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October 4th, 2018 
 
Caroline Armijo 
The Lilies Project 
Stokes County Arts Council 
PO Box 66, Danbury, NC  27016 
 
Re: Z Smith Reynolds Letter of Intent 
 
Dear Z. Smith Reynolds Foundation Members:  
 
I am writing to express my intent to apply for the Z. Smith Reynolds Inclusive Public Art grant with a 
request of $50,000 to create and support public art in Southeastern Stokes County, North Carolina. 
My art and environmental advocacy project, The Lilies Project, will also use the funds to engage the 
community to share its stories with one another and address the impacts of coal ash in that 
community, of which I am a member. The project transforms a forty-year environmental burden on 
the community into something positive. This grant would serve as an accompaniment to the The 
Lilies Project’s current work, which is funded by a National Creative Placemaking Fund grant from 
ArtPlace America and administered under the Stokes County Arts Council.  
 
The Z. Smith Reynolds Inclusive Public Art grant would allow us to create additional accompanying 
public art installations to help express the stories of the community members and magnify the impact 
of the coal ash art installations currently planned as part of the NCPF funding, as described in Section 
5 - The Main Art Concept of The Lilies Project funded by the NCPF Grant. It would also provide funding 
for additional community engagement opportunities, which are greatly needed to continue these 
critical conversations. At this time, the permanent art created through the additional funding from Z. 
Smith Reynolds has not been determined. Site locations are being considered, but have not been 
secured. Building off our work over the last year, ongoing various forms of community engagement 
will help determine the best medium, artist, and location for the permanent art installation.  
 
Duke Energy’s Belews Creek Power Station opened in Southeastern Stokes County in 1974. People 
across cultural divides share the stories of coal ash raining down on the community for decades. It 
covered their cars and entered their homes. As the decades passed, the illnesses grew - a long list of 
cancers, neurological disorders, heart conditions, miscarriages and birth defects devastated families. 
In 2010, we began questioning why and sharing our own health-related stories with one another. Our 
conversations crossed traditional cultural divides of race, political allegiances, age and gender. 
Impacted residents are both rich and poor, white and black, young and old. In the rural landscape, an 
aging trailer park stands close to a new, 5,000 square-foot home. The power of these stories grew the 
more organized we became. Today, Belews Creek is recognized internationally as a leader in the fight 
against coal ash.  
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The Lilies Project was dreamed up as part of the application to ArtPlace America’s RFP in January 
2017.  The RFP asked, “Do you have an idea for how art can address a problem in one of society’s 
sectors?” I immediately knew the answer was yes and that I wanted to honor Stokes County native 
Jester Hairston’s legacy. Hence the reference to The Lilies of the Field, from the movie starring 
Sidney Poitier lip-synching to Hairston’s “Amen.” 
 
Art was central to my personal coal ash advocacy beginning in August 2010. My primary medium is 
in book arts and sculpture, and I attribute my sculptural book “Gray Matter” as to why I am part of a 
statewide organization known as ACT against Coal Ash, which has made a significant impact on how 
coal ash is handled in North Carolina and is closely monitored by impacted communities throughout 
our country. However prior to seeing the ArtPlace America call to entry video, my art was simply a 
coping mechanism to deal with the toil of years of environmental advocacy. Art was an idea of 
something we often considered as part of our coal ash communities outreach, but it was never 
deliberately pursued and often an afterthought to our statewide coal ash advocacy meetings.  
 
The ArtPlace America funding changed that and put art at the center of our advocacy work in Belews 
Creek and created a space for it within the larger community. We have already seen that art has 
allowed our conversation to move beyond the borders of the community members most greatly 
impacted. Citizens are making new connections with their own ongoing, mysterious, health issues. 
We are able to draw in support from more people living in other areas of Stokes County, the Piedmont 
Triad region and beyond to hear our stories and become engaged with how to address the impacts of 
coal ash.  
 
The current grant of $350,000 allows for The Lilies Project to create public art and public 
programming in Southeastern Stokes County from January 1, 2018 through June 30th, 2020. The 
budget includes $115,000 for public art made out of coal ash, $35,000 for public programming, and 
$45,000 for documentation, as well as my salary and other administrative costs for the grant period.  
Inclusive Public Art funds would expand this community collaboration.  
 
Prior to receiving funding from ArtPlace America, Belews Creek and Walnut Tree Communities had 
already received national recognition for the movement taking place in the community. The area 
began organizing around the issue of coal ash under the guidance of Appalachian Voices in late 2012. 
Earlier that year, the same community was threatened with the risk of Fracking and organized under 
the group No Fracking in Stokes. The two overlapping groups began working together to expose the 
environmental injustice, which included the historic poor water quality of the area. The Walnut Tree 
Community, which had been denied annexation for over forty years, also faced voter rights issues. 
The black community led a write-in campaign against unopposed local candidates, which overturned 
the obstinate Town Council and elected the first African-American mayor for the Town of Walnut 
Cove. The Walnut Tree community was finally annexed into the Town of Walnut Cove in the Spring of 
2018. “Sacrifice Zone” is an upcoming feature-length documentary that connects all of the issues of 
coal ash, fracking, annexation and voting into one narrative voice of David Hairston, who has 
submitted an enclosed letter of support.  
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Parts of these stories have been captured in a variety of films. The “At What Cost” video highlights the 
beginning of our advocacy and features our leader Annie Brown, who passed away in September 
2014. Her daughter Tracey Edwards shared her story in 2016’s “Democracy For Sale” with Zach 
Galifianakis. Tracey and I were both part of “The Story We Want,” as part of The Climate Listening 
Series, which was commissioned by Moms Clean Air Force. Most recently the “At What Cost” video 
was incorporated into the Poor People’s Campaign’s video for the North Carolina Ecological Justice 
Tour, also featuring Rev. Dr. William J. Barber, II, Former VP Al Gore, and Karenna Gore. All three 
came to Belews Creek in mid-August for a national press conference that included the voices of local 
community members. Other prominent media outlets who have shared our story include The New 
Yorker, The New York Times, CNN and Al Jazeera.  
 
For all of the attention that our group has garnered, there are still countless other residents within 
and around Stokes County, who have never heard of these issues or do not understand the extensive 
impacts. The conservative county only sees “Regulations” as a bad word and does not understand that 
their removal have very real consequences to the lives of their neighbors and the beloved Dan River. 
Unfortunately environmental issues have been so politicized that many stalwart conservatives, which 
make up 75% of the population of Stokes County, quickly dismiss any concerns about climate change 
or anything that would allow “government overreach.”  Invitations to speak to various organizations, 
like the King Ruritans and the Stokes County Retired Educators, have been effective ways to spread 
the stories and educate the public in a more nuanced less-threatening way.  
 
Furthermore, over the last forty years, residents have lived under a disparaging narrative of 
unworthiness. Voices from within and outside of the community have often put down those from 
Stokes County, as a poor, rural place. Coupled with the prevalent illnesses from the environmental 
impacts, Stokes County has also led the nation with suicide rates, child poverty and hunger.  
 
Our dialogue leads to a better understanding of health impacts. My personal concern has been that 
the community is segregated along racial and socio-economic divides, preventing us from seeing the 
broader view of how pervasive health impacts are. Comprehensive health surveys are difficult to 
complete. While we have semi-regular Residents for Coal Ash Cleanup Meetings in the library or at 
local churches, the numbers of participants have recently fallen due to a statewide legal settlement 
with Duke Energy about clean water hookups. Forty-two families were being provided bottled water, 
although many more families had bought their own water for decades. The settlement resulted in the 
clarification of HB 630. It provided Belews Creek residents with a filtration system and $5000. As 
part of the agreement, many members signed away subsequent legal rights and no longer participate 
in our ongoing activities. Yet, these families still need the moral support that community engagement 
and the arts provide. 
 
Through funding from both the NCPF and ZSR, it is my intent to reveal my own perception of the 
people of Stokes County: When we examine the impact that Stokes County natives have had on the 
world, we see that not only are they great at something, they are often noted as exemplary, world-
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class leaders in their field. By intertwining the narratives of excellence ranging from impacted 
community members, artists, educators, librarians, community volunteers, child-care providers and 
others, we weave together a cohesive tapestry of abundance in the face of this struggle. When we are 
freed from the weight of our stories and they are transformed into one, the new metamorphosis will 
replace national false narratives of divisiveness that disrupt our friendships, families and 
communities. My prayer is that healing will ensue. 
 
Along those same lines, Duke Energy houses its premiere facility in Stokes County. Duke Energy is 
the country’s largest energy provider. Therefore we deserve a world-class clean-up that is an example 
of best case practices of how to address the coal ash crisis burdening our community and state. We 
intend for our clean-up to serve as the standard for future clean-ups. However at this point, Duke 
Energy and NC Department of Environmental Quality seek to do the very least clean-up required by 
law, while sacrificing our land and people for generations to come. We believe that our leadership, 
advocacy, community engagement through art can change our current trajectory.  
 
