
Welcome to Smithfield
    

Driving down U.S. 70 into a rural North Carolina town to start 
my first job after college, it could not be missed. The billboard 
sign was over a hundred feet in the air. Against a background 
of bright red, a Klansman in a white robe and conical hat sat 
on top of a white horse. The horse had its two front legs kicked 
up high in the air, ready to ride across the land. The Klansman 
held a burning cross in his left hand and the reins in his right. 

Across the top of the sign in large capital letters read:

HELP FIGHT COMMUNISM & INTERGRATION

I couldn’t help but notice that INTERGRATION was 
misspelled.

Next to the Klansman upon his horse, in even larger caps: 

JOIN & SUPPORT  
UNITED KLANS  
of AMERICA Inc.

Finally, at the bottom of the sign:

KKKK WELCOMES YOU TO SMITHFIELD
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I stared again at the Klansman atop the horse, legs kick-
ing in the air. My mind drifted to early Saturday mornings of 
my childhood, watching TV with my older brother Jeff. Our 
favorite program was The Lone Ranger. The show opened with 
the masked man on his white stallion racing up a mountain to 
the stirring “William Tell Overture.” Upon reaching the top, 
the Lone Ranger yanked the reins and the white horse kicked 
his two front legs, while he yelled, “Hi Ho Silver Away” and 
galloped down the mountain to do justice. 

Now I watched a hooded Klansman in the summer of 
1972 in Smithfield, North Carolina. Damn, this is serious. The 
late sixties and early seventies were tough and violent times. 
The senseless war in Vietnam still raged on. Four students were 
killed at a protest of the war at Kent State University in Ohio. 
The memories of the violence and sacrifices of the Civil Rights 
Movement were fresh and searing: the Selma and Montgom-
ery marches; the Klan’s murders of civil rights workers James 
Chaney, Andrew Goodman, and Michael Schwerner, with 
some of the Klansmen serving in the local police department; 
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and the assassinations of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and Bobby 
Kennedy.

I wanted to take a photograph of the sign but was afraid 
someone would see me. And I stood out. I drove an old, used 
car with New York tags. Just out of college, twenty-two years 
old and with long hair, I was there to work and not stir things 
up. I drove on and found my way to the Johnston County 
Health Department. 

The East Coast Migrant Health Project was a grantee 
from the then United States Department of Health, Educa-
tion, and Welfare. It was run by a consortium of Catholic nuns 
from a very small office in Washington, D.C., with teams of 
personnel spread up and down the East Coast. Most of the 
groups were nuns who had been nurses in their local schools 
and hospitals. Teams of two to four were assigned to the 
county health department to provide health care services to 
the seasonal migrant farmworkers who worked the fields and 
then moved on. My title was health education aide and I was 
to assist the nurse assigned to Johnston County.

On the East Coast many farms were cultivated by migrant 
farmworkers who spent the winter in small towns in central 
Florida and then traveled north in the spring to work the 
fields. They called it “working the season.” The season was, in 
reality, twentieth century slavery. Mostly black farmworkers 
joined crews led by a crew boss. The crew boss used old buses 
and trucks to transport the migrants to local farms up north. 
They stayed in ramshackle huts and dorms on the farms, usu-
ally without running water or screens. The crew boss charged 
the workers for food, liquor, cigarettes, and lodging. Before 
long the workers were in debt and not free to leave. First of 
all, without money, there really was no place to go other than 
hitchhiking one’s way out of town. Crew bosses were known to 
sic dogs after escapees and track them down. Once captured, 
they were often beaten. I heard that every now and then the 
U.S. Department of Justice would get involved, but they were 
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very hard cases to investigate, as witnesses were either unwill-
ing to cooperate or had moved on and were nearly impossible 
to locate. 

As I walked into the health department building I was 
still in a bit of shock. I knew enough to know that I didn’t 
really understand much about the Klan and what I was getting 
myself into. That would have to wait until later when I learned 
the ropes of my new town and new job. Luckily, everyone in 
the health department was very cordial and welcoming. The 
director was particularly interested in having help serving 
the migrant population since there was a great need and few 
resources. As we were chatting a woman in her early sixties or 
so walked in. She wore a nun’s veil on her head, but was oth-
erwise in layperson’s clothes.

“So you’re the young man they sent to help me?” she said. 
Her eyes twinkled and she had a great smile. 

“I’m Sister Joseph Beatrice, but you can call me Jo B.” 
I smiled back, introduced myself and we shook hands. 

I didn’t know it then, but I had just entered one of the great 
friendships of my life. 

Sister Jo B was a woman to be reckoned with; an unstop-
pable force of energy, passion, and toughness. Friendly and 
compassionate most of the time, she also took no guff and 
was a real fighter. She was raised in Kentucky in a prosper-
ous Catholic family. During high school she felt a calling to 
serve God and wanted to enter into a sisterhood community. 
Her parents prevailed upon her to get a college education first, 
saying that would only help her and the church in the future 
while giving her time to reflect on this momentous decision. 

Sister Jo  B told me a number of times that “My daddy 
really wanted the best for me, and if that was the path I felt 
I had to follow, he would respect that. But he also wanted 
grandbabies!” 

A dutiful daughter, she went off to college to study 
nursing. By her senior year, while she was having too much 
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innocent fun with the boys, she realized that her commitment 
to serve God was so deep that she would enter the sisterhood 
upon graduation.

She entered the novitiate with the Sisters of Charity of 
Nazareth in Bardstown, Kentucky. All aspects of religious 
life—prayer, study, and sisterhood—moved and inspired her. 
When taking her final vows as a Sister of Charity, she chose 
the name Joseph Beatrice, after the two Catholic Saints who 
spoke to her. Her career as a nurse took off at schools and clin-
ics as she settled into a peaceful life at Nazareth. She then saw 
a documentary on TV about migrant farmworkers and their 
horrible work and health conditions. Sister Jo B knew there 
was more she could do—and she did. She did some research 
and found the East Coast Project, volunteered, and was first 
assigned to Apopka, Florida, and now Smithfield.

Sister Jo B, the director, and I sat down and were briefed 
on farming and farmworkers in Johnston County. Although 
soybeans, vegetables, and potatoes were plentiful, tobacco was 
king and ranked high in production in the county and the 
state. 

