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Unsettling truths

EROSS PLILE'
STORY BY MARTHA QUILLIN

‘\
A es Lewrs Wrwre?

MIDWAY PLANT. WAKE (o NC

" “werybody in the Hinton family knew about the ghosts that in-
habited Midway, the last-built of of at least seven of their plan-
_ itions that once stretched across the Neuse River basin like an
..fz.m-.mhei’rloom quilt.
The house at Midway, built in 1848 by Charles Lewis Hinton as
a wedding gift for his son David, had remained in the family and be-
come through the years a sort of repository for departed souls, in-
cluding, it was said, those of several people and one cat.
The place was an anachronism in other ways, too. Shielded by only
a grove of ancient oaks that stood between the house and U.S. 64 in
Knightdale, Midway was gradually being crowded out by development
and traffic when its current owners, Charlie Silver and his wife, Dena,
decided in 2002 to pick it up and move it.

Godfrey Cheshire, a cousin to Silver,
had long been fascinated with the house,
where he spent weekends and long
stretches of his childhood summers while
growing up in Raleigh. A student of the
cinema who now lives in New York and is
a respected film critic, Cheshire has an
eye for a good story. On learning of his
cousin’s plan to sell the land underneath the
house and use the proceeds to pay for its
relocation, Cheshire figured there was a
movie in there somewhere.

He has now been working for more than
two years on “Moving Midway,” a docu-
mentary that Cheshire hopes will launch his
midlife career switch from film critic to film-
maker. He shot the final scenes for the movie
last weekend, just days after his cousins had
moved back into the house. Cheshire has
been working frenetically to get a cut of the
film ready to submit to judges for the Sun-
dance Film Festival by Monday. .

Godfrey Cheshire, left, chatting with NYU professor Robert Hinton at the house's new location,
STAFF PHOTO BY TRAVIS LONG

Is making a film about Midway Plantation.



Photographer John Dawson, left, and soundman Ben Turney filmed the p[antatidn's
move in June 2005. The owner sold the land and used the money to re!ocate the house.

STAFF PHOTO BY JOHN ROTTET

Odd music, human forms and a sense of a
close-but-unseen presence in one room or
~ another were all less intrusive, the couple say,
* than the relentless sounds of the traffic on U.S. 64.

Charlie Silver, owner of Midway Plantationin Kniqhtdale. poses in front of
a portrait of his father, Charles Hinton Silver, left, and his great-great-
grandmother Mary Boddie Carr Hinton.

STAFF, PHOTO BY TRAVIS LONG

I'he painstaking — and somewnat
painful — moving of the house, along with ~
the making of a film about what it means/ 2/
to have ancestral roots on a Southern slave-—
holding plantation, has stirred up a lot of
ghosts, and not just the ones said to rattle
around the old home place.

Jostling the house along the sandy path
to its new perch cracked some of the in-
terior plaster and revealed what the home
is made of. Likewise, the process uncov-
ered some historical truths about the Old
South, racism, hypocrisy, pride, identity
and belonging that Hinton descendants
hadn’t been forced to consider for several
generations.

The house moved about two miles. The
two cousins may have made the greater
journey. _

- A magical place
Before he found the movies, Godfrey
Cheshire recalls, before he learned how to
escape into worlds that sprang from the
minds of masterful directors, he could es-
cape into the world of Midway.
Built on land that was part of a 1730s
grant from the English Crown to a pio-
neering Hinton, Midway was a largely
self-sufficient community in its early years.
Likely built by slaves, it also relied on
their labor as a large tobacco and cotton
farm, and may have had as many as eight
to 10 slave cabins. There was a one-room
school, a chapel, a cotton gin, a smoke-
house, an icehouse and other buildings.

When Sherman’s troops made a sweep
through the area in the waning days of the
Civil War, they burned a couple of the out-
buildings at Midway. Family legend —
and scars on the recovered canvas — in-
dicate that Union soldiers cut a portrait
of David Hinton's wife, Mary, from its
frame, ran it through with a saber and
waved it triumphantly like a flag.