While the ongoing contributions of our impacted residents are widely shared, it is important to 
interweave these stories of history-making with the legacy of our Stokes County natives. The common 
thread of these stories is not only the caliber of these shining stars, but also that their voices are 
underrepresented. We need these stories of hope shining brightly in our world right now. When we 
appreciate and share the stories of our neighbors from within our community, we elevate their value 
and importance. The cultural differences come together and strengthen the truths that they reveal 
and also help us make connections with our own experiences.  
 
The collection of stories fall under two categories: those already recognized in their fields and those 
who are locally regarded with a story to share. Following is an overview of some of the stories of 
excellence we wish to elevate: 
 
Jester Hairston  
Jester Hairston is the widest-recognized artist from the Stokes County area. He traveled the world 
teaching others the spirituals he heard as small child. Although Hairston moved away from the 
Belews Creek community when he was young, he dedicated his career to carrying on the music he 
learned from his grandparents. Hairston composed and arranged over 300 songs. ''I decided that I 
wanted to make my mark in folk songs because my grandparents were slaves,'' he said. ''I wanted to 
keep that music alive.'' Mr. Hairston received an honorary doctorate in music from Tufts in 1977. 
Hairston's song Amen was featured in The Lilies of the Field, for which Sidney Poitier won the first 
Academy Award given to an African-American.  
 
Hairston was well known for being a civil rights leader by uniting both the black and white side of his 
family lineage through the Hairston Clan. Henry Wiencek identifies The Hairstons as the nation's 
largest family in his 1999 book The Hairstons: An American Family in Black and White. ''Jester Hairston 
was a great believer in family and reconciliation,'' said Wiencek. He also identifies Walnut Cove as the 
heart of the family.  
 
Gypsy Hollingsworth & Her Farm 
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Gypsy Hollingsworth was a Stokes County native and master weaver, who nurtured and inspired 
other artists in the '60s and '70s, bringing them to Stokes County to live, create, and teach in an 
artisan community, located north of Walnut Cove. She was also the founding member of the Piedmont 
Craftsmen. Her loom is on display at the Stokes County Historical Society. Gypsy recruited John 
Nygren to move to her community in the late 1960s. After earning an MFA degree from the Cranbook 
Academy of Art, Nygren first trained in the art of glassblowing at NC's Penland School of Crafts in 
1968. A year later he moved to Walnut Cove where he built the New Branch Glass Studio. Nygren 
retired after a forty-year career as a successful artist. Because of the great resource of natural clay in 
the area, Walnut Cove and Southeastern Stokes also attracted a wide range of ceramicists. Tom 
Suomalainen is also a founding member of the Piedmont Craftsmen and known for his whimsical 
animal characters. Kerry Gonzalez is a master raku artist still creating pieces at his home and studio 
on Main Street in Walnut Cove.  
 
John L. Hairston 
“Celebrating Courage” is a 33-minute original film created this summer and produced by the Lilies 
Project to honor John L. Hairston, a local pillar in the community. In the film and during our 
Celebrating Courage Weekend, Rev. Gregory Hairston and classmates shared their experiences of 
leading a pivotal civil rights march in the 1960s, from London Elementary to downtown Walnut Cove 
at Vernon’s Grill, where they held a sit-in to be served by entering the front door. The students 
marched on their own, inspired by their teachers who attended college at NC A&T State University in 
Greensboro and participated in the famous Woolworth sit-in, memorialized in the Smithsonian in 
Washington, DC. 
 
After the integration of the public school system, London Elementary retained its name and its 
beloved principal, John L. Hairston. Both instances were rare throughout the South. 
The small grid community surrounding the school is also known as London, the only predominantly 
African-American community within the town limits. 
 
A sample of additional stories include:  

● Annie Brown, who was our early leader around coal ash and served as the inspiration behind 
the Poor People’s Campaign theme song, “Somebody’s Hurting My Brother,” before passing 
away in September 2014.  

● The Gymnastics Shows, led by PE teachers Rick and Jane Williams, showcased the 
schoolwide talent at Southeastern Stokes Jr. High and drew large crowds for thirteen years 
before ending in 1987. We will host an event on December 27th, 2018 celebrating this legacy. 

● Anita Burroughs, the local funeral home director who began Stokes Stoked, an annual 
multicultural gathering, before submitting to breast cancer. 

● Frank Dalton, a nonagenarian who moved from Little Egypt, is well-known for umpiring the 
accomplished Little League teams and attending every sporting event in the area, including 
athletes who continued their careers at Wake Forest University. 

● Scarlett Sykes, a child care provider, kept countless children for decades and took them to the 
library and shared her passion for their reading development. 



 

PAGE 6 OF 7  LETTER OF INTENT  
CAROLINE RUTLEDGE ARMIJO  --  THE LILIES PROJECT 

● Don Richardson, whose passion for line-dancing, has led him to teaching classes at the Senior 
Center, the Retirement Homes and even on Main Street during the Art on Main monthly 
gatherings. 

 
The grace of The Lilies Project is that many of the next steps are shaped by what comes out of the 
conversations had during community events or in direct conversations. We document each of the 
events with audio and video so that we can hear all of the voices being shared. This is how we expect 
to gather additional stories to be included in the permanent installation and what will guide us in 
decision process for the accompanying art funded by ZSR.  
 
We hosted a Jester Hairston Celebration weekend MLK Weekend. On that Saturday, we introduced 
the grant with a blessing of the space, an original dance by the UIC Youth Dance Team, and a 
screening of a clip “Tracing the Hairstons” by NYC filmmaker Princess Hairston. Sunday included a 
presentation by the Stokes County Historical Society and a screening of the documentary Amen: The 
Life and Music of Jester Hairston. Community members shared their stories and memories of Jester 
Hairston. Monday we participated in the traditional youth-led CAP Program, which includes a march 
through town and service honoring MLK at Rising Star Baptist Church.  
 
The notion to honor John L. Hairston came out of the experience of the Kickoff Weekend in January. 
What started out as a small idea grew into a powerful weekend of near capacity events for three days 
in a row. We simply wanted to share his story and I knew that it was important for us to sing as a 
community. The results were moving. I left Celebrating Courage Weekend knowing that we should 
focus on dance next. These organic ideas shape their own way and I serve as the midwife. I believe 
that the art knows what it wants to be. The community engagement has proven to be the most 
important element of The Lilies Project so far. We are rebuilding trust with one another and feeling a 
palpable love that unites us.  
 
Together we can learn from one another’s experiences on how to successfully deal with the 
challenges that we face. We can also share our burdens and find support from unexpected places 
beyond the natural boundaries of church and family. Being in service to one another is beneficial to 
our self-worth and helps our communities thrive together once again. By uniting together, we can 
pressure our elected officials to make the necessary changes to clean up and protect our environment. 
It also develops a sense of pride and renewal to make other physical changes that lead to economic 
development and increased overall growth in the community.   
 
Aside from large events sponsored by The Lilies Project, I host and participate in additional forms of 
ongoing community engagement, including but not limited to: 
 

● Residents for Coal Ash Clean Up Community Meetings 
● Various Film Screenings at the Walnut Cove Library and The Arts Place of Stokes in Danbury 
● Hands-on Art at Art on Main Monthly Car Show in Walnut Cove 
● Hands-on Art at the Stokes Stomp 
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● Public Speaking at Community Meetings 
● Participating in Community Events, like Clean The Cove Clean-up Day 
● Social Media and Original Videos Created to Share Ideas and Signs of Hope 
● Ongoing Advocacy to Clean Up Coal Ash in our Community and Prevent Fracking 
● ACT against Coal Ash In-Person Meetings and Calls (Statewide) 

 
As site locations become solidified, conversations and activities that include hands-on art projects, 
music and smaller events will be determined to solicit more of the stories waiting to be told. In 
addition to determining the public art installation, all community events will be shaped with the 
intentions of the following outcomes: 
 

● Sharing Stories and Collecting Oral Histories with Marie Garlock and Tracey Edwards 
● Create Audio Files and Printed Materials to Share with the Permanent Art Installations 
● Elevating Untold Stories of Excellence with the Stokes County Historical Society 
● Shifting Environmental Outcomes with Appalachian Voices 
● Provide Emotional Support for Health Through Creating Art Together  
● Envisioning a Post-Fossil Fuels Future Through Art  
● Seeking solutions for Coal Ash and Energy Innovation Panels with ACT against Coal Ash 
● Continue Conversations with film “Celebrating Courage” and the value courage and how our 

schools shape our communities  
 

I am eager to see how our events will evolve once the permanent art is installed and we gather in 
these spaces among what we have envisioned and created as a community. Enclosed you will find 
letters of support from my primary collaborators:  
 

● Stokes County Arts Council Executive Director Eddy McGee 
● Appalachian Voices North Carolina Field Director Amy Adams 
● Walnut Tree HOA President David Hairston  
● Community Engagement Leader Marie Garlock  
● Stokes County Historical Society President Patti Dunlap 
● Stokes NAACP President Greg Hairston 
● Community Leader Leslie Bray-Brewer  

 
Thank you for your time and consideration. Please feel free to contact me directly with any questions.  