Cropping tobacco was a hard, mean business. Tobacco 
ripened in the heart of the summer and was picked by start-
ing at the bottom of the plant. Each following week a migrant 
would pull another section higher up in the plant. The farm-
worker would have to walk down tobacco rows in the early 
morning hours and again later in the afternoon during the 
hottest time of the day, stooping over to take the buds off the 
plant by hand to allow it to fully grow. Later in the season the 
farmworker would pull the plant from the bottom up to com-
plete the cropping. 

The worker also had to watch out for worms that ate the 
plant, which they were required to squish and kill. The pulled 
plant was then carried to a sled and—either by mule or trac-
tor—taken to a barn to be cured. Although mechanization 
was gradually eliminating some of the need for harsh manual 
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labor in the tobacco fields, much of modern farming had not 
yet come to Smithfield.

Health care for the migrants was almost non-existent. 
Every now and then a migrant would be dropped off at the 
emergency room after suffering a serious accident or illness. 

Our job was to go out to the camps and provide basic 
services such as dispensing over-the-counter medicine, clean-
ing wounds, and transporting workers to a doctor’s office or 
a hospital, if necessary. We were also asked to do some pre-
ventative medicine such as taking tuberculosis (“TB”) tests, as 
well as checking up on basic sanitation in the camps. Finally, 
we were to try and recruit some local doctors and ask them 
to be available to treat farmworkers if we took them to their 
offices. Because of federal money there would be compensa-
tion, not much, but not insignificant either. The director said 
that would probably be the hardest part of the job, as the local 
doctors would likely not be responsive. Left unsaid was that 
the migrant farmworkers were poor and black and not desired 
patients.

Sister Jo B had been in Smithfield for a few weeks and 
offered to show me around some of the camps. Although I was 
listed as a health aide, I had very little training and I was there 
to assist her. Luckily for me, when we drove to the camps I was 
usually behind the wheel of my car. When she drove it was 
hang-on-to-your-hats time as she would fly down empty rural 
roads, curves and all. Soon I was calling her the Flying Nun, a 
reference to a popular TV show, featuring a young Sally Field. 
Sister Jo B loved her new name. 

The camps were located on farms that were, for the most 
part, miles away from Smithfield. When we arrived at the first 
camp it was mostly empty, as the workers were in the fields. 

We met with the crew boss’s wife, Sheila, who was cook-
ing dinner. She was friendly enough and Sister Jo B appeared 
to have a good relationship with her. Sheila said one of the 
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workers was in the bunkhouse and not feeling well, but she 
was sure it was nothing. 

Sister Jo B said, “Well, let me take a look anyway.” 
Sheila said, “It’s not necessary. It’s nothing, and I can take 

care of him.”
Sister Jo B said, “That’s okay. No bother. I’ll take a look 

just in case.”
“Sister, I told you I take care of the men, and he’s going to 

be fine,” Sheila said.
“Ma’am,” said Sister Jo B, “I’m getting paid to nurse these 

men, and it’s my job.” With that she walked away at a brisk 
pace toward the dormitory. I froze until she turned around 
and looked at me. “Well come along, then. Don’t just stand 
there. I need your help.”

We walked into a windowless, cement-block dormitory, 
flies buzzing, insufferably hot and moist, reeking of feces and 
urine from the outhouse in back. The dorm slept about thirty 
and had old cots with single sheets and no pillows. The farm-
worker laid on a cot, softly moaning. He wore shorts, and a 
sleeveless, red T-shirt with a picture of a bottle of Coca-Cola 
and the words “Drink Coke.” He looked to be around twenty 
or so. 

Sister Jo B knelt down beside him and put a gentle hand 
on his head.

“You’re burning up son,” she said. “What’s your name?”
He muttered, “Joey.” He moaned some more, tried to sti-

fle a cough, and looked up at her. He tried to talk but his soft 
words just drifted off. He coughed again.

Sister Jo B looked at me. “We’re taking this man to the 
hospital. He’s probably got pneumonia. Here, take my keys 
and pull the car around. The quicker, the better.”

I grabbed the keys and went for her car. As I was getting 
in the car, Sheila approached.

“Where’s the Sister?” she asked.
“She’s with Joey. We’re taking him to the hospital.”
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Sheila put her hand on my shoulder, her eyes narrowed, 
her fists clenched. I was worried she was going to come after 
me. Instead, she lowered her voice in a threatening way and 
said, “I told her I was taking care of him!” She stormed off to 
the dormitory.

I got in the car and drove around to the rear of the bunk-
house. As I entered the dormitory, Sister Jo B sat on the cot 
with Joey, who slumped on her shoulder, looking faint. She 
motioned for me to go around the other side. 

“Put your arm underneath his shoulder. When I say 
three, we’ll both lift him up.”

Sheila entered the bunkhouse. She was still hot.
“Sister—I told you I was taking care of this man, and you 

got no business taking him off my husband’s property.”
Sister Jo B scrunched her nose and looked Sheila in the 

eyes. “Ma’am, this man may be dying of pneumonia, and you 
don’t think I’m just going to let him lie here, do you? We’re 
taking him to the hospital, and when he’s better we’ll take him 
back.”

Sheila stormed off. 
Looking over at me, Sister Jo B commanded, “Okay, one, 

two, three. Lift.” 
Gradually pulling Joey up, we steadied him on his feet 

and slowly walked him to the car. 
“Hold him with both arms under the shoulders. I’ll open 

the door.”
I held him as Sister Jo  B opened the door. She then 

directed me to gently put him in the car.
“Watch his head.” 
She helped me lay him down on the back seat. Sister Jo B 

removed her sweater and tenderly placed it underneath Joey’s 
head. He closed his eyes and went to sleep. 

We drove along country roads to the nearest hospital, 
about fifteen miles away. 
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Sister Jo  B was quiet for most of the ride. Finally, she 
turned to me. 

“They treat their own people like slaves, you know.” 
She shook her head in disgust. 
I didn’t know what to say. The image of the Klan sign still 

haunted me. 
When we got to the hospital she said, “Look for the emer-

gency room entrance.” 
I pulled up to a circular driveway that had an ambulance 

parked outside. 
“Stay here with Joey,” she said. “I’ll get him admitted. It 

might take some doing.” 
Joey hadn’t said a word the whole time. He had coughed 

a few times the first few minutes, but then nothing the entire 
ride.

