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  Welcome




  In the heart of Lenior County, North Carolina, the whispers and rumors echoed a love story that would challenge the very foundations of a society rigidly structured by race and prejudice.




  This is a true story that supporters of Jim Crow wanted washed from history and never wanted to be told. It is the greatest true story of the voluntary transfer of generational wealth and land from a wealthy White father’s will to his Black, biracial children, whom he fathered with a Black woman. That legal voluntary will and last testament was considered by most White people at the time as the biggest scandal and betrayal of White society in the history of North Carolina, despite Jim Crow. In the late 1800s and early 1900s, the ghosts of slavery still haunted the memories of generations, and the written and unwritten laws of Jim Crow cast long, oppressive shadows across communities. This was the forced culture of White society, and it wasn’t pleasant for Black people.




  My grandfather, Zeno Harris, a wealthy White man, who was also a very large land owner, always came around to our house to visit our father, CJ Newborn Sr. We called that kind, distinguished-looking, White gentleman, the “Old Man,” whom we as children didn’t know was our actual grandfather because our parents, for whatever reason, chose not to tell us until we were older. The “Old Man” had weathered heart streams that spoke of complex experiences. He found himself drawn into a narrative that would defy and enrage the White people of Lenoir County, North Carolina.




  Born into a family of White privilege, Zeno Harris’s life was initially mapped out with predictable certainty, a trajectory of conformity and traditional expectations. Yet, destiny had a different plan, one that would intertwine his life with that of my grandmother, Betsy Newborn, a Black woman whose strength, intelligence, and beauty would become the cornerstone of an extraordinary journey.




  My grandparents’ first encounter was not a dramatic moment of instant passion, but a gradual understanding that grew from mutual respect and shared admiration. Grandma Betsy, born into the challenging world of post-slavery America and Jim Crow, had known struggle all her life. Her family, like many Black families during this period, lived in a time when freedom was theoretical, but practical opportunities remained severely limited. This is not opinion. This is a fact. She carried within her the profound wisdom of her forefathers’ suffering at the hands of White people, a quiet determination that would become her most powerful attribute.




  Lenior County, and all of North Carolina during this period, was a complex tapestry of racial tension, economic uncertainty, and changing emerging social dynamics. Plantation economies were transforming to very unfair share-cropping systems, and the remnants of the plantation culture still exerted significant influence. It was within this intricate social nightmare that Zeno and Betsy’s connection began to take root.




  Their relationship was considered unacceptable and angered White society. They understood each other not through the lens of black and white, but through a deeper, more profound recognition of shared humanity. Zeno saw in Grandma Betsy an intelligent, lovely, and emotionally equal woman, while Betsy recognized in Zeno a rare vulnerability and genuine compassion that defied the typical representations of White men whom she had experienced.




  The circumstances of their initial connection were complex. My White grandfather, Zeno Harris, was already married, with established responsibilities. Betsy, too, navigated her own intricate personal landscape. Their relationship was the walking poster child of a double secret life that developed over time.




  What made their connection remarkable was not just its existence, but its persistence. Their legendary interracial relationship was a personal choice in Hugo, North Carolina. It became both their sanctuary and their challenge. The pine forests and vast agricultural fields where they would meet were the only silent witnesses to their love at first. Each stolen moment was an act of profound courage.




  Their story is also about a have and have-not reality. In Zeno and Betsy’s unlikely relationship, we see the first trembling steps toward a more just and equitable understanding of human relationships. This was true love that nothing was going to stop.




  As their connection deepened, my grandparents were acutely aware of the potential consequences. Discovery could mean social ostracization, violence, or complete destruction of their lives as they knew them. Yet they persisted. Their bond became a quiet revolution, a testament to the power of genuine human recognition.




  I am Captain Newborn Jr, a direct descendant of Betsy Newborn and Zeno Harris, along with my siblings, Elva, Iresteen, Terry, and Wentiers Newborn. This is our true-life story. My parents, CJ and Velma Newborn, who are Black, were the recipients, as part of their inheritance from Zeno Harris, my grandfather’s voluntary will, of a large piece of land, a house, and the stepping stones to generational wealth. Zeno Harris is my father, CJ Newborn Senior’s father. My grandfather’s inclusion of his biracial children in his will, scandalous as it was as seen by White people at the time, broke the back of Jim Crow in North Carolina. This real-life story tells the stressful, difficult saga of what two people who really loved each other and their children went through during the Jim Crow period in Hugo, Grifton, and Kinston, North Carolina. Yes, the Newborn family received much, much more than forty acres and a mule.




  Chapter 1 




  The Seeds of a Forbidden Love




  The large tobacco and cotton fields of Lenior County seemed to stretch endlessly in the early 20th century in Eastern North Carolina. It was a place where Black and White people sometimes worked side by side in fields, planting and gathering crops, which was their only time coming together. There was no other accepted public socialization between Blacks and Whites other than working the fields or cleaning the master’s place.