 

Sincerely,  

  
Caroline Rutledge Armijo 
The Lilies Project, Director 
caroline.armijo@gmail.com 
919-358-5057 





 
September 28, 2018 
 
 
Dear  Z. Smith Reynolds Foundation,  
 
It has come to my attention that The Lilies Project plans to submit a letter of intent (LOI) for an                    
Inclusive Public Art grant. On behalf of Appalachian Voices, I would like to offer my support for                 
The Lilies Project. 
 
I have worked with Caroline Armijo since 2013 in her home community of Belews Creek, which is                 
also the home of Duke Energy’s Belews Creek Steam Station. Caroline has been a community               
leader and asset since our early work within the community. Through her leadership and              
creativity, she has planned and organized many successful community empowering events. Her            
focus has always been to uplift and empower the members of the community through direct               
involvement in her art and advocacy work. 
 
The Lilies Project was born from the unique and harmful threats facing the Belews Creek               
community from the millions of tons of coal ash buried in its midst. Caroline has been a vital part                   
of the organizing and advocacy work of Appalachian Voices and the community to require the               
clean up of coal ash in Belews, and across the state of North Carolina. 
 
From early on, Caroline single-handedly led the search to find viable solutions to the ash storage                
problem. Her partnership with the ground-breaking researchers at North Carolina A&T State            
University helped to drive the vision and ultimate creation of the Lilies Project. As an artist,                
Caroline is passionate about the ability of community art to heal us, to teach us, and to move us.                   
She envisioned a public art project for the Belews Creek area that creates safe, beautiful sculptures                
“from the ashes” using the A&T encapsulation process to form sculptures which will be placed               
throughout the community. Not only will the encapsulated ash sculptures turn a former waste              
product into a community asset, they will tell a narrative about the resilience of this community                
surviving under the burden of coal ash contamination. The other narrative that is weaved into the                
project is the rich history of this community, which includes names like Jester Hairston and James                
Brown; and surnames like Hairston, the largest family in the United States, who can trace their                
ancestry to the African slave ships. 
 
Appalachian Voices has and will continue to support The Lilies Project by providing additional              
capacity as needed, by utilizing this project and its implications for the safe reuse of coal ash as a                   
matter of policy decisions in our outreach and awareness efforts for the public and decision               
makers, by helping provide technical and logistical support, and by bringing our organizing             
acumen to support their efforts. 
 
I have had the privilege to know Caroline for nearly five years. Her creative vision and passion and                  
her ability to create strategic partnerships are matched by her dedication to community. The              



timeliness of the issue of coal ash pollution and cleanup and the opportunity to showcase a                
small-scale site on safe, alternative options to coal ash reuse through encapsulation technology,             
make this project, in my opinion, a smart bet that will create a meaningful and lasting community                 
impact and return on your investment. I hope that you are able to support The Lilies Project. 
 
Please feel free to contact me at (828) 964-7431 or amy@appvoices.org if you have any further                
questions. I would be delighted to speak with you about The Lilies Project. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Amy Adams 
North Carolina Program Manager 
Appalachian Voices 
 
 



	
	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
September	28,	2018	
	
Dear	Selection	Committee:	
	
I	am	the	president	of	the	board	of	directors	for	the	Mildred	S.	Hairston	Youth	Center	in	Walnut	Cove,	
NC.	I	am	writing	this	letter	in	support	of	The	Lilies	Project.	I	highly	recommend	the	Lilies	Project	for	the	
Inclusive	Public	Art	grant.	The	mission	and	vision	of	The	Lilies	Project	aligns	with	the	grant	expectations	
perfectly,	and	I	am	certain	The	Lilies	Project	will	make	a	positive	difference	in	the	towns	throughout	
Stokes	County,	NC.		
	
As	a	resident	of	one	of	those	towns,	I	know	the	need	for	any	intervention	that	will	support	our	youth	
socially	and	emotionally	is	of	urgency.	Data	shows	that	nearly	35%	of	the	residents	live	in	poverty,	two	
of	the	five	schools	did	not	meet	growth	goals	for	academic	achievement,	and	high-risk	behaviors	are	
affecting	physical	and	mental	health	outcome	for	the	residents.		

I	have	served	in	collaboration	with	Caroline	Armijo	on	The	Lilies	Project	and	numerous	other	efforts	such	
as	the	documentary	project	for	the	honorable	Mr.	John	L.	Hairston.	Our	aim	is	to	bring	awareness	and	
inspire	underserved	youth	to	aspire	to	greatness.	Completion	of	The	Lilies	Project	will	promote	unity	and	
motivation	throughout	our	rural	communities,	which	are	of	great	necessity.		

Your	contribution	to	these	efforts	will	make	a	major	difference	in	the	lives	of	the	youth	throughout	
Stokes	County.	I	can	be	reached	at	(336)	655-3413	if	you	need	additional	information.	Thank	you	in	
advance	for	your	consideration	and	support.	I	look	forward	to	hearing	from	you	soon.	

Sincerely,	
	

David Hairston 
	
David	E.	Hairston,	Jr.,	
President,	Board	of	Directors	
	

1125	Adams	Ridge	Road	
Walnut	Cove,	NC	27052	

	(336)	655-3413	
dspider922@aol.com	



Marie Garlock, PhD Candidate 
Director, It Is In You, itisinyou.org 

	 	  
919 607 5533, marie@itisinyou.org 

807 W Trinity Ave #216 
Durham, NC 27701

October 4, 2018 

Z. Smith Reynolds Foundation 
Inclusive Public Art Initiative 
Letter of Support for Caroline Rutledge Armijo 
from Marie Alisa Garlock and Tracey Brown Edwards 

Dear Z. Smith Reynolds Foundation, 

 I write on behalf of a collaboration between Tracey Edwards and myself, in producing participatory, creative 
communication programming with The Lilies Project. This letter is to offer whole-hearted support to Caroline Armi-
jo’s proposal to Z. Smith Reynolds to fund inclusive, permanent public art that celebrates the excellence of Stokes 
County residents, whose lives story the promise of multi-racial, multi-gendered leadership for a brighter future. 
We believe in the current and future power of The Lilies Project to uplift a remarkable, multi-century civil rights lega-
cy activated through the arts, parks, and public education; and to contribute mightily to healing toxic legacies of 
racism and to transforming otherwise entrenched forms of environmental, health, and economic inequity in the rural 
US south. 

 In August 2018, at Caroline’s request, Tracey and I developed and facilitated a 2-hour “Holy Spirit, Story 
and Song Workshop” with The Lilies Project’s groundbreaking “Celebrating Courage” weekend. Not knowing how 
many would show up to this first-time event during a busy season of local family reunions, we were thrilled to wel-
come more than 60 participants who were a Black, Brown, white, multi-class, all ages crowd! Tracey and I led inter-
active, incremental forms of sharing of narrative, music, and appreciative inquiry processes. This included: 

• Group welcome, individual reflection and warm-up (building in “take home” stress management skills for commu-
nity advocates who are always giving to others first), this led into duo-based connection to promote the develop-
ment and witness of all voices present (not just those willing to speak loudest or first) 

• Duo prompts were based on reflecting on memories about our favorite school teachers; stories about the equity 
challenges the community faced historically and currently faces; discerning specific gifts or “assets” each person 
brings to face these challenges; and a song verse or piece of inspiration specific to Stokes Co. that keeps each 
person going to seek this change 

• A closing “story round” and “song round” was audio recorded to document the community’s discernment process, 
cultural knowledges, and visions for upcoming programs and initiatives 

 We were humbled by excellent turnout and energy. Stokes is a 90% white county, where national documen-
taries have been done on racial and environmental justice themes, and a robust multi-racial group of advocates. 
But it is still the case that some swaths of local white residents have not yet participated in or learned about their 
fellow Black residents’ legacies and leadership. One white participant wrote to us after the August workshop:  

“You were both masterful (spirit guided) in your leadership, coordination, and organization of the ‘Holy Spirit, 
Story and Song Workshop’. It was a magnificent community building experience.  Totally amazing with an 
ever widening circle of participants, ripples of pure love and hope flowing out of London Elementary School 
into Walnut Cove and far beyond […]. Such a glorious tribute to Dr. Hairston and to humankind ‘s willingness 
to rise […] and unite for future challenges.” 