“Joey, are you okay?” I asked.
He didn’t say anything. I was afraid he might be dead, 

but then he coughed again. What’s taking so long, I wondered.
It must have been a half hour, maybe longer until two 

orderlies walked up with a stretcher. They took Joey into the 
hospital. I followed them inside. 

At a distance, I saw Sister Jo B in a lively discussion with 
two guys in suits who looked like hospital officials. Their faces 
had the look of tired resignation, as one of them raised his 
hands outward in a “what do you want me to do, lady?” ges-
ture. Sister Jo  B cracked a winsome smile and nodded her 
head in their direction.

“Bless you,” she said and turned to leave.
She walked straight over to me and motioned for me to 

turn around and head out of the door. As we walked outside, 
she whispered to me, “Let’s skedaddle before they change their 
minds.”
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The rest of the week was a blur. While I looked for a short-
term lease on an apartment, I stayed in a rundown local motel 
with a wall air conditioner that made a lot of noise but very 
little cool air. The small swimming pool had no water. “Out for 
repairs,” a sign said. 

Some nights Sister Jo B and I would go to the local How-
ard Johnson’s right off Highway 95. She would regale me with 
stories from her days at the convent. 

She loved the times the community had “music night” 
when the young novitiates would sing songs for the entire 
sisterhood. 

Sister Jo  B said, “Well, me and Sister Joan and Sister 
Cecilia rehearsed and rehearsed. Cecilia was a darn good 
piano player, and Joan and I can carry a tune. When music 
night came along we belted out “The Surrey with the Fringe 
on Top,” from the Broadway play Oklahoma. 

All of a sudden, Sister Jo B snuck a look around and saw 
that Ho Jo’s was pretty empty and started singing the Broad-
way tune:

Chicks and ducks and geese better scurry
When I take you out in the surrey,
When I take you out in the surrey with the fringe on 

top!
Watch that fringe and see how it flutters
When I drive them high steppin’ strutters.
Nosey pokes’ll peek thru’ their shutters, and their eyes 

will pop!
The wheels are yeller. The upholstery’s brown,
The dashboard’s genuine leather,
With isinglass curtains y’ can roll right down
In case there’s a change in the weather.
Two bright sidelights winkin’ and blinkin’,
Ain’t no finer rig, I’m a-thinkin’.
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You can keep your rig if you’re thinkin’ ‘at I’d keep to 
swap

Fer that shiny, little surrey with the fringe on the top!

She broke out in laughter when she finished and I clapped 
loudly. “Wellsiree,” she said and giggled some more. “Mother 
took us to the side afterwards and told us we had just sung 
‘a courtin’ song and didn’t think it was appropriate. Mother 
wasn’t really too mad at us and even smiled some, but we were 
embarrassed. That was the last ‘a courtin’ song we sang for the 
sisters!” 

She nodded her head emphatically with a twinkle in her 
eyes and smiled while she dug into her peppermint twizzle-
stick ice cream as I slurped my chocolate shake. 

I grew up in the New York City area and suburbs, roughly 
divided between Jews, Italians, and Irish, and had seen many 
priests and nuns at various events, but I had never met or 
talked to a nun before.

The days were full. Sister Jo B and I would drive out to the 
camps around lunchtime and in the early evenings, when the 
workers were likely to be there and not in the fields. Our main 
job was to test for tuberculosis, which was a severe threat in 
the camps. As she examined workers, Sister Jo B would swab 
their inner forearms with alcohol and then inject the area with 
a solution. If the worker had been exposed to TB bacteria, 
the skin would develop a red bump in a few days. We would 
return later and measure the bump with a ruler. If the test 
proved positive, we would take the worker to a hospital for 
further tests. 

Taking the test in the first place, however, was no mean 
feat. Many of the workers were afraid of needles, and could not 
remember when, or if, they had ever been injected. Although 
these were tough men and had taken much abuse in their 
lives, their fear of the needle was intense. 
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One worker, Jonah, was in his forties, strong, and 
well-muscled. He wanted no part of any needle.

“Sir, this little test can save your life. It will just pinch for 
a little second, and it will be over. Won’t even hurt, I promise,” 
Sister Jo B said, her face beaming.

“Ma’am, thanks all the same, but I’ve been doing just fine 
without no needles,” he replied. 

“Now, Sir, I’m a registered nurse and know what I’m 
doing. Living here in this place can get not just you but all the 
folks sick with TB. It’s contagious you know. You don’t want 
TB, and we don’t want it to spread. I promise it won’t hurt. Just 
a little pinch.” She grinned and nodded her head.

“Now, Ma’am, I don’t want to be rude, but thanks all the 
same,” he said.

Sister Jo B did not give up. 
“Now look, Sir, I’ve tried to tell you this ain’t gonna hurt 

but one little pinch and I’ll leave you alone.” She grabbed his 
forearm and pinched it hard.

“Now come on honey,” she said gently. “Did that hurt?” 
He looked at me for some male support, I guess.
I shrugged my shoulders as if to say, listen to the woman 

and we’ll be done already. 
“Okay, already,” he said. Turning his face away from Sis-

ter Jo B and closing his eyes, he stood still as she swabbed and 
poked him before he knew what happened. 

On the weekends I would walk over to the local library, a 
small, red-brick building, to learn more about Smithfield and 
the Klan. As I scanned through local newspapers, books, and 
pamphlets, I read several articles about Smithfield’s favorite 
daughter—glamorous actress Ava Gardner, who grew up on 
a tobacco farm. The Gardner family was still active in the 
tobacco business. 
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Smithfield was the seat of Johnston County, a very rural 
area where tobacco farms were the main cash crop. During 
the Civil War, the Smithfield area stood in the way of General 
William Tecumseh Sherman’s march through the South. The 
Battle of Bentonville, twenty miles to the south of Smithfield, 
was the last major battle of the Civil War, where the Confeder-
ates vainly attempted to halt Sherman’s drive. Standing on the 
steps of Smithfield’s county courthouse, Sherman announced 
Lee’s surrender at Appomattox. 

I didn’t think the library would have much, if any, infor-
mation on the Klan. But it did. The Klan had been formed by 
former Confederate soldiers after the Civil War, during the 
Reconstruction Era, as a secret society bent on suppressing 
the newly freed slaves. They relied on terror, intimidation, and 
lynchings. The white supremacy movement initially focused 
mainly on the newly freed blacks, some of whom were try-
ing to enter Republican Party politics. Thousands were killed 
and injured throughout the South, oftentimes in the lead-up 
to elections. The Klan later went on to spew its hatred and vio-
lence against Jews, Catholics, and immigrants. It seemed like 
the Klan pretty much faded away after World War II but made 
a comeback as an attempt to counter the desegregation of the 
South in the 1950s and 1960s. 

