. Three years later, in the community of Whynot, North Carolina, they 

married in Fair Grove Church, which was built in 1859 alongside a plank road that ran from 

Winston-Salem to Fayetteville.5 During the ceremony, Daniel played the bluegrass song ñPot of 

Goldò on his mandolin as Ashley walked down the aisle. Over their six-year marriage, they 

shared countless memories, including singing country tunes on road trips; visiting Colorado, 

where they spotted elk and rode a train up to Pikes Peak then jogged the rest of the way to the 

top; and hiking Grandfather Mountain and Linville Gorge. ñIt sucks because, I mean, Daniel was 

such a good person, and all he wanted was people to know Jesus,ò she stressed, 

Thatôs the big thing. And if he were in here, in this room, heôd be like, óAshley, 

donôt forget that part. é what they got to remember is Jesus. Heôs still on the 

throne, and heôs the reason why Iôm in heaven.ô 

 

Their son Silas was born six months before the car crash, and he is Ashleyôs bond to Daniel. 

ñHeôs my little piece of Daniel é,ò she said. ñHe acts like his dad. Heôs chill like his dad, and he 

looks like him.ò 

 
5 Ɂ6Ïàɯ-ÖÛɯ'ÐÚÛÖÙàȮɂɯÈÊÊÌÚÚÌËɯ)ÈÕÜÈÙàɯƕƔȮɯƖƔƖƕȮɯÏÛÛ×ÚȯɤɤÞÏàÕÖÛÔÌÔÖÙÐÈÓȭÊÖÔɤÏÛÔÓɤÞÏàɍÕÖÛɍÏÐÚÛÖÙàȭÏÛÔÓȭ 
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I first interviewed Ashley in February 2020, seventy-two days after her husband 

died. At twenty-nine, she never imagined losing her husband and raising their child as a widow. 

After the crash, her family and friends launched a GoFundMe fundraiser with a $250,000 goal to 

help.6 The GoFundMe page, which featured a picture of Silas, read in the childôs voice:  

My daddy was a great man of faith, and lived his daily life in service and love to 

his Lord, family and friends. My daddy was a hard worker and the bread winner 

of our family. He helped my mother go to college to achieve her dreams of 

becoming a Physical Therapy Assistant. He also worked very hard to provide for 

me and my future. Daddyôs employers have stated that he did the job of 5 other 

qualified workers. 

 

When I met with Ashley, she acknowledged, ñI donôt know if I have grieved or not.ò She went 

back to work within a month of her husbandôs death to get a sense of normalcy during the 

upheaval. But at work, she struggled with visions of Daniel in the hospital. ñI flashback to the 

guy that did the CT scans é him coming and telling me everything, or Iôll flashback about 

getting the phone call,ò she described. ñJust little glimpses, just different bits and pieces of 

everything.ò  

 

 
6 Ɂ2ÐÓÈÚɯ6ÈàÕÌɯ+ÜÛÏÌÙȮɯ.ÙÎÈÕÐáÌËɯÉàɯ%ÈÔÐÓàɯ%ÙÐÌÕËÚȮɂɯÎÖÍÜÕËÔÌȭÊÖÔȮɯÈÊÊÌÚÚÌËɯ#ÌÊÌÔÉÌÙɯƕƗȮɯƖƔƖƔȮɯ

https://www.gofundme.com/f/silas -wayne-luther.  The fundraiser has since closed. 
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Because she needed to take care of Silas, Ashley couldnôt always express her raw 

feelings when they surfaced. Sometimes, she texted her best friend who lived next door and 

asked her to keep Silas for a bit. ñI hate crying,ò Ashley explained, ñI hate everything about 

emotions except the happy ones é And I hate to be drug down about it. And there have been 

times é I will sit over here, and Iôll lay on the floor and kick and scream and cry. And then, 

okay, Iôm done now. And then Iôll go and just carry on.ò As if frozen in time, the walls of the 

home Ashley shared with her husband, son and the family dog Dozer featured many mementos 

and photographs of their life 

together, including a family 

portrait on the wall.  

Outside, 

however, traces of Danielôs 

hobbies have vanished. 

Ashley couldnôt keep up 

with the goats and chickens, 

so she parted with the 

animals. She sold the honeybee hives to Danielôs friends and cousin, who gave her honey from 

the hives. The house is where painful moments wash over Ashley, where memories trigger 

longing. At night, she climbed in their king size bed without Daniel and woke up without Daniel. 

One night, she dreamed he survived the crash. ñI was really excited. And he didnôt talk. I just 

saw him walking,ò she said, ñand I was like, óOh, Daniel, Daniel, look at you. Youôre walking. 