•  It Is In You  •  Performance, collaborative research, and teaching for health, justice, and community-building.  •  itisinyou.org  • 
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 We hope this workshop can serve as a model for future programs The Lilies Project would host for public 
engagement and story-based participation in developing the proposed monument / installation sites in 2019-2020. 
Ideally, each workshop would include interactive, narrative-based and music-based engagement, alongside partici-
patory visual arts activities, adapted to generate and document community input and collective history-making 
about the local subjects of each public art piece. 

 We are thrilled by Caroline's sense of imagination and steadfast commitment to involving people from all 
walks of life in The Lilies Project, and the lasting benefits it has brought and will bring to the region. We write in awe 
of Caroline’s rootedness in the local community, and her caring, prayerful methods of developing more democratic 
access to creativity and fun, to bring Stokes County and broader North Carolina communities together more au-
thentically and courageously. Her vision of inclusive public art installations opens the door for healthy dialogue, an 
ethic of mutual celebration of landmark people and events, and promotes wellness-focused connection with all lay-
ers of Stokes County’s past, present, and future. We believe that through public art monuments The Lilies Project 
proposes—and which we would be honored to continue offering community input programs around—Stokes Coun-
ty can come to be nationally known as a homeplace of story-based, arts-based civil rights advocacy that changes 
the course of history for the better. 

With gratitude, 

Marie Garlock 
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About Marie: While completing a doctorate at UNC-CH, Marie was first drawn to Stokes County in 2015 with NC’s 
Forward Together movement and a staff request to support a US Commission on Civil Rights investigation by con-
ducting oral histories with residents who became health advocates because of facing cancer and other illnesses 
while living near coal ash waste. Since then, the palpable love of this community wove Marie into assisting various 
community leaders’ public programs and community engagement events at the intersection of environmental, 
racial, and health justice organizing. Mentored in cultural arts leadership by Dr. Baba Chuck Davis (African Ameri-
can Dance Ensemble), and in narrative-based workshop facilitation by Dr. Della Pollock (Jackson Center for Making 
+ Saving History), Marie is a communication specialist and performing artist who develops participatory research 
initiatives dedicated to centering the stories and priorities of persons facing life-threatening illness and inequity. 

About Tracey: Tracey Edwards is a lifelong resident of Stokes County, an organizer and featured community advo-
cate and speaker with the Poor People’s Campaign, NC NAACP, Stokes Residents for Coal Ash Clean Up. Tracey 
does plenty of work in honor of her late mother, the widely beloved and respected Annie Brown, to advocate for 
community members facing illness, dispossession of their homes due to lack of clean water access, and financial 
and emotional worries related to unequal environmental protections in local majority Black neighborhoods. Tracey 
is a gifted storyteller, singer, and public speaker—who never imagined she’d be doing so much of it, especially after 
facing multiple heart attacks, strokes, and neurological issues in her 30s and 40s while living near Belews Creek 
Steam Station. Tracey is a loving mother of a teenage daughter and young adult son, both of whom come by their 
deep love of Stokes County ways of life honestly, from their mother and grandmother. 
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The	Stokes	County	Historical	Society	
Preserving,	Collecting	and	Displaying	History	Since	1968	

P.O.	Box	304	
Danbury,	N.C.		27016	

	
	

September	30,	2018	
	
Z.	Smith	Reynolds	Inclusive	Public	Art	Grant	Committee		
	
To	Whom	It	May	Concern:	
	
I	am	writing	in	support	of	the	application	by	Caroline	Armijo	for	the	Z.	Smith	Reynolds	
Inclusive	Public	Art	Grant.	
	
This	past	year,	 I	have	partnered	with	Caroline	on	several	public	events,	since	 I	 serve	as	 the	
President	 of	 the	 Stokes	 County	Historical	 Society.	 This	 year	we	 are	 celebrating	 50	 years	 of	
service	to	Stokes	County.		We	strive	to	promote	the	history	of	Stokes	through	our	museum,	
bi-monthly	programs,	publications,	historical	tours	and	community	events.	Caroline’s	work	as	
an	artist,	advocate	and	community	organizer	has	been	an	integral	part	of	this	effort.	
	
The	events	for	Caroline’s	“Lilies	Project”	include:	

• The	 launch	of	The	Lilies	Project,	which	 featured	a	preview	clip	 screening	of	 “Tracing	
the	Hairstons”	and	talk	with	NYC	filmmaker,	Princess	Hairston,	which	was	featured	on	
the	front	page	of	the	Winston-Salem	Journal.	

• This	 event	 also	 featured	 “Amen”,	 a	 documentary	 about	 the	 life	 of	 Stokes	 County	
native,	Jester	Hairston	and	his	impact	on	the	world	as	a	UN	Ambassador.	

• Two	 film	 screenings	 of	 “The	 Lilies	 of	 the	 Field”,	 which	 includes	 the	 voice	 of	 Jester	
Hairston	singing	“Amen”	for	Sidney	Poitier.	

• The	Celebrating	Courage	weekend	included	several	weekend	activities	and	honored	a	
true	pillar	of	the	Stokes	County	community,	John	L.	Hairston.	

	
Other	meaningful	activities	have	happened	during	this	period,	including	the	development	of	
an	Afro-American	Historical	and	Genealogical	Society	for	Stokes	and	Forsyth	Counties.	
	
At	each	of	these	events,	the	community	was	invited	to	share	comments	with	the	community	
and	 engage	 in	 dialog	 about	 what	 happened	 at	 the	 time	 and	 how	 different	 individuals	
impacted	their	lives.		We	all	left	feeling	refreshed	with	a	new	feeling	of	community.		We	are	
attracting	 local	 historians	 to	make	 connections	with	 residents	with	 a	 desire	 to	 share	 their	
stories.		Through	this	partnership	we	are	creating	a	stronger	and	more	inclusive	community.	
	



Future	 plans	 include	 highlighting	 Gypsy	 Hollingsworth	 and	 the	 artist’s	 farm	 she	 created	 in	
Walnut	 Cove,	 which	 brought	 internationally-recognized	 talents	 of	 artisans	 that	 helped	 to	
start	the	Piedmont	Craftsmen.	
	
I	am	eager	to	see	what	the	future	holds	over	the	next	two	years	as	we	continue	developing	
future	programming	and	events.		I	believe	that	you	will	be	pleasantly	surprised	in	the	hidden	
gems	 of	 the	 underrepresented	 stories	 of	 Stokes	 County!	 Please	 consider	 funding	 The	 Lilies	
Project	for	this	Inclusive	Public	Art	and	join	us	for	future	events.	
	
Sincerely,	
	
Patti	Dunlap	
President,	Stokes	County	Historical	Society	
mtnsunset1870@yahoo.com		

	
	
	



Tuesday, October 2nd, 2018 
 
To Whom It May Concern: 
 
I am writing in my support of Caroline Armijo’s Letter of Intent to apply for the Z. Smith 
Reynolds Inclusive Public Art Grant.  
 
I have been working with Caroline in the community over the last five years on matters 
related to the impacts of coal ash and fracking within our community. During this time, I 
am so proud of her creative ability to take something that has been so detrimental to our 
lives and turn it into something positive. Under her leadership, we have also celebrated 
many of the important events that have greatly impacted Stokes County. Together we 
continue to make history as we fight for justice against Duke Energy and their 
unwillingness to clean up our community.  
 
Many of the events under Caroline’s leadership have left the members of our community 
feeling uplifted and empowered. We are having important conversations that have not 
been had before. Even though they are difficult, they are respectful and supported with 
love. To watch the history of my own impact on this community in the “Celebrating 
Courage” film, which Caroline helped to produce, I am filled with honor and humility. I 
never dreamed that my story would be memorialized in film.  
 
As a community, we are excited about the opportunity for more public art throughout the 
area. I serve on the board of East Walnut Cove Park, a park that is in need of attention. 
We hope that as a potential site for The Lilies Project, we will draw back in the 
community and the attention of the younger generation, as my generation ages out of 
being able to sustain the vitality of the park.  
 
The small community parks of Stokes County all face the same struggles of how to draw 
in the next generation. Through The Lilies Project community engagement, we hope that 
the youth will feel connected to the history and empower them to make a difference in 
their own backyards.  
 
We are eager to have Z. Smith Reynolds invested in our communities as we all seek the 
same thing - a tremendous change during these difficult times. Change happens one 
story at a time. We have a powerful story to share.  
 
Thank you for your time. Please be sure to contact me if you have any additional 
comments or questions. My email is ghairston@gmail.com and my number is 336-407-
9446.  
 