The name Ku Klux Klan itself was mysterious. The most 
common theory was that the name came from a Greek word, 
“Kuklos” or circle, coupled with clan. Apparently, some Klans-
men themselves said it meant “White Racial Brotherhood.” 
They wore white robes, masks, and conical hats, not only to 
hide their faces to attend public demonstrations without risk, 
but also to give the illusion of ghosts from a glorious past. The 
burning cross was used to proclaim their faith and intimidate, 
especially at night.

The folks that worked at Smithfield’s Health Department 
were not shy about talking about the local Klan billboard. The 
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sign was a clear embarrassment to them, and they stressed 
that the Klan did not represent the people of Johnston County. 
I learned the sign had been built about five years earlier and 
had originally been placed at street level. After a number of 
protests from several groups and individuals, one night some-
one or some group tore down the sign and vandalized it. The 
Klan replaced the original sign, this time up 100 feet in the air, 
where it now stood.

I asked around and rented a small, two-room cottage behind a 
large, white clapboard house in town. The rent was cheap, and 
the landlady was happy to lease it for three months. 

My life in Smithfield was quiet. After work I would usu-
ally read on the cottage’s porch, maybe play some guitar, and 
ended the night with a short walk around the two main streets 
in town. Every now and then I might meet Sister Jo B at Ho Jo’s 
for peppermint twizzlestick ice cream and chocolate shakes. 

One day after work I saw an old Cutlass Oldsmobile with 
New York tags parked outside the house with a Syracuse Uni-
versity sticker on the bumper. I had just graduated from SU 
and was amazed at the coincidence. A few days later, arriving 
home from work, I pulled up to my cottage and saw a young 
man with a ponytail and woman roughly my age, get out of the 
Syracuse University bumper-stickered car. I walked over and 
introduced myself. 

They told me they lived on the top floor of the white 
house in front of my cottage. Very quickly we learned that we 
all had just graduated Syracuse University, comparing notes 
on where we had lived on campus, and who we knew in com-
mon. Richard was an architect and working in a very small 
firm in town. Susan was doing bookkeeping for a local busi-
ness. We laughed and shook our heads at the chances of the 
three of us ending up in Smithfield just after college, let alone 
living on the same property.
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They graciously invited me to their apartment many 
nights for dinner and we became fast friends. Richard and 
Susan liked to cook together and shared smoking cigarettes, 
taking a drag or two a piece, passing it back and forth in an 
effort to cut down. Their wonderful home cooking was a 
delight, since my usual diet of pasta with Ragu sauce or junk 
food was getting old. 

It was the summer of Bobby Fischer playing Boris Spasky 
for the world chess championship in Reykjavik, Iceland. Many 
nights Richard and I would play chess, sometimes replaying 
the last Fischer/Spasky match. We did more laughing than 
playing and loved listening to scratchy Bob Dylan records. 
Richard called himself a “lo-fi” guy rather than a “hi-fi” guy, 
since he didn’t like the clean, pristine sound of a recently pur-
chased LP. He liked his sound rough and choppy, like you 
were listening to live music with creaky speakers. 

Some nights we’d walk over to the only bar in town, sip a 
beer, listen to the juke box, and play some pool. It was a small, 
friendly place with a red, neon sign. They played their music 
loud, and when “Long Cool Woman in a Red Dress” by the 
Hollies came on, Susan got us up dancing together. 

At work, Sister Jo B and I spent a good deal of time trying to 
recruit general practice doctors to care for the farmworkers. 
It was a short season, and there were not many doctors in this 
rural town, so we had to move fast. Federal funds were avail-
able to pay for medical services so we were not asking for free 
labor. We would try and set up an appointment in advance 
and visit the doctors in their offices. 

We were told some doctors did not treat Blacks at all, 
so not to bother. The remaining doctors treated both races, 
but, for the most part, old customs were still alive. There were 
several offices with a “Colored Waiting Room” sign. In some 
offices no sign was necessary, but the waiting rooms were 
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segregated nonetheless. Even with money to offer, it was a 
hard sell, and we weren’t very successful. The best we could do 
was to secure promises from some doctors to meet patients at 
the health department or the hospital. It was third-class treat-
ment, to be sure, but it was certainly better than nothing.

Sister Jo B taught me how to properly clean and change 
bandages, read TB tests, take basic medical histories, and rec-
ognize signs of serious illnesses. This basic training allowed us 
to split up and go to many more camps. If I saw someone who 
I thought needed more attention, I would join up with Sister 
Jo B at the health department, and we would go back out to 
the camp together. The crew bosses did not like our coming 
around as much as we did, but for the most part did not pre-
vent us from doing our work. It was on one of these routine 
visits, however, that I met Luther Brown. 
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The camp seemed quiet and deserted the day I drove in 
on a red dirt road. As usual, I stopped by to see Clarence, the 
crew boss, in his cabin, but no one was there. A courtesy call 
was expected and I didn’t want to ruffle any feathers. 

I walked around the camp, and in one of the side tin huts 
that slept four or five men, I saw a small white guy with large 
black glasses, wearing only a white T-shirt and underpants, 
lying still in bed. His eyes were open and he was staring at the 
ceiling. Our eyes locked in and he took a slow, deep breath.

“Are you with that Catholic nun?” he asked, his voice low, 
breath shallow.

I nodded. “Are you okay?”
“They busted my ribs the other night and won’t take me 

in. I can’t hardly move. I’m really hurting, mister.”
“Who busted your ribs?”
“Clarence and Doc. I was walking down to the store and 

they came up on me and pulled out them chains. Said I was 
trying to get away. I told them I just trying to get to the store 
and get some cigarettes. They said, ‘Ain’t no store around, and 
you can get your damn cigarettes from Miss Pearl.’”

He stopped speaking, appearing to let the pain settle 
down before going on. 

“They brung out them tire chains and started whipping 
me in the chest and carried me back here. I can’t barely move, 
mister.”