Youôre walking. I told you they would fix your leg, and they did. Look, and look how good 

Figure 65: Ashley, Silas and Daniel Luther. Source: 

Ashley Luther.  
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youôre doing.ôò She woke up, her hopes dashed as the agony returned, and she longed again to 

see him, to feel his touch. In everyday moments, she yearned for small routines that she took for 

granted such as blending smoothies for two and setting aside granola bars for two and cooking 

pancakes and waffles and bacon and sausage on Saturday mornings. Every reminder leveled the 

toll of her loss. ñI feel like it changed me as a person,ò she observed,  

I try to act like the same old Ashley, but Iôm not. A part of me is gone because 

Daniel made me whole. And it didnôt just affect me. Now itôs affecting Silas. Heôs 

going to grow up without his dad. And it affects his [Danielôs] brother and my 

mom and dad and Danielôs mom and the people he played music with. 

 

Usually, the first one home from work, Ashley found herself expecting Daniel to walk through 

the door. She recalled, ñthere are times where I sit here. Iôll sit here on this couch, and Iôm still 

waiting on Daniel to come home. Itôs like, óokay, Daniel will be here any minute.ô But heôs not 

coming home.ò 

About six months after Danielôs death, Ashley married a man from church who 

had known Daniel. After service one day, he took her items that she had she left behind in a pew 

when she got up to take Silas to the nursery. Later, Ashley reached out to thank him on 

Facebook, and they grew close. ñIt just kind of took off from there é Iôm really happy. I mean, 

he understands everything thatôs happened,ò she said, adding, ñI still have bad times.ò On June 4, 

2020, amid the coronavirus pandemic, they married in a courthouse ceremony with their mothers 

as witnesses. ñItôs fast é but we both felt in our hearts that thatôs what we wanted to do, so 

thatôs what we did,ò she acknowledged. ñWeôve gotten some flack about it é Now weôre 

together. Weôre happy é He does really good with the baby too.ò7  

 
7 Ashley Luther, Interview with author, Zoom, July 15, 2020. 
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A chicken farmer, Ashleyôs new husband shares her interest in the outdoors, and 

they stay busy with independent projects, too. Ashley is sanding and refinishing a wood chest to 

hold some of Danielôs possessions and mementos, including photographs of Silas and Daniel; a 

front-page newspaper clipping about the crash; the wedding bands she wore on a neck chain after 

Daniel died; and his bike jerseys, wallet and Bible. She plans to stain the chest and ñput new 

hinges on it and a little latch. é just so Silas has it one day to look through. If thereôs anything in 

there that Silas wants, he can have, but itôs just going 

to be Danielôs stuff.ò8 One possession that will not 

go in the chest is a Garmin watch that belonged to 

Daniel. He wore it on the day of the wreck, and it 

was found in a homeownerôs yard where the Jeep 

landed. The watch was returned to Ashley, who 

wears the time piece every day even though she 

doesnôt know how to operate the advanced functions. 

ñItôs just a little piece of Daniel,ò she said. ñHe wore 

it all the time.ò 

While remarrying has brought Ashley 

companionship, the new relationship has not filled a 

void in her heart for Daniel. She regularly talks with a counselor, who helps with flashbacks 

from her experience in the hospital. But navigating the criminal court system to ensure the other 

driver is held accountable pours salt on a wound that canôt heal. Since the driver of the Dodge 

 
8 Ibid.  

Figure 66: Ashley Luther wears 

her husband's Garmin watch. Photo by 

Leanora Minai.  
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Ram went to jail, his bond was lowered, and there was talk of releasing him from jail and placing 

him on house arrest due to coronavirus. ñI had a bad day that day when I found that out because I 

was like, óall right, so he goes home to his family,ô she pointed out,  

I had to go home without a husband. To me, thatôs not right. Itôs like heôs just 

suffered nothing. é That made me angry. Iôve had a lot of anger. Iôve had a lot, a 

lot of anger.9 

 

To manage her emotions, Ashley hits a punching bag that her current husband 

bought and hung for her. Striking the bag with her gloved fists for fifteen to twenty minutes 

ñfeels good. It feels so good,ò she said. When Ashley longs for Daniel, she opens a closet and 

touches and smells objects that hold his scent like their Halloween costumes. Recently, she was 

cleaning out a shed in the yard to move and combed through bins containing the earthy aroma of 

Danielôs camouflage hunting gear. As she held the clothes, pleasant memories flashed through 

her mind of their last hunting trip together when she was pregnant. ñI just sat there and just kind 

of kept smelling it. I kept sniffing it,ò she said. Ashley plans to keep the gear, maybe even wear 

it one day. She recognized, ñProbably a couple months ago, I think I really started to grieve. I 

donôt know. It hit me. Danielôs not here. Danielôs not going to be here.ò10 

  

 
9 Luther, Interview with author, July  15, 2020. 
10 Ibid.  
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James Crouch Jr.: óEvery item I feel can bring me a little bit closerô 

James Wayne Crouch Jr. knows bits and pieces about his father.  