Sincerely,  
 
 
 
 
Rev. Gregory Hairston 
Pastor, Rising Star Missionary Baptist Church 
President, Stokes NAACP 
 

	



Times of Refreshing Ministries 
201 East Second Street  |  PO Box 741  |  Walnut Cove, NC 27052 

 
Monday, October 1st, 2018 
 
To the Selection Committee of Z. Smith Reynolds: 
 
I am writing in support of the Letter of Intent submitted by Caroline Rutledge Armijo for the 
Inclusive Public Art Grant. I believe that this excerpt for a piece I wrote for the local newspaper 
The Stokes News on January 17th, 2018 entitled, “The Old Paths: Bigger Than You Think,” sums 
up why The Lilies Project is an important cause that you should consider supporting.  
 

Caroline Rutledge Armijo’s $350,000 national grant for “The Lilies Project”—an 
arts/park/history project for Walnut Cove—has indeed brought us to a bigger stage. 
Taking the toxic coal ash and transforming it into something beautiful to bless our town 
has grabbed the attention of the nation. And that’s just part of “The Lilies Project.” 
 
It also honors Jester Hairston, the actor/songwriter born over near the Belews Creek 
Steam Station who wrote the song “Amen” used in the Academy Award-winning movie 
“Lilies of the Field.” This, in turn, brought a New York City filmmaker to Walnut Cove 
this past weekend to film part of her new documentary “Tracing the Hairstons.” 
 
As I sat in the Walnut Cove Library on Saturday for the kickoff of “The Lilies Project,” I 
heard Stokes County Arts Council Director Eddy McGee talk about Walnut Cove being 
in the national spotlight right now. I heard an environmental activist from out-of-town 
say that Walnut Cove was a model for the nation to learn from. 
 
At part two of the kickoff on Sunday, I heard the NYC filmmaker say that Walnut Cove 
was the heart of the country’s largest family, the Hairston’s. At the MLK Day march and 
service on Monday, I saw black and white people marching through downtown Walnut 
Cove in unity, singing songs of victory. I saw them worship together as we reaffirmed Dr. 
King’s dream for unity, equality and justice through nonviolent means and love. 
 
Then I heard a minister there say that Walnut Cove would be a model for the nation, and 
I shouted, “Amen!” I believe the spiritual must be the first concern: What is won in the 
spiritual realm through prayer will manifest in the physical realm through positive 
change. And this positive change comes when people work together in love and turn 
loose of greed, hatred and self. 

 
I am excited to see what all is on the horizon for Walnut Cove and indeed all of Stokes 
County as we are all so interconnected. Dear readers, trust me when I tell you, “This is 
bigger than you think.” 

 
Please feel free to email me with any questions at theoldpathsatwalnutcove@yahoo.com.  
 
Sincerely,  

Leslie 
Leslie Bray-Brewer 
Minister, Times of Refreshing 
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SECTION 1 - CONTEXTUAL INFORMATION AND DEMOGRAPHICS OF AREA 
 

Context of the Place 
In Southeastern Stokes County, North Carolina, we find the story at the heart of the nation’s largest 
family fighting the nation’s largest utility. Tucked away behind hills and trees stands Belews Creek 
Steam Station, one of Duke Energy’s premier power plants generating over 2100 MW per year, 
enough electricity to provide for all of the Carolinas. On an average day it burns eighty cars of coal a 
day and 250 during peak production. Duke Energy is the primary job source in the community; the 
local government and tourism are far behind. 
 
Coal ash is the result of burning hundreds of cars of coal a day for decades. See Section 2: All About 
Coal Ash, below. No federal regulation for this waste currently exists, which has led to the 
mishandling of coal ash in our community for over forty years.  
 
Many of the locals share stories centering around the impact of Duke Energy on the town, including 
the flooding of Little Egypt, a primarily African-American community, to create Belews Lake in 1973 
(the cooling pond for the power plant), which forced residents to leave their homes and their contents 
behind as well as the raining of coal ash all over homes, cars, and the land for decades until scrubbers 
were added to new smokestacks due to federal legislation in 2008. 
 
Site of Hairston Plantation 
The land adjacent to the coal ash pond was originally the home of the Sauratown Indians, who 
migrated to South Carolina in the 1600s or became integrated into the slave community of the 
Hairston Plantation, which developed on the same stretch of river bottoms. The wealth generated at 
Belews Creek and the Stokes County Hairston Plantations led to the family’s expansion throughout 
the Southeast. Historian Henry Wiencek identifies the Hairston family as the nation’s largest family 
in his 1999 book The Hairstons: An American Family in Black and White. The most renowned Hairston, 
actor and composer Jester Hairston, was born at Belews Creek just a couple of miles from the power 
station’s current location. 
 
The Walnut Tree and Environmental Justice 
For over forty years, The Walnut Tree Community, the first African-American subdivision in Stokes 
County, sought annexation by the town of Walnut Cove, which was finally granted after a lawsuit in 
2018. The community continues to have poor water quality despite winning a $350,000 grant from 
the state for upgrades. In 2015, the town voted to test drill into a small parcel of land inside the 
Walnut Tree community without notifying residents. This test drill would lead to fracking in the area, 
which residents are vehemently opposed to given noted health and economic harms on residential 
areas where fracking occurs, and the potential for earth tremor effects from fracking that may 
compromise the stability of nearby coal ash waste ponds. The coal ash floodplain, the site of the 
former Hairston Plantation, is prime land to frack. 
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GEOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION 
 
About Walnut Cove 
Walnut Cove is a classic small town, and the largest in Southeastern Stokes County. It is located 
halfway between Winston-Salem and Hanging Rock State Park, North Carolina’s most visited park. 
The town businesses gear themselves towards tourists, with antique shops, local restaurants, and 
even a taxidermy shop. Walnut Cove is the home to the local middle school, and a hub of activity for 
neighboring communities Pine Hall, Belews Creek, Germanton, and Meadows. With the exception of 
Dollar Generals, none of these other communities have amenities like town governance, a library or a 
grocery store. They are centered around rural small public schools and churches. 
 
Stokes County was predominantly farmlands that grew tobacco. Many of the residents worked for 
and continue to be empolyed by RJ Reynolds. The Brook Cove Road RJR Storage Facility is on the 
outskirts of Walnut Cove. The land is adjacent to Town Fork Creek. RJ Reynolds himself would hunt 
on the land with my great-great grandfather Billy Watts. RJR’s ghost is rumored to visit the Watts 
Family homestead. Whiticker Park was supposed to be built on the Watts Family land at the Brook 
Cove Site, but was built in Winston-Salem instead. 
 
Demographics 
The southeastern area of Stokes County has a more diverse population than the rest of Stokes County, 
and unfortunately a higher poverty rate. The overall population for Stokes County is 46,351, and 92% 
of the population are White and 4% of the population are Black. In comparison, Walnut Cove has a 
population of 9,905, with 84% of the population who are White and 11% who are Black. Pine Hall’s 
population is 596, with 66% who are White and 29% who are Black. The southeastern area faces a 
much greater rate of childhood poverty at 26%, compared to the county’s 12%. Seniors in this area face 
a 40% poverty level, relying heavily on Medicaid for survival. 
 
The community’s recreation and community space needs are immensely underserved. The Stokes 
2035 Vision Plan included the following highlighted comments from residents in what they hope to 
see happen over the next twenty years: 
 

● The youth need a place to do “things.” 
● Environmental quality is important for the future. 
● Create an environment that will keep and attract young professionals. 
● Redevelop downtown’s Fowler Park. 
● Create a greenway trail throughout town. 

 
In a recent survey of Stokes County residents called the “Stokes County Recreation and Stewardship 
Survey,” 94% were in favor of additional greenways and/or trails along the Dan River in Stokes 
County. In the same survey, when asked “what’s most important to you concerning the development 
of Stokes County,” the top answer was land conservation and the second was recreation. 
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SECTION 2 - ABOUT COAL ASH 
 

PROLOGUE:  
This document was submitted as part of the Feasibility Study for the National Creative Placemaking Fund 
and was published in August 2017. Since then, numerous changes have taken place, including the 
replacement of EPA Chief Scott Pruitt with former coal lobbyist Andrew Wheeler. Some aspects of the 
legal regime around coal ash described here may have changed since then.  
 
Furthermore, Hurricane Florence in September 2018 impacted three separate types of coal ash landfills:  

● A primitive, unlined landfill at the H. F. Lee plant in Goldsboro flooded the Neuse River.  
● At the Sutton Plant, the dam broke on a new, lined landfill, which is identified as current closing 

standards, and flooded the Cape Fear River.  
● The landfill at Brickhaven in Chatham County owned by Charrah show multiple signs of 

structural distress as a result of the flooding.  
 
Hurricane Florence provides evidence that landfill storage is not a sufficient, long-term solution for the 
coal ash crisis facing our country in the wake of climate change. Therefore we need to continue our pursuit 
of alternative coal ash solutions with expediencey and earnestness.  
 