My first thought was to tell him to hang in there, and I 
would go get Sister Jo B, and we would be back later to bring 
him to a hospital. But that might take hours, and he was in 
pain. I also wasn’t sure if moving him with injured ribs was 
the right thing to do, but I didn’t like the idea of having to 
negotiate with Clarence and his people when they returned 
several hours later. 

“What’s your name, sir?” I asked.
“I’m Luther.”
“Luther, if I help you, can you make it to the car?”
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“Yes, sir. I’ll sure try.”
I pulled the car as close as I could and helped Luther 

into the back seat where he lay down. I drove away slowly, 
not wanting to hit any bumps on the dirt road. Having gotten 
Luther safely out of camp, I quickly realized I was in over my 
head, and had no clue how to deal with hospital administra-
tors. This was a job for Sister Jo B. Stopping along the road at 
a grocery store, I called the health department and breathed a 
sigh of relief when I heard her voice. We agreed to meet at the 
hospital. By the time we got there, Sister Jo B had worked her 
magic and admission to the ER was easy.

The next day we went to visit Luther at the hospital. 
Three of his ribs had indeed been broken. The doctors taped 
his ribs and gave him some medication to ease the pain. The 
ribs would heal, but Luther understood nothing would ease 
going back to Clarence’s camp. 

Sister Jo B took charge. “Sir, you don’t have to go back if 
you don’t want to. It’s that simple.”

“Sister,” he said, “you don’t understand. I owe Clarence 
money. I’m surprised he ain’t here right now.”

“Luther, Clarence can’t hold you like a slave. We’ll send 
you on a bus to wherever you want to go.”

“You can do that?” he said.
“You bet your business we can,” Sister Jo B said to him 

and winked at me. 
I didn’t know we could do that, either. 
Luther had a niece in Dauphin Island, Alabama, and 

thought she would help him out. He said Dauphin Island was 
near Mobile, and once he got there he could take a ferry to the 
island. Sister Jo B asked me to go down to the bus station and 
investigate how to get Luther to Mobile.

Before I left, Sister Jo B turned to Luther.
“Luther, would you be willing to speak into a tape 

recorder and tell your story? I don’t know what we would do 
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with the tape exactly, but maybe give it to the Sheriff ’s depart-
ment or even to the FBI.”

Luther paused and scratched his bald head. 
“Dang it,” he said, “I’ll do it. But please wait till I’m outta 

here before you give it to someone.”
I drove down to the Greyhound station and found out 

that getting to Mobile was easier than I thought. A bus to 
Raleigh left at 4:00 p.m., and after a few hours layover, an 
overnight bus got you to Mobile. On the way back to the hos-
pital I stopped by my apartment and grabbed my cassette tape 
recorder. Within an hour I was back at the hospital. Luther 
slept in a chair, eyes closed and resting. Sister Jo B sat next to 
him. 

“Sister, we can get him on the four o’clock to Raleigh; he 
changes buses in Raleigh and catches a direct bus to Mobile. 
From there, I guess he’s on his own.” 

Sister Jo B smiled. “The Lord works in mysterious ways! I 
also have a few dollars for the bus and some walking money.”

“Luther, honey,” she said, “are you ready?” 
He opened his eyes and smiled.
“Shoot, let’s go.” He spoke into the tape recorder.
“I used to work for as big a company as is, E.D. Saul and 

Sons Construction in Columbia, South Carolina. Making 
dern good money. I decided I wanted to go down to Florida 
and went to driving a tractor for Naples Fruit and Vegetable 
Company. I worked for them three years. Me and one of the 
foremans had a disagreement, and I went to Immokalee to 
work day labor. That’s where I met Clarence. He asked me to 
work the season with him and promised me big things.”

“He told me we were going in cucumbers and peppers. 
He didn’t mention nothin’ about potatoes, but after we got 
here, we got to pulling potato draws. He told me, ‘I’m giving 
$1.50 a box.’ I asked him how big a box, and he said about the 
size of an orange crate. Well, that’s true, but when I got here he 
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had cut them to $1.00 a box. Well, it don’t make any difference 
how many you pick, you weren’t ever going to pick enough to 
pay for your bill. When I first come up here, they did, they fed 
us good, but they got to where they don’t feed worth a dern. 
Charge $1.25 for half pint of bootleg whiskey. Worst camp I 
ever been on. No paperwork, no Social Security, no nothing.”

We asked him about other beatings in the camp. He 
told us if we could catch up with them, we should talk to Big 
Shorty, Diane, and Russell. Also Benjamin. They had all been 
beaten with chains because they either complained or wanted 
to leave. They were still at Clarence’s camp.

After we finished the taping, Sister Jo B looked Luther in 
the eye.

“Luther, honey, we’re going to put you on the four o’clock 
bus. You change the bus in Raleigh, and it takes you all the 
way to Mobile. Please write down your niece’s address. I don’t 
know what’s going to happen with your tape, but we may go to 
the police or the FBI. You sure that’s okay with you?”

“Sister, that’s just fine. I ain’t ever going to work the sea-
son if I can help it. Too much pain. Can’t live like that.”

Luther took a two-hour nap, and then it was time to leave. 
Sister Jo B helped with the discharge, an orderly put him in a 
wheelchair, and we were good to go. 

As we walked down the hospital hallways, I started to get 
nervous. What would we do if we saw Clarence and Doc out-
side? I looked around but didn’t see any security. 

As if she read my mind, when we reached the front 
entrance, Sister Jo B turned to us and said.

“Why don’t you wait inside here for a spell. I’m going 
outside and make sure there’s no trouble out there.” 

She went through the front door and disappeared. 
Quickly, she returned.

“Coast is clear,” she said with a grin. “Let’s skedaddle.”
Several weeks later we received a letter, postmarked 

Dauphin Island, Alabama. Inside the envelope was a postcard 
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showing a picture of a motel with a sign reading “BAY SIDE 
Motor Court Apartments.” In an uneven hand was a short 
note:

Dear frens i rite you to let you no I got home fine 
thanks to you all i am sending you a card showing 
you where I live an work i can not never thank you all 
a nuff Love Luther

One morning a few days later, Sister Jo B came rushing into 
the health department out of breath. 

“Whee, I gotta slow down,” she said as she sat down in 
our little office. 

“I was up at Willie Ray Singleton’s camp last evening, and 
who do I meet? Big Shorty, Diane, and Russell. Somehow they 
all switched over to Willie Ray’s camp and are really happy 
and feel they are being treated right. They’re all willing to talk 
into the tape recorder.”