  Zeno Harris was born the son of a former respected plantation owner. He was raised with the privileges and expectations typical of Southern aristocracy during that era. His early years were defined by the traditional values of his family, a world where social hierarchy was as deeply rooted as the centuries of old oak trees that dotted the landscape. From a young age, Zeno exhibited a complexity that set him apart from other Whites. While he was brought up in the traditional Southern gentleman’s culture, he possessed a curiosity and empathy that would later define his most controversial life choices. His father, a stern and conservative man, expected Zeno to maintain the family’s social standing and maintain the established racial and economic systems. My Grandfather Zeno didn’t understand “America’s hypocrisy” of White men fathering mixed-race children, while simultaneously enforcing segregationist laws and social customs that harmed them. This White hypocrisy was an open secret, but societal norms required it to be hidden from public view to avoid scandal and protect the honor of White families, which created the greatest reason for secrecy. Intimacy with Black women was often ignored and tolerated as just “good old boys” having a little fun. Hating and mistreating Blacks by day and loving them by night was the culture of this hypocrisy. The same horrors were true for Black men who became victims of homosexual White men forcing themselves upon them, and young boys under the cover of darkness.




  Betsy Newborn, conversely, was born into the harsh realities of post slavery Eastern North Carolina. Born to former share-cropper parents, grew up in a world where freedom was a recent and fragile concept. Her great, great-grandparents had experienced the brutal system of slavery. This knowledge instilled in her a profound understanding of survival that would become essential.




  The towns in Lenior County, including Hugo, Grifton, Kinston, La Grange, and Pink Hill, and a neighboring town in Green County, called Brown Town, were breeding grounds for producing Mulatto children who were not claimed and cared for by their White fathers and mothers. This barbaric behavior was carried over from slavery. White plantation owners created breeding camps of enslaved Black Americans. They were sites of forced labor and legally forced sexual assault. The greed and sin of these operations were designed to maximize profit through the commodification of Black human lives. Enslaved women were often forced to bear children to increase the workforce, resulting in profound trauma and disruption of family structures. This history of sexual violence and dehumanization against Black people has had harsh and lasting repercussions that are still contributing to the fractures within Black society in the United States. Black people have struggled with the psychological scars for generations. This is a national disgrace.




  For Black families like Betsy’s, the lack of financial independence was the source of oppression, limited upward advancement opportunities, and the constant threat of violence. Despite these challenges, Betsy’s family worked tirelessly to create a stable life, valuing education and community connection as pathways to advancement.




  Grandma Betsy was known in her community for her intelligence, beauty, quiet determination, and seamstress skills. She received some basic education during a time when schooling for Black children was limited and precarious. Her ability to read and write was itself an act of defiance in a system designed to limit Black advancement. She worked alongside her family, contributing to their agricultural endeavors, and as a very young mother, she helped to support her own children, Lamb, Pete, Jim, Ester, and Helen Newborn by a different father, and Lucille, Flossy, and my father, CJ Newborn Senior, by my White grandfather, Zeno Harris.




  Their first encounter found Zeno managing his family’s agricultural and financial interests. Unlike others, he frequently interacted with local laborers, including Black workers who were crucial to the region’s economic infrastructure. My Grandmother Betsy, working in the agricultural sector, would have been one of the many workers he met. The Jim Crow era was characterized by explicit and implicit systems of segregation that governed every aspect of social interaction between Blacks and Whites. Their early relationship was constrained by these powerful social norms, making any genuine connection seemingly impossible. Betsy did not trust Zeno at first, and with good reason.




  During the Jim Crow era of slavery, Black women were still subjected to sexual violence by White men with nearly total impunity, and had virtually no legal protection. As a result, Black women developed informal strategies for survival and resistance in the homes of plantation owners or when they were hired as maids, nannies, and housekeeping staff for others. For protection, they created safe spaces and means to identify abusers and rapists.




  When I lived in New Orleans, I was told by many older Black women about their Black female enslaved ancestors’ tales of resistance to sexual assault from White men they worked for. According to legend, their female ancestors made the soap that White people used to bathe with. As a means of revenge and to identify their White abusers to other Black women, they would use an excessive amount of lye in the soap. Lye is harmful to the skin because it’s a caustic substance that can cause chemical burns. In properly made soap, Lye is completely consumed in the saponification process and is not present in the final product, making the soap safe. A lye-heavy, improperly cured soap would leave residual lye, which is harmful and can lead to skin irritation, dryness, burning, redness, and flaking. Direct contact with lye can cause severe irritation, chemical burns, and serious damage to the skin. They prepared this special soap for their male abusers, making thoughts of lust the very last thing on their minds while dealing with extremely painful agitation in their private parts. This temporarily kept White men away from them. Another way Black women who were maids and had cleaning and laundry duties protected themselves from their abusers was the use of heavy starch in their shirts and trousers, especially in the groin area and the collar of the shirts. The starch would cause extreme itching, highly visible redness to the skin, and irritation around the entire neck and groin areas, again making lustful thoughts difficult. The starch irritation that causes itching and extreme redness led to the first use of the term “red-neck.’ This secret term Black women coined was used to identify and mark White men, by the visible redness of their necks, due to the heavy starching of the collars of their shirts and extra lye in their bath soap, to other Black women to communicate that these persons were rapists and to take extreme caution around them. This was a form of passive resistance.