++++++++++++++ 
Coal ash is the waste produced when coal is burned for electricity. It consists of both fly ash, 
which is captured by “scrubbers” in the smokestacks to prevent air pollution, and bottom 
ash, which settles to the bottom of the furnaces. Coal ash contains 25 heavy metals, 
including arsenic, mercury, lead, selenium, and chromium as well as other toxic chemicals. 
 
Health Impacts of Coal Ash 
These heavy metals bioaccumulate in the body and when mixed with a variety of other potential 
toxins, combined over decades of exposure, can result in families facing multiple illnesses in more 
than one family member. Communities living near coal ash suffer from various health implications, 
ranging from cancers and cardiovascular disease to respiratory and neurological disorders, to 
miscarriages and birth defects. 
 
Primitive Storage Solutions Do Not Protect the Environment 
For decades, the coal ash from Belews Creek has been buried in large, unlined pits adjacent to rivers 
and covered with water. These pits are referred to as coal ash ponds. In order to maintain the 
structural integrity of earthen dams at each coal ash pond, this storage method results in discharges 
of coal ash-laden water into our streams and groundwater. 
 
These earthen dams are designed to prevent disastrous spills of coal ash waste into local 
communities, yet tragedies can occur, like the occurrence in Kingston, TN, in 2008 at a TVA site. A 
breached dam there resulted in 1.1 billion gallons of spillage, millions of dollars in damage, harmful 
health effects for cleanup workers and nearby residents, and coverage of more than 300 acres and 
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subsequent release through waterways of uncontained coal ash. An aboveground option, dry ash 
storage, allows for the coal ash to blow in the wind and increase air pollution, including particles not 
visible to the eye. 
 
The only safe storage method is in an encapsulated, solid form, such as concrete or the polymer 
encapsulation process that we are proposing in this project. 
 
Amount of Coal Ash Located at Belews Creek 
At Belews Creek, the primary coal ash pond contains 12 million tons of coal ash and 14 billion gallons 
of water. The pit is over 280 acres large and 14 stories deep. The earthen dam is over forty years old 
and 140 feet high. Our water table is from 89 feet to 320 feet below the surface. Accordingly, over 
sixty feet deep of coal ash sits in our water table. Two old streams also flow through the bottom of the 
pond, providing a continuous flow of fresh water into the coal ash pit. 
 
Adjacent to this mammoth pond stands a strange pyramid-like mountain, which is 8 million tons of 
coal ash that has been capped in place. This storage method has already been the subject of a lawsuit 
won by the Southern Environmental Law Center. The landfill created a large arsenic plume-off in the 
wells at homes on the adjacent Old Plantation Road. 
 
Living on Bottled Water from Duke Energy 
Residents in over fifty homes in Belews Creek have been living on bottled water since 2015. Statewide 
over 900 families have also been living on bottled water since the state issued “Do Not Drink” letters 
and then rescinded them a year later under the direction of former Duke Energy employee and then-
Governor Pat McCrory. McCrory lost his re-election bid by just over 10,000 votes, which many news 
sources attributed in part to ongoing coal ash controversies in our state, the effects of which tend to 
bridge political divides. 
 
Formation of ACT against Coal Ash 
In North Carolina, there are over fourteen communities with Duke Energy sites. There are also two 
locations receiving additional ash since the Coal Ash Management Act, which requires Duke Energy 
to clean up all existing sites by 2029.  
 
Recently, residents of Puerto Rico have contacted ACT members through Twitter. They learned that 
Puerto Rico is now receiving coal ash from North Carolina under the guise of “creating jobs.” 
Residents misguided either by lack of information or by misleading industry- produced information 
used the coal ash for floors in their homes, and two years later are devastated by increased birth 
defects and health implications. 
 
Coal ash is the number one source of pollution in our country--more than the next nine combined, 
according to Robert F. Kennedy, Jr.’s statement on “Why I Care About Coal Ash.” 
Nationwide, there are over 1,400 communities impacted by coal ash from their regional public utility. 
However, coal was the source of all power generated for the Industrial Revolution, and closed coal ash 
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ponds are buried throughout communities across our country, alongside shuttered mills. The 
magnitude of this issue is almost beyond description. 
 
Also Impacting Downstream Municipal Water Sources 
To maintain a safe water level, the Belews Creek coal ash pit has over 27 drains placed throughout the 
wall. Water has thus continuously discharged into the Dan River since 2006. The bromides found in 
the water have a direct impact on municipal water sources downstream. Those relying on this water 
are potentially being exposed to carcinogens. Duke Energy has tried to correct these spikes by paying 
for chemical additives to Madison and Eden’s water intake. However, this process is not protecting 
their citizens, nor is it providing them with clean water. 
 
Risk of Pond Failure 
In 2014 and thirty miles downstream, the Dan River spill was caused by corrosion of a metal 
discharge pipe underneath a coal ash pond in Eden, NC. The heavy metals found in coal ash caused 
the corrosion. It took almost a week to plug the hole found within the metal pipe. Thus, residents 
living in close proximity to the Belews Creek storage sites do not trust that this 12 million ton coal ash 
pond would withstand the stress of fracking. Given one of four of the state’s test drilling sites for 
fracking occurred in Walnut Cove in 2015 (which was also the sole test drill near residential homes), 
residents’ advocacy spiked upward. Bipartisan, locally-led “Frack-Free’ advocacy continues, despite 
the state’s eager desire to dive into natural gas production, evidenced by 2014 “Fast Track Fracking” 
signed into law, subsequent 2015 test drills, and 2016-17 proceedings to force the Atlantic Coast 
Pipeline through many low-income, Native American, and Black communities across North Carolina. 
 
In Oklahoma and elsewhere where fracking occurs, earthquakes and earth tremors have been well 
documented for years, as caused by fracking operations--which inject a water mixture laden with 
hundreds of carcinogenic and other unknown chemicals into the ground, to “explode” the shale rock 
beneath the surface, so that the gas can be extracted. A 2009 map generated by Lockheed Martin for 
the EPA designated the dam at Belews Creek as “high hazard,” meaning its failure would be 
catastrophic and lead to loss of life. The map shows that a spill would wipe out much of Walnut Cove 
and Pine Hall, much like the TVA Spill, and unlike the more “containable spill” at Dan River. 
 
The Dan River Spill, which was the third largest coal ash spill in US history, helped make coal ash a 
household name and elevate the issue in the local community once community members began to 
understand the spill’s environmental impacts. Prior to the spill, few residents understood the health 
implications they had been facing for decades. Appalachian Voices had been organized around the 
issue in the area for over a year prior to the spill. Along with No Fracking in Stokes, which began in 
2012, Southeastern Stokes County became a hub of environmental advocacy, making news across the 
state and nation and even internationally. 
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Currently Tracked Industrial Use of Coal Ash 
Despite its toxicity, when treated correctly, coal ash can be used safely in a range of industrial 
applications, depending on the type of ash production in the firing process. Gypsum is found in 
wallboard. Fly ash is used in concrete. These solid forms encapsulate the coal ash, protecting our air, 
water, and bodies from the environmental impacts of bioaccumulation of heavy metals. Concrete also 
has a chemical process in the development that makes the toxins inert. 
 
Other uses are not supported by Earthjustice because they fail to eliminate the ash’s harmful effects. 
These include structural fill, mine reclamation, landfill burial, and “cap in place.” With the exception 
of landfill burial, these methods do not include a barrier to protect our environment and communities. 
Very often these methods are used in rural locations that rely heavily on well water, which becomes 
contaminated with the pollution of the groundwater once coal ash has been added to the area. 
Additional uses of coal ash include structural fill to level ground and build homes and buildings, 
driveway construction, de-icing alternative to salt, soccer field construction, track and field surface 
areas, and crop enhancement. Recent studies found documented thallium poisoning from kale due to 
coal ash being used as an soil enrichment method. 
 
“Cap in Place” is the preferred method for utility companies to “close” their ponds. It is a cost-
effective means to leave the ash in place. In cap-and-place, the utility simply dries out the ash by 
discharging all of the contaminated water into neighboring streams and rivers. Then a plastic liner is 
placed over the surface area, in Stokes County’s case almost three-hundred acres large, and covered 
with topsoil and grass. This closure method does nothing to protect the groundwater, because there is 
no barrier beneath the coal ash. It is similar to having a colander protect your groundwater instead of 
a bowl. As mentioned before, Belews Creek has a capped site that has already been proven to 
contaminate the local groundwater with arsenic levels above safety standards. 
 
A Complex Problem 
Through applying for this grant, awareness of the issues around coal ash has magnified. I have heard 
countless stories of community members working as subcontractors for Duke Energy bringing home 
coal ash “for free” after work. They claim it “packs like cement” and use it to fill in hollows and low-
lying areas on the mountainous land. Landowners are able to easily level their land and build new 
structures or add trailers on top. This use of loose ash can also compound the adverse health impacts 
in our community. 
 