“Sister, what are we going to do with the tapes if they do 
talk?” I asked.

“Go right to the Governor of the State of North Carolina. 
We can’t just sit here and do nothing. They treat these simple 
people, white and black, just like slaves.” She nodded her head.

“Do you think Willie Ray is okay with us doing this in 
his camp? He’s a crew boss too, a good one, but just the same. 
Why would he want to help us?” I said.

“Willie Ray’s wife, Bertha, is just mad as can be about 
all this violence. Says it doesn’t have to be like this. She’s a 
strong Christian woman and willing to go to the Governor 
herself. We’ll go out this evening around five o’clock and speak 
to them all.” She nodded her head. I nodded mine back.

That evening we drove eighteen miles out of town to Wil-
lie Ray’s camp. Willie Ray and Bertha shared a house that had 
a large kitchen and space for the crew to eat. The rest of the 
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camp was a series of tin huts, sleeping about six to a hut. We 
stopped by first to talk to Willie Ray and Bertha. 

When Bertha saw Sister Jo B her face lit up and she gave 
her a big hug. “So good to see you again so soon,” she said. 

They chatted and laughed like old friends. Willie Ray, a 
tall, wiry man, wearing blue jeans and a blue T-shirt, didn’t 
say much and took it all in. After a few minutes more, Sister 
Jo B got down to business.

“Willie Ray, thank you for taking care of your people 
the way you do. If everybody followed your example there 
wouldn’t be so many problems and violence working the sea-
son. I really appreciate your kindness. Thank you.”

Willie Ray nodded his head. “Bertha and I just trying to 
do things the Christian way. It’s hard working the season, but 
we try and be fair to our people. You talk to anyone you want. 
Bertha tells me you want to talk with the Governor. Just fine 
with me if you can,” he said

“Thank you, Willie Ray. We’ll just go and talk with Diane, 
Russell, and Big Shorty.” 

“I’ll take you to them,” Willie Ray said.
He walked us to their hut and said his good-byes.
Inside the small, tin hut with a rough, wooden floor, 

Diane and Russell were playing cards across from each other 
on a cot. They were one of the few couples who worked the 
season together. Both in their forties, they looked beaten 
down, like they had lived twice that many years. They were 
an unlikely pair—Diane was heavy and lucky if she was five 
feet tall, without any front teeth. Russell was well over six 
feet, thin, and with a full beard. They set aside their cards and 
greeted us quietly. They sat next to each other on the cot, side 
by side, and held hands as they talked. 

Sister Jo B gave them a big smile.
“Thank you both so much for sitting with us tonight. It’s 

very brave of you,” she said. “We won’t use this tape without 
your permission, if that’s okay with you.”
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They both nodded yes. 
“Let me know when you’re ready,” I said, as I placed the 

tape recorder in front of them. 
Russell gave me the thumbs up and said in a low voice:
“I worked from five to six days a week from morning 

to sundown. I was getting seventeen cents a box for sweet 
potatoes. I picked about forty to fifty boxes a day. The larg-
est amount of money that I drawed was $13.50. He charges 
$3.00 a pint for moonshine and fifty-five cents for a pack of 
cigarettes.

“We told him we wanted to leave. Clarence has a 22 
magna revolver, and he beat me with the butt over and over. 
He then had his man, Doc, whip me with chains.” 

“‘You owe me money,’ Clarence shouted at me. ‘You go 
when I let you go.’”

“We waited for our chance. One day Harold Strickland 
came round in the evening driving his red Oldsmobile. He 
the only man driving his own car in the season. He says Willie 
Ray treats everyone right. Clarence and them are not in camp. 
Diane and I grab our things and holler to Big Shorty to come 
along. Big Shorty says, ‘Yeah,’ grabs his stuff, and off we go 
with Harold. Keep expecting to hear from Clarence, but noth-
ing so far. That’s our story.”

Sister Jo B looked Russell straight in the eye.
“Anyone else beaten in that camp?” she asked.
“Well besides me, there was Luther, Big Shorty, Benja-

min, and Sonny.”
“Thank you, Russell,” she said.
“No problem, Ma’am. I’ll go fetch Big Shorty. I know he 

wants to talk to you all.”
A few minutes later, Big Shorty walked in. I thought his 

name was perfect—he was both a big man and short. A wide 
smile crossed his face as he sat down. 

“Russell been telling me he already talked into the tape. 
I’m ready myself,” he said.
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Sister Jo B came over and shook his hand and gave him 
a big grin.

“Thank you, sir, for coming forward. So good to see you 
again. Please have a seat. We won’t use this tape without your 
permission.”

Big Shorty sat down on a cot and clapped his hands.
“Ready to go,” he said.
I turned on the tape recorder and Big Shorty told his 

story.
“My real name is Joseph Rich and I’m from Miami, Flor-

ida. They be calling me Big Shorty since I was a boy. I’m thir-
ty-three now. A man saying he represent Clarence talked to 
me about cooking for Clarence’s crew. I’m partly paralyzed in 
my left side and can’t do field work. I’ve cooked in the season 
before in South Carolina, near Aiken, so I know I can do that. 
When I got to Smithfield, Doc, the truck driver, says they 
don’t need a cook no more and I got to work the field. I told 
them I can’t do that, and they just laughed. I said I wanted to 
go back to Miami, but Clarence said I owed him money for 
stuff.

“I tried at first working six days in the field from morning 
to sundown. I was supposed to be paid eighteen cents a box 
for sweet potatoes. I remember picking seventy-eight boxes 
over two days, but Doc said I was no damn good. He carries 
them tire chains, and he just whupped me in the back in front 
of everyone. You can still see the scars.”

He stood up and unbuttoned his cotton shirt, took it off 
and turned around.

The scars were still raw and oozing. He couldn’t have got-
ten them more than a few days ago. They formed a pattern 
running zig-zag across his back. Hearing a story told into a 
tape recorder is one thing. Seeing scars across a man’s back is 
something else.

“Lucky for me, lucky for us, Harold come driving by a 
few days later, and I jumped at the chance to go with Diane 
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and Russell. Miss Bertha lets me help her with the cooking for 
my keep and gives me some small money too, but I’m scared 
all the time thinking that Clarence and Doc will come looking 
for us. I really want to go home. I can find work there, I’m 
sure.” 