A city boy who grew up near Carolina
Country Club in Raleigh, Cheshire was a
regular visitor to Midway beginning in
the 1950s, by which time the house was
occupied by the third generation of fam-
ily: Cheshire’s grandmother, Bessie, and
his great-great-aunt, Mary Hilliard Hin-
ton, known in the family as Mimi. .

Mimi, an unmarried daughter who in-
herited the house from her mother, was
something of an eccentric. A historian by
nature and by trade, she made a living pro-
ducing commissioned books that traced
the linéage of North Carolina families.
She also was fascinated with her own
family tree, which is connected to British
nobility. She was said to occasionally con-
duct seances through which she attempted
to communicate with the dead.

In his young imagination, Cheshire
says, the house at Midway was a magical
place, a living being with-a personality in-
extricably linked to Mimi’s. Cheshire has
clear memories of sitting at the feet of his
great-great-aunt, one of many cousins
gathered around her rocking chair as she
told stories about English, American and
family history.

“That’s a really primal recollection that
is important to my sense of family history
and my connection to that place,” he says.




Clinging to the past

Mimi was famously, ardently opposed
to change, apparently on any scale. In
1920, she campaigned against women'’s
suffrage because it would bring about so-
cial revolution. In her own home, she did-
n’t want the walls repainted or repapered,
didn’t want the original carpets replaced.
She even forbade relatives from installing
indoor plumbing, and was reportedly fu-
rious when well-meaning kinfolk ignored
her wishes and put in a bathroom at Mid-
way while she was away on a trip.

So while Raleigh grew and modernized
a few miles down the highway, the grand
Greek Revival clapboard house and the
collection of outbuildings that made up
Midway began to look like a throwback,
real but unreal, not unlike the stage sets
in hundreds of movies that have roman-
ticized the pre-Civil War South.

Mimi died in the house in 1961. Be-
cause she had no children, the house
passed to her great-nephew, Charles Sil-
ver, who was Cheshire’s uncle and the
father of his cousin, Charlie.

Charlie’s father first moved onto "the
property in 1945, when he got out of the
Army at the end of World War II. Char-
lie lived there with his parents and two

brothers, though they didn’t occupy the
main house. They made their home in the
former school, to which Charlie’s father
made a series of additions. Charlie would
spend a night in the big house now and
again, but to him, it was generally a dark
and dusty, foreboding place.
“This was a big old, scary old house with
two old ladies living in it you didn’t want
to upset,” the 60-year-old Silver recalls.
‘When he was a teenager, Silver moved
in with relatives in Raleigh so he could
attend city schools. His parentsstayed at
Midway, moving into the big house when
Mimi died. Charles Silver made several
changes, not the least of which was con-
verting three closets to bathrooms.
Charles Silver died in the house in 1979,
His widow, Betty, remarried and moved
to Raleigh. She rented Midway out.
During those years, Godfrey Cheshire
was studying film at UNC, travelingaround
Europe, going to film festivals, deciding to
become a serious film critic and figuring out
how he could make a living at it.
Charlie Silver, his cousin, was getting
a political science degree from UNC, join-
ing the Marines, serving in Vietnam, set-
tling in California and learning the real
estate business. When his three children
were young, he and his first wife lived
briefly at Midway, but left again.
Cheshire and Silver both suspected
that Midway would be a part of their
li\;les again, but neither knew how or
when,

Developers want it

Silver came back first, in 2000. Taking
care of the house — handling rentals,
overseeing and paying for maintenance,
paying the taxes — had become too much
for his mother.