Unfortunately, demonstrating these problems has been a challenge. The disposal of coal ash has never 
been tracked officially because there are no federal regulations. An informational campaign regarding 
safe storage procedures of coal ash is critical in curtailing its widespread use throughout our country. 
We believe that coal ash is only safe in a solid format, and this project points to creative opportunities 
for safe treatment of the ash. The ACT organization developed a series of Unifying Principles by which 
it advocates for the safety of communities impacted by coal ash. These principles serve as a guide for 
decisions in development of safe practices for this project and future projects.  
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Despite an overabundance of coal ash in North Carolina, where a staggering 180 million tons are 
buried alongside our water supplies, the US faces a national shortage in coal ash for the concrete 
industry. As a result coal ash is being imported from China, Poland, Turkey, India, and other 
locations, where health safety standards are even lower. It is sent via ships across our oceans and 
brought in through our ports in Virginia and North Carolina. Then it is shipped via our trains across 
the country to the Midwest. An Ohio-based company recently applied to open a base at North 
Carolina’s port for coal ash importation. 
 
We know through air quality testing along the rail lines of coal ash to the landfills in Lee and Chatham 
County that there is a spike of air pollutants even when no dust is visible. This underscores the 
importance of using local ash locally versus importing the ash and transporting thousands of miles 
through vulnerable communities. 
 
We also know from the cleanup of coal ash in South Carolina that the removal of ash results in an 
immediate improvement of groundwater pollution. 
 
In 2016, North Carolina law no. HB 630 created the development of three coal ash recycling facilities 
at three Duke Energy sites in North Carolina: Buck, Goldsboro, and Moncure. These facilities will 
reburn the ash as a method of drying out the ash stored in the pond and making it a preferred quality 
for the cement industry to use. Recent proposed legislation tried to abolish the third facility. 
 
Current law on both the federal and state level logistically prohibit the use of larger coal ash ponds for 
recycling facilities. Belews Creek community members are in favor of having the facilities in their 
communities because there is little hope for removing the ash otherwise. However, it is physically 
impossible to remove such a large amount of ash in a twelve to fifteen year period, which is currently 
required by the law. The federal CCR requires ponds to be closed within 15 years of the beginning of 
the pond closure. North Carolina’s Coal Ash Management Act requires that all ponds be closed by 
2029. The continued delay of decisions acts in favor of Duke Energy, because the removal of coal ash 
will be physically impossible. The only hope for a full cleanup is litigation at each site that will compel 
Duke Energy to respond. 
 
While the coal ash encapsulation process is not likely to generate enough use of coal ash to close a 
large size pond on its own, any additional solidification of coal ash will lead to a reduction in local coal 
ash in the community and improvement in the environment. The project will also lead to potential 
new avenues for economic development and, as new solutions for coal ash remediation and recycling 
are developed, needed new manufacturing jobs in rural communities.  
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SECTION 3 - OVERVIEW OF THE GOALS OF THE LILIES PROJECT 
 
The National Creative Placemaking Fund will enable the creation of The Lilies of the Field Project 
which aims to enhance public outdoor spaces and diverse engagement program that will enhance the 
community in five key areas: the arts, play, storytelling, the environment, and civil rights. Its impact 
will: 
 

● Inspire increased programming in the community 
● Encapsulate coal ash from the area into a beautiful art installation reminding the community 

of the very best of its artistic roots, while rendering the coal ash safe in its new solid form 
● Celebrate the progress made in tackling coal ash issues in this community: We are world-

class leaders expecting a world-class clean up from a world-class facility. 
● Provide intergenerational play opportunities in a town without a playground or a youth 

community center 
● Enhance destinations for visitors en route to Hanging Rock State Park, North Carolina’s most 

visited state park, generating an increase in economic activity 
● Prompt the collection of Oral History Archive that, shares stories to lift the burden of living in 

close proximity to a coal-burning power plant, and helps face the area’s legacy of slavery, and 
generates performances based on the community’s stories 

● Celebrate and elevate the artistic excellence found within the community and connect with 
best practices with a high rate of children living in poverty (26%), showing them additional 
opportunities for their future 

● Bridge the racial divide in a rural community and publicly recognize our appreciation for 
community members and all of our contributions to this place 
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SECTION 4 - ABOUT NC A&T STATE UNIVERSITY COAL ASH ENCAPSULATION PROCESS 
 

History of the Relationship with NC A&T State University 
In the fall of 2014, six months after the Dan River Spill, a newspaper article highlighted the research 
of Dr. Kunigal Shivakumar, Director of Center for Composite Materials Research In the Department of 
Mechanical Engineering, College of Engineering at NC A&T State University. He and his team were 
working on a project that could be used as a material in submarine walls. 
 
In early 2016, I reached out to Dr. Shivakumar to share my concerns with the health impacts on the 
local community. He and his colleague Wade Brown were not aware of the problem, even though they 
had worked with coal ash for over fifteen years. They set forth to develop a solution. Dr. Shivakumar 
and his colleagues also attended the local DEQ hearing at Belews Creek in March 2016. There they 
met local community members and heard their testimonies first-hand. 
 
As their research evolved, the prototypes shifted from chair railings and small decorative moldings to 
larger stackable blocks that can be sealed and used as seawalls to break the impact of hurricanes. 
They have also created products useful to utility companies, including railroad tiles and cross bars for 
electrical poles. Both are typically heavily treated wood and not produced through environmentally 
sound practices. This encapsulated process will also have a much longer lifespan. Most importantly, it 
will keep the coal ash out of the public’s bodies. 
 
Current Status of the Project 
At this point, the Coal Ash Composite Materials program is seeking funding to develop a pilot plant at 
Belews Creek, which will allow for the group develop larger prototypes beyond the scope of their on-
campus lab at NC A&T State University. It will also allow for them to scale up into full production 
mode. By having a production facility, it will be easier to create large- scale pieces of art, like the 
blossoms we are creating for this project. 
 
About the Coal Ash Composite with a Polymer 
The process to be used in this project is a simple technology which encapsulates the coal ash with a 
polymer into a solid form. The polymer is also used to create mattresses and car interiors. Unlike the 
concrete industry, the coal ash does not need to be reburned in order to meet the preferable carbon 
content. It simply needs to be dried and have any vegetation removed. This method provides a solid 
storage option that will not allow coal ash to get in our groundwater and air, which prevents fine 
particles from getting in the body. 
 
Dr. Shivakumar ran a leachate study to test for leachability from the solid block. The results were 
intuitive. The larger the block, the less leachate was released. The study was conducted by 
submerging a coal ash block in a tub of running water for 180 days. The water was tested for known 
heavy metals periodically. Minimal leachate occurred, as charted below. It was a drastic reduction 
from coal ash that is left loose in the soil or near ground water.  
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An encapsulated beneficial use is one that binds the CCRs (Coal Combustion Residuals) into a solid 
matrix that minimizes their mobilization into the surrounding environment. Examples of 
encapsulated uses include, but are not limited to: 
 

● Filler or lightweight aggregate in concrete 
● A replacement for, or raw material used in production of, cementitious components 
● in concrete or bricks 
● Filler in plastics, rubber, and similar products 
● Raw material in wallboard production [Source] 
 

Minimal Resources Needed for Process 
The process is self-curing and requires no heat or water to create the final piece. It does require a 
mold release. The object can be molded into most shapes and at varying density.  
 
The blossom will be covered in an auto-body paint material to further encapsulate the ash. The use of 
inorganic pigments are also possible, but may not be light stable. 
 
The coal ash composite material will be used for the blossoms of the lilies in the artwork only. Steel or 
a similar material will be used for the stems and supporting structure.  
 
EPA’s evaluation concluded that the beneficial use of encapsulated Coal Combustion 
Residuals in concrete and wallboard is appropriate because environmental releases are 
comparable to or lower than those from analogous non-CCR products, or are at or below 
relevant regulatory and health-based benchmarks. [Source] 
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SECTION 5 - THE MAIN ART CONCEPT OF THE LILIES PROJECT 
 

The purpose of this project is to highlight the coal ash encapsulation research of NC A&T State 
University and transform coal ash into a positive benefit for the community. The goal is to install a 
series of coal ash-encapsulated wildflowers throughout Southeastern Stokes County, from Germanton 
to Danbury, NC. From the road, the art will look like wildflowers. People will be able to interact with 
them as a form of play and in community with one another.  

 
I will design a mold that looks like a flower head to be placed on steel posts of varying heights. The 
flowers will function like spinning bar stools. The tallest flowers will be like a table, which does not 
spin, so that visitors can push themselves around on the stools.  The lowest height allows children to 
safely engage with the art.    

 
THE DESIGN 
The flower heads will be made up of encapsulated coal ash with NC A&T State University researchers. 
The stems will be created from steel with the assistance of local small business Performance Machine 
and Fab, Inc. All of the pieces will be powder-coated bright vibrant colors. An audio component could 
be included as well.  