A couple of tears welled around his eyes. He just let them 
come. 

Sister Jo B placed her hands on Big Shorty’s hands. 
“We can get you a bus ticket home if you want, not a 

problem. Bless you all.”
Sister Jo B walked over and one by one gave Diane, Rus-

sell, and Big Shorty big hugs. I awkwardly shook their hands, 
and we left.

Outside, we walked to my car, and before we got in, Sister 
Jo B stopped and gazed into the clear, starlit sky. It was eerily 
quiet and peaceful. As she looked into the black night, she 
looked contented and walked in a circle, taking it all in.

“I’ve always loved the stars,” she said. “When I look into 
this splendid night sky I feel I can touch the heavens. Did I 
ever tell you I studied astronomy in college? My favorite times 
were looking through a telescope.”

She pointed to the western sky. “You can see Orion over 
there. See, there’s Betelgeuse, the bright, reddish star. Orion is 
named for the Hunter. Can you see the bow to the right?” She 
nodded. “Time to go home. It’s a long ride.”

I gazed at the stars a new way.
On the drive through dark and empty country roads, Sis-

ter Jo B was uncharacteristically quiet. 
“Sister, are you okay?”
“Just like slaves, Russ. Just like slaves. Growing up in Ken-

tucky I’m sure there was lots of violence and racism going on, 
but I guess I was kind of blind to it. Going to the community 
taught me a lot and helped build my faith, but we led privi-
leged lives. As a nurse I’ve seen a lot of human suffering, but 
that was part of God’s way. To see Big Shorty’s scars tonight 
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was too much. Having folks whipped with tire chains is not 
God’s way. I’m going to pray for our new friends tonight.”

The next day when I was out at the camps, Sister Jo B worked 
the phones. Two days later we had an appointment to see 
Governor Robert Scott in the State Capitol in Raleigh. I 
didn’t know how exactly she accomplished this, but I wasn’t 
surprised. 

“Sister Jo B,” I asked, “just how did you go about making 
this happen?

She smiled. In an exaggerated southern accent, she 
mimicked: 

“Well I’ll tell you, honey. I’m just a nun from Kentucky, 
but what we’ve seen here is shocking, and I know the Gover-
nor would want to know all about it. I really got to see him 
because I got to go somewhere and share what I know. If the 
Governor won’t see me, I don’t know where I should go. Now 
whatdya say?”

She looked at me and laughed. “Now, you, young man, 
had better cut your hair a bit and buy some nice clothes and a 
tie.” She nodded.

Two days later, Sister Jo B, Bertha, Willie Ray’s wife, and 
me, with shorter hair and wearing a tie, waited in the lobby 
of the Governor’s office. I was nervous and tried to read the 
sports page of the newspaper. Sister Jo B and Bertha quietly 
hummed a spiritual together. Finally, one of the Governor’s 
aides escorted us into an office, and Governor Scott, a friendly 
man, shook our hands warmly and asked us to have a seat 
around a circular table.

The walls were full of photographs of the Governor with 
various people, mainly shaking hands at what appeared to be 
political events—picnics, rallies, and conventions. 

Sister Jo  B introduced us and quickly got down to 
business.
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“Governor, I know you’re a busy man with a lot to do, so 
I’ll get right to the point. I’ve only been here in the state about 
six weeks, but what we’ve seen is shocking and needs to be 
investigated.”

Sister Jo  B told the stories that Luther, Diane, Russell, 
and Big Shorty shared with us. “They are brave souls and were 
willing to speak into a tape recorder.” Transcripts of their 
interviews in hand, she gave them to the Governor. “You can 
read about the violence in their own words.” 

Governor Scott quietly read through a few pages.
“Thank you, Sister. I’ll read their statements in detail 

later.”
Bertha talked about how the crew system worked out of 

Florida and how Willie Ray always tried to do right by his 
men. 

Sister Jo  B turned to Governor Scott and looked him 
square in the face.

“Governor, only someone in your position can do some-
thing about this outrage. We simply can’t let this go on. We’ve 
come to ask you to help these folks.”

The Governor watched her closely as she was talking. 
“You know, Sister, I was a dairy farmer in Haw River 

before I got into politics, though my Daddy was governor way 
back in the early fifties. We didn’t need migrants on our farm, 
but I’ve heard stories like you’ve told me today. I’ll see what we 
can do about Johnston County.”

He started to stand up to end the meeting, but Sister Jo B 
remained seated.

“Governor, we can’t take no for an answer. Just come out 
to Johnston County soon. We’re only an hour away, and we 
will take you for a ride around the camps. And bring the press 
along with you. That would be a first step in right direction.”

Governor Scott and his aide were both standing now.
“Sister, my thanks for coming to see me. I’ll do the best 

we can.”



28  Pursuing the Horizon

Sister Jo B stood up. I knew her well enough by now to 
know she wasn’t happy.

He extended his hand, and we all shook it, one by one. 
“Bless you. I look forward to seeing you again soon,” said 

Sister Jo B, and we left.
In the car on the way back home, Sister Jo B asked me to 

write him a letter from all of us inviting him to Smithfield to 
tour the camps. 

“I don’t take much stock in him, but we can’t give up.”
Several weeks later he personally replied to my letter, say-

ing he was too busy at this time to come to Johnston County 
and thanked us for bringing this situation to his attention.

The season in Smithfield was winding down. The crews would 
be heading north to Virginia, New Jersey, New York, and Con-
necticut. It was time for us to go back to Clarence’s camp to 
read some TB tests. We hadn’t been back there since we took 
Luther to the hospital. On the surface, Sister Jo B and Clar-
ence got along fine, but taking away one of his men was bound 
to cause trouble. The fact that Diane, Russell, and Big Shorty 
also left would likely be blamed on us as well. 

The day we were supposed to go to Clarence’s camp, I 
meekly suggested to Sister Jo  B that since everyone—Clar-
ence, his crew, and us—were all moving on in a couple of 
weeks, maybe we should just skip the camp. 

She would hear none of it.
“There’s no way we’re going to let Clarence, Doc, or any 

of them intimidate us. We got to stand up to them if anything 
is ever going to change. Let’s get a move on.”

Of course, she was right, but the thought of a confronta-
tion with Clarence and Doc and their tire chains was fright-
ening. Sister Jo B was fearless, but I was scared. She saw the 
look on my face.
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“Not to worry. I said some special prayers last night. 
We’ll be fine.”