“And she kept getting calls from de-
velopers. We were always having to run
up here and check on stuff,” says Silver,
who had divorced, remarried, to Dena,
and started a real-estate consulting busi-

At one point in
_ ‘Moving Midway,’ .
- Cheshire becomes visibly
"disturbed as he
watches chainsaws rip .
through 150-year-old oak
frees around the house.

ness with his new wife in Houston. When
they came to visit at Thanksgiving 2000,
they decided to move their business to
North Carolina and move themselves
into Midw‘::ixl'At

“Thatis I'was supposed to do,” says
Silver, whose two brothers live on Roanoke
Island and have no interest in taking on
Midway. “That was my responsibility.”

Dena had heard about the ghosts: an
unknown soldier who marched through
the house; a young child; Charles Silver,
Charlie’s dad; Mimi, who was said to throw
things; and a family cat named Vincent.

“I introduced myself,” Dena says. “I
told them I was somebody new, and I
asked them to please not do anything
that would scare me until I had kind of
gotten used to everything.”

They gave her a break for the first few
months, she says. When they did begin
to make themselves known, they just
seemed to be part of the package.

Odd music, human forms and a sense

of a close-but-unseen presence in one

room or another were all less intrusive, the
couple say, than the relentless sounds of
the traffic on U.S. 64. What had been a
convenient commercial path between
Raleigh and Tarboro in the 1840s was
now a divided four-lane highway traversed
by as many as 70,000 cars a day. A shop-
ping center lay across the highway from
Midway, housing subdivisions sprawled

B

across former tarmland around the home-
stead, and the new Interstate 540 was
under construction. It was scheduled to
cut right though Midway.

Because the plantation was listed on
the National Register of Historic Places,
Silver Wwas able to persuade state trans-
portation officials .to relocate the inter-
change, But he and Dena eventually re-
alized that the only way to deal with the
traffic that roared past day and night was
to retreat fromit.

They talked it over with Silver’s
mother, who wasn’t happy to think about
prying Midway off its original founda-
tion and its land. Eventually, though, she
saw the wisdom in it. Now Silver just
had to tell the rest of the family.

Though they never contributed to the
cost of painting the house, repairing the
porch rot, patching the slate roof when
it leaked or paying the ever-increasing
taxes, family members had a proprietary
sense about Midway. Some didn't take the
news well.



The nature of change

Cheshire had been living in New York
since 1991, writing about films and the
film industry for a variety of publications.
He became known for an intellectual style
of writing that was as much about broad
movements as it was about fine me-
chanics. His philosophical approach had
fans nationally and internationally.

Still a regular writer for the Durham-
based alternative weekly, The Indepen-
dent, Cheshire says he has long beenaman
of two worlds: a Southerner living in New
York. Which world he belongs to at any
time, he says, “is a matter of which foot ’'m
resting on.” )

During a visit home in 2002, Cheshire
was invited by Silver to come out to Mid-
way for drinks. Silver told him the news.

Despite the angst the move would cause
in the family, Silver agreed to let Cheshire
make his movie, its half million-dollar bud-
get coming from private investors and
grants. Cheshire pitched the proposal as
an attempt to explore broad questions
about the nature of home and the power
of change, using a realife version of what’s
evolved into a symbol of upheaval in Amer-
ican history: the Southern plantation.

At one point in “Moving Midway,”
Cheshire becomes visibly disturbed as he
watches chainsaws rip through 150-year-
old oak trees around the house to clear the
way for the move and for the shopping
center that will be built in the home’s
place. Later, Cheshire said it felt like
watching 12 relatives being murdered.

Had he considered it more carefully,
Cheshire says, he might not have started
his work as a filmmaker with such a per-
sonal documentary.

“I think it’s inherently an awkward
thing to make a film about family mem-
bers,” he says. “I think any filmmaker
who has gone through this would say the
same sort of thing.”

While working on the film, Cheshire
discovered by chance that right in New
York City, a few blocks from his apart-
ment, was a man who had a direct con-
nection to Midway. Robert Hinton, an as-
sociate professor of Africana studies at
New York University, was the grandson
of Dempsey Hinton, who had been born
a slave on the plantation.