 
THE INSPIRATION 
The Lilies of the Field is a reference to the movie starring Sidney Poitier, who won the first Oscar as 
an African-American for his role. Stokes County native, Jester Hairston’s wrote the song Amen, 
which is played throughout the movie. Poitier lip-syncs along to Hairston’s voice in the movie. The 
name of the movie comes from a conversation in the movie that references Matthew 6:28:  

 
Why are you anxious about clothing? 
Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow. 
They don’t toil, neither do they spin.  

 
MULTIPLE HISTORIC CONNECTIONS 

Jester Hairston  
Hairston was born in Little Egypt on the Hairston Plantation, which was flooded in the early 1970s to 
create Belews Lake, which provides cooling waters for the power station. Inspired by his 
grandmother, Jester Hairston collected spirituals throughout the US. He also served as a UN 
Ambassador sharing the spirituals throughout the world and leading mass groups of people in song. 
The leader of his family, Hairston often spoke about the relationships he fostered between both the 
black and white side of  the proclaimed nation’s largest family.  
  
Moravian Roots Of Walnut Cove 
Additionally, the local cultural heritage is long influenced by the early Moravian settlers to the area. 
The connection between the original Town Fork Settlers and the Moravians generated growth in the 
area. Moravian William Lash founded Walnut Cove in the mid-1800s. The Moravian craftsmen used 
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flowers on their highly-sought pottery. Symbolically lilies represent renewal, which we are also 
seeking for the community.  
  
Greensboro Four Civil Rights Movement 
In an effort to use one mold for the coal ash and to employ interactive play, I looked to Randy 
Walker’s art installation in honor of the Greensboro Four. This piece is part of Woven Works Park, 
located in the Innovation Cornerstone of the Downtown Greenway of Greensboro in close proximity 
to NC A&T State University. The image of the four counter stools are easy to identify as part of 
Greensboro’s contribution to the Civil Rights Movement. The serious and powerful content is 
presented in a light, playful, yet respectful manner.  
 
The Celebrating Courage Weekend of August 2018 honored the integration of Stokes County with the 
story of London Students marching the counter at Vernon’s Grill and staging a sit-in based on the 
experience of their teachers, who attended NC A&T State University. It feels appropriate that 
Walker’s art would also inspire the installation of this piece.  
 

The idea of this project evolved after “sitting and spinning” in my thoughts. In working through the 
project, I recalled a practice known as “Welcoming Prayer.” The prayer welcomes negative thoughts 
and sits with them. In the midst of this practice, negative thoughts transform into a positive insight.  
 
Not only does music reference the gift Jester Hairston gave to the world, it also refers to the rich 
cultural heritage of music that lives on throughout Stokes County today. Each site will have a specific 
song inspired by the location.  
 

INSTALLATION CONCEPT DETAILS 

Each site will highlight a song. The flowers will be installed in the ground based on the placement of 
the musical notes in the song. Each flower will represent a story. In the end, I hope to create an 
enriching tour of site specific stories of the Southeastern Stokes area. Stories will be available as they 
are captured. Visitors will have a chance to enjoy the installation or find deeper meaning through 
signage, printed materials and online information.  
 
POSSIBLE LOCATIONS 
Installations will be placed in a range of public places throughout Southeastern Stokes County, 
honoring many individuals who have positively impacted the community. Potential sites in small 
community-based parks span from Germanton to Danbury, creating a crescent connected by Town 
Fork Creek and the Dan River, both of which converge at the Belews Creek Power Station and are part 
of Duke Energy’s discharge process.  
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SECTION 6 - ABOUT THE PROJECT DIRECTOR 
 

Caroline Rutledge Armijo is a mixed-media artist, environmental advocate, and mother, born and 
raised in Stokes County, North Carolina and curently living in Greensboro. Her work incorporates her 
concern for environmental issues threatening her home community – coal ash and fracking. She 
advocates for Residents for Coal Ash Cleanup based at Belews Creek, NC, and Alliance of Carolinians 
Together (ACT) against Coal Ash. 
 
Recently, Caroline won $350,000 from the National Creative Placemaking Fund from ArtPlace 
America for 2018. She was one of 23 recipients out of almost one thousand applicants for the final 
round of this seven-year award. She is the only 2018 award for the energy sector and only selection 
from North Carolina for this class.  
 
In 2012, Caroline moved “almost” home to Greensboro, North Carolina, after living in Washington, 
DC’s Chinatown for seven years. Caroline is the ninth generation of her family to live in Stokes 
County, NC, which is a little less than an hour away. She primarily works in book arts, collage, and 
paper sculpture. Her work focuses on personal history, spirituality, and the environment. 
 
Advocacy 
Caroline’s call to first speak out against coal ash in 2010 has evolved into an active full-time volunteer 
position with Residents for Coal Ash Clean Up, which supports the Belews Creek Community, and 
ACT against Coal Ash, a statewide alliance of the communities hosting Duke Energy sites, and Lee 
and Chatham Counties, which are receiving the ash in landfills as part of Duke’s clean-up settlement. 
She has worked with several environmental non- profits, including Appalachian Voices, Clean Water 
for NC, NC WARN, Moms Clean Air Force, Clean Air Moms Action, BREDL, Earthjustice, Southern 
Environmental Law Center, and the NAACP. She has also been a featured speaker on related 
webinars, including one hosted by the NIEHS Superfund Research Program as part of UNC’s Well 
Empowered Community Program. Caroline testified as part of the U.S. Civil Rights Commission on 
Coal Ash in Walnut Cove, NC. Caroline presented at the Alliance of Baptist National Conference in 
April 2017. She has been interviewed for several documentaries, including the Climate Listening 
Project. Caroline has also initiated collaborations and dialogues with experts in all fields of coal ash 
remediation, from the Center for Composite Materials Research at North Carolina A&T University to 
companies in the cement industry. Her primary focus is to share the communities’ stories, keep the 
faith, and focus on a vision for solutions for all of the stakeholders involved with the coal ash issue in 
our state and nationwide. 
 
While living in Washington, DC, Caroline lead a group of local parents in organizing to build a 
playground in Downtown Washington, DC. She hosted a walking tour with the National Park Service 
and DC Council Members. The tour resulted in planning for the redevelopment of Franklin Square, 
which will include two dedicated playgrounds. 
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Art 
Caroline’s work has been exhibited at CODEX Book Arts Fair in San Francisco, the Pyramid Atlantic 
Book Arts Fair in Silver Spring, Maryland, and the Hybrid Book Conference and Fair at The University 
of the Arts in Philadelphia among other venues. While living in DC, Caroline regularly exhibited in her 
gallery space and working studio at F St. Arts in downtown Washington DC where she was a member 
of the Downtown Artists Coalition. A piece in this exhibition, “Tobacco Rug,” received Honorable 
Mention in NPR’s Studio:360’s Material Mashup in February 2011. 
 
During her time in Washington, Caroline was also the artist-in-residence at Calvary Baptist Church. 
She collaborated with Rev. Dr. Amy K. Butler, who now serves as first first female minister of The 
Riverside Church of New York City, to create several paper sculptures that were featured during 
worship. She also led the congregation in art activities. In 2008, she co-led a retreat in New Orleans to 
help St. Charles Baptist Church discover their needs in their search for a new minister. She was the 
featured liturgical artist for Feast: Festival of Word, Table and Image, hosted by the Virginia Baptist 
Women in Ministry in May 2009. In addition, Caroline has taught numerous workshops and led 
group activities at the Paper Source, the Textile Museum, The Scrap Exchange Creative Reuse Center, 
the Horizons Club after-school program for DC teens, and Star Light Ministries. 
 
Caroline has studied studio art at a variety of art institutions, including the Corcoran, Smithsonian, 
the Center for Book Arts in New York City, the San Francisco Center for the Book, Penland School of 
Crafts, Jaffe Center for Book Arts at FAU, Asheville Bookworks, and the University of North Carolina. 
 
Education 
Caroline received an MA in Liberal Studies from NC State University 2004, focusing on cultural 
institutions and lifelong learning. For her thesis, she wrote a book on art and play, which explores the 
work of six modern artists as an evolution of each artist’s childhood interests. She received her BA in 
Journalism with a focus on advertising from the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill in 1996, 
and has worked as a graphic artist, web designer, and marketing and production specialist, at several 
institutions including UNC-Chapel Hill, Duke University, and North Carolina State Parks for the state 
government. In 2017. Caroline completed the Servant Leadership Program at Holy Trinity Episcopal 
Church in Greensboro, NC. 
 
Family 
Caroline dedicates most of her free time to her elementary-school-aged children, Lucy and Oliver. She 
enjoys watching them create their own art with her husband, Enrique, the academic dean and a 
professor at the Elon University School of Law. 
 