“Okay, Sister, but if things get hot up there, we’re skedad-
dling,” I said.

She laughed. “Now you’re starting to sound all Kentucky 
to me.” 

I laughed too, and we got in the car and drove up to Clar-
ence’s camp. As we walked up to Clarence’s hut, he and Doc 
were sitting outside playing cards on a makeshift table. 

“Good evening, Clarence. Good to see you,” Sister Jo B 
said. 

He barely looked up. “Where’s Luther?” he grunted.
“I believe he went on back to his family,” Sister Jo  B 

replied.
“That drunk owes me money. You’re not wanted here, 

lady. Get off the camp.”
“Clarence, we have some TB tests to read and some 

checking up to do. We won’t be long.”
Clarence nodded to Doc. Doc threw his cards on the 

table and stood up. 
Oh shit, I thought. It’s going to happen. I put my hand on 

Sister’s Jo B’s arm. She didn’t budge. 
Doc glared at Sister Jo  B, walked right by us without 

saying a word, and got into his pickup truck and drove off. I 
breathed in and out slowly. 

Sister Jo B turned on her heels and walked off into the 
camp. I followed right behind her. About ten to fifteen min-
utes later, as we were finishing our exams in one of the huts, 
we saw two pickup trucks roar into camp. 

Doc got out of his truck, and a tall white man got out of 
the other. He was wearing blue jeans, work boots, white cow-
boy shirt, and an Atlanta Braves baseball hat. Clarence joined 
them and they all walked over to us.

Sister Jo  B motioned to me to go with her. We walked 
directly to the three approaching men.
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The tall white man’s face was clenched up and mean. 
He looked directly at Sister Jo B. Clarence and Doc stood on 
either side of him, like wingmen at a Western shootout. 

“This here is my farm, and you’re fuckin’ trespassing,” the 
tall white man said. “Git out now. And you better not be mess-
ing with my niggers anymore. Git out now.”

Sister Jo B, hands on her hips, stared right back. 
“Mister, don’t you dare talk to me like that. What kind 

of Christian allows slavery to take place under his nose? You 
think you scare us with your dirty talk, well, mister, you got 
another thing coming. Next time we come back, we’re coming 
with the FBI!” She nodded, turned around, and headed for 
our car. I followed behind.

As we were walking away, the tall man yelled out, “Git 
out now. Next time y’all come back, I’ll have my boys ready for 
you and your fuckin’ FBI!”

The next morning we met with the director of the health 
department and told her about our encounter with the farmer, 
Clarence, and Doc. Sister Jo B related the whole story, curse 
words and all.

The director was deeply offended by it all. “I’m embar-
rassed to say there are still some ignorant people in this 
county, and times haven’t changed for them at all. I can’t say 
for sure, but that farmer is rumored to be high up in the Klan. 
Now I don’t have any proof, but that’s what people have been 
saying, and I believe it. His daddy was a leader in the Klan 
many years ago. When he’s talking about his boys, I think he’s 
talking about his Klan boys.

“Since the crews are leaving soon, I don’t want you get-
ting hurt up there. By all means go back to the Governor or 
the FBI. I wouldn’t waste time with the local sheriff, though. 
Some of his people are rumored to be Klan boys.”
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Sister Jo B nodded. “I understand. I can’t disagree with 
you. Thanks for being so supportive. You’ve been a blessing.”

The next few days we wrote long, detailed letters to the Gov-
ernor, the Department of Justice, the FBI, and the press. We 
included the transcripts from our interviews with Luther, 
Diane, Russell, and Big Shorty and wrote our own affidavits. 

Several weeks later, I received a call from a lawyer from 
the Department of Justice. He had read all the transcripts and 
was planning to track down Luther, Diane, Russell, and Big 
Shorty, and start an investigation.

The season slowly came to an end. The crews headed up 
north. Sister Jo B left for Apopka, Florida, to set up a clinic for 
the workers when they returned. 

I was sent to Edgefield, South Carolina, for the peach 
season. 

On my way out of Smithfield, I took a photo of the Klan 
sign.

After my time in South Carolina was finished, I went to 
work with Sister Jo B in Florida for a few months. 

A few months later, when we were together in Florida, 
I heard from the attorney at the Department of Justice. He 
called to say that Luther had left Dauphin Island. Some folks 
thought he was going home to Mississippi, but no one knew 
exactly where. Big Shorty was cooking in Miami but didn’t 
want to cooperate with law enforcement. Big Shorty said that 
he wasn’t going to work the season anymore and was afraid 
he might run into Clarence again in Miami. As best as the 
lawyer could find out, Diane and Russell left Willie Ray’s crew 
in New York and joined another crew, but no one knew which 
one.
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I started law school shortly thereafter, but Sister Jo  B and I 
remained close friends. I visited her at various workplaces—
Holly Springs, Mississippi, and upstate New York. She came 
to visit my family in the New York City area every year. My 
dad, Eli, and she hit it off. Both were big personalities who 
told great stories and laughed loudly. One night we went out 
to dinner, and after Dad ordered his usual vodka, Sister Jo B 
stunned me by ordering a Manhattan—just one, mind you. 
She said she’d get silly if she had more than that. After she 
retired, I would regularly visit her at the convent in Nazereth.

Twenty-one years after we worked together in Smithfield, 
I was being sworn in as a Judge of the Superior Court of the 
District of Columbia. My mom had passed away. Dad’s health 
was bad, and he was housebound and could not come to D.C. 
for the ceremony. Sitting in the front row in the courthouse 
was Sister Jo B, smiling and nodding. 

About five years after we left Smithfield, someone from the 
health department sent me an article from the local paper. 
A Jimmy R. Flowers from nearby Clayton had bought the 
property on which the Klan sign stood and wanted to tear it 
down but did not know who actually owned it. Mr. Flowers 
was quoted as saying, “I don’t want to take a dozer and tear 
down something and get sued for it. I’m sure it belongs to the 
Klan.” Apparently, the Klan was no longer that active in the 
Smithfield area, and Flowers did not know whom to call about 
removing it. 

The Town Manager, Hugh Talton, said he would “be glad 
to see the sign go.”

Jimmy R. Flowers wanted to replace the sign with an 
advertisement for his realty company or maybe just a sign that 
said, “Welcome to Smithfield.”