Cheshire met Hinton and recruited him
as the film’s historian, providing a present-
day link to a part of his €amily’s past that

some would still rather not discuss.

Discovering more Kin

Further research revealed an even big-
ger surprise. Charles Lewis Hinton, the
patriarch who built Midway for his son,
who served in the state legislature, who
was a two-term state treasurer and a
trustee of the University of North Car-
olina, had a child by one of his slaves, a
cook named Selanie.

This means Cheshire and Silver have
more than 100 African-American Hinton
cousins. They have begun to meet this
newfound family. )

“It’s like discovering a room in your
house that you didn’t know you had,”
Cheshire says, “and it’s got really amaz-
ing things and people in it.” _

There are tense moments in the film.
Knowing that these are not actors quak-
ing lines but beloved relatives airing

heartfelt grievances makes watching them
feel a bit like walking in on a private ar-
gument. You have the urge to leave the
room, but then to stop just outside the
door to hear how things turn out.

In his young
imagination, Cheshire
says, the house at
Midway was a magical
place, a living being with
a personality inextricably
linked to Mimi’s.

)

Cheshire went back to Midway last
weekend with his cameraman, Jay Spain,
to see how things are turning out so far.
The house is on its new foundation, faced
by its original bricks but reinforced with
concrete and rebar. On its new site, off
Smithfield Road near Knightdale, it is
oriented to the sun exactly as it was on
its old site. Except for the way it was fil-
tered by the old oaks, the light falls
through the windows at the same angles
it has for the past 158 years.

It is surrounded by its surviving out-
buildings, which are being restored to
their original forms. It is pastoral. Quiet.

On the occasion of the final shooting for
“Moving Midway,” which may be in the-
aters in late 2007, Charlie and Dena in-
vited family and friends for a small cele-
bratory gathering, an early unveiling of
the old house in its new home. It has a
new kitchen, connected to the original
structure by a breezeway whose floors
were planed from the downed oaks. It has
anew color scheme, which is really its old
color scheme. g

Charlie’s daughter, Anne; came from
Virginia Beach for the weekend with her
husband. They stayed in the bedroom
long occupied by Charlie’s father.

With all the activity, Anne nearly for-
got to mention to Charlie that she was
awakened last Saturday night by a tender
pat on the head. She knew immediately
it was Charlie’s dad, she said.

They had all wondered if he would
come,

Staff writer Martha Quillin
can be reached at 829-8989
or marthag@newsobserver.com



Traffic roared by the front drive of Midway Plantation when the house was on U.S. 64 near Knightdale.
The house, built in 1848, was taken off its foundation and moved two miles away.

, The painstaking — and somewhat P ainful — moving of the house,
alon;z with the making of a film about what it means to have ancestral TOOLS
on a-Southern slave-holding plantation, has stirred up a lot of ghosts,
and not just the ones said to rattle around the old home place.
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Hinton reunion held

The descendants of the late Jo-
seph E. and Eveline Hinton Price
held their 22nd annual reunion on
Aug. 11, at Friendship Baptist
Church fellowship hall in Middle-
sex.

Chairpersons this year were

next year’s reunion. They are Hin-
ton, Charles Ray Hinton and
Franceline Hinton Price. Judy
Strickland was re-elected secre-
tary/treasurer.

Next year’sreunion will be held
the second Sunday in August at

bosyy ¥ &

Bobby Hinton and Jackie Batten ~ Friendship church.
Utley. Forty-five friends andrel- -
atives attended.
A short business session was
held to name chairpersons for
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Hinton family reunion to be held

The 22nd annual family reunion of the descendants of the late Joseph
E. and Eveline Price Hinton will be held Sunday, Aug. 11, at Friend-
ship Freewill Baptist Church education building in Emit.

Registration will begin at noon and lunch will be served at 1 p.m.
For more information, call Judy R. Strickland at 269-8554.