James Wayne Crouch Sr. ran track and watched the television show Beverly Hills, 

90210. He served in the U.S. Army. A freshwater fisherman, he owned a flat-bottomed boat that 

sat in the driveway for several years after he died. Cobbled together, these and other clues that 

James Jr. has tracked down over the years form a hazy biographical sketch of a father who died 

when he was two years old. Without many stories passed down to him or his own recollections, 

objects ï the materials given to James Jr. by his mother and the keepsakes he has procured over 

the years ï form a connection to a man he does not remember. His fatherôs briefcase holds a 

brown wallet and assorted papers. An American flag from the funeral service is encased with his 

fatherôs military ID tags. And a grief workbook that James Jr. used in kindergarten provides a 

small window into a loss he does not recall. The objects shape his understanding, his history. 

Now twenty-eight and an employee at a public university in North Carolina, James Jr. explained 

that the objects are ñall that I have, and I might go through the things maybe once every three, 

five, ten years, who knows?  

But every item I feel can bring me a little bit closer. It gives me a little bit of 

insight into his life because my mother didnôt talk about my father at all growing 

up. And so really what I have is all the insight I have into who he was, what his 

life was like.1 

  

At the time of his death, James Wayne Crouch Sr. was out of the Army, living in 

Wilmington and working a salesman for a Heilig-Meyers furniture store. Over Labor Day 

 
1 James Crouch, Interview with author, In person, February 29, 2020. Unless otherwise noted, all quotes by James 

Crouch Jr. in this section are from the interview with him on February 29, 2020.  This was my last in-person interview 

with a bereaved family member before the novel coronavirus forced quarantine measures. 
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weekend on September 3, 1994, he was driving south on 

U.S. 17 near Shallotte in Brunswick County at 3 a.m. when 

his car ran off the road and struck a tree at 80 mph. The 

1992 Nissan, which did not have air bags, broke in two on 

the shoulder of U.S. 17, also known as Ocean Highway. 

One of 1,429 people killed on North Carolina roads in 1994, 

James Wayne Crouch Sr. was among the 32 percent of 

people killed in alcohol-related wrecks that year.2  

James Jr., an only child, does not remember 

learning about the crash. His mother rarely talked about it, 

and he didnôt ask a lot of questions to fill in the gaps. 

ñWhen I was growing up, she said that the crash was caused 

by drinking while he was driving,ò he said.  

Well, I didnôt know what alcohol was. Iôd 

never seen my mom drink it until I graduated 

high school, maybe. So, I thought it was a 

Coke. Like, he reached down to get a can of Coke and ran off the road and hit a 

tree. So thatôs what I thought growing up. And then when I got older, I realized, 

no, it was alcohol drinking. 

 
2 Ɂ/ÖÓÐÊÌɯ!ÓÖÛÛÌÙȮɂɯStar News, September 4, 1994; '1ɯ2ÔÐÛÏȮɯɁ#,5-ƗƘƝɯ"ÙÈÚÏɯ1Ì×ÖÙÛɯ%ÖÙÔɂ (Division of Motor 

Vehicles, September 3, 1994); Ɂ-ÖÙÛÏɯ"ÈÙÖÓÐÕÈɯ3ÙÈÍÍÐÊɯ"ÙÈÚÏɯ%ÈÊÛÚɂɯȹ2ÛÈÛÌɯÖÍɯ-ÖÙÛÏɯ"ÈÙÖÓÐÕÈȯɯ-ÖÙÛÏɯ"ÈÙÖÓÐÕÈɯ

Department of Transportation, 1994), 

https://connect.ncdot.gov/resources/safety/Crash%20Data%20and%20TEAAS%20System/Crash%20Data%20and%20I

nformation/1994.pdf, 3. 

Figure 67: A photo booth 

strip of James Crouch Jr. with  his 

father. Photo by Leanora Minai.  
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James Wayne Crouch Sr., who was twenty-six when he died, was born at Hahn 

Air Base in Germany, where his father was stationed at the time. He later lived in North 

Carolina, and after high school in Wilmington., James Sr. enlisted in the U.S. Army and trained 

at Fort Jackson, South Carolina, a detail James Jr. was able to glean from an old United Airlines 

boarding pass found among the 

assorted papers his mother gave him 

after he turned twenty. Longing for 

more answers, James Jr. has pieced 

together aspects of his fatherôs 

identity, requesting the death 

certificate and military records. The 

military discharge papers hint at 

James Sr.ôs struggle with alcohol. In 

1988, a commanding major at Fort 

Devens in Massachusetts, then home 

to the 10th Special Forces Group 

(Airborne) and 1st Special Forces, 

wrote a memorandum for the record 

about James Sr. He had counseled 

the Private First Class for ñdriving 

while drunkò and warned that future misconduct could result in removing him from service. 

James Sr., who received parachutist and sharpshooter M16 rifle badges during his brief military 

Figure 68: James Crouch Jr. holds a photograph 

of his father, James Crouch Sr. Photo by Leanora 

Minai.  
































