Deceased Honoree chosen by the Summerville Extension Homemakers Club for Harnett County Historical Quilt, 1989

Joseph Washington Halford, MD

July 17, 1870 -November 28, 1942

Dr. Joseph Washington Halford of Lillington was a physician who was highly respected by his patients and peers across the state. He practiced medicine in Lillington from 1912 until ill health forced his retirement in 1937. 

Seven years before locating in the county seat of Harnett County, he had practiced his profession in Chalybeate Springs. He moved to this county in 1905, coming directly from Washington, D.C. 

Behind such bare bone facts, lies the story of one of the most gifted men ever to live and work in Harnett County. Sandwiched into a successful and often grueling medical career, was a wide array of public service that was exactly that--service to the people without any motive of selfish political advancement. 

He served as mayor of Lillington from 1928 to 1930, a tenure that included 1929, the year the dramatic stock market crash of OCTOBER occurred. He was elected to the board of county commissioners in 1930, a year that marked the start of the Great Depression and was chosen by his colleagues on the board as chairman for a two-year term. In both posts he demonstrated outstanding leadership, displaying acumen about the directions town and county government should take. 

For nearly a decade earlier, Dr. Halford had advocated better roads and helped obtain them through a novel system of township bond issues. He promoted modern farming methods, championed more diversified crops for farmers and did more than talk. At personal financial risk, he bought a farm and grew the first commercial peach crop ever harvested in Harnett. The farm was located near Mamers. The venture was not entirely profitable, but he lived to see peach-growing hike the income of farmers in the nearby Sandhills to new levels. 

During a 30-year medical career he served as first vice president of the Medical Society of the State of North Carolina, president of the Fifth District Medical Society; he also was a member of the Tri-State, Southern and American Medical associations. Many of these honors came to him in the first decade of his practice. At the outbreak of World War I, he had served as chairman and examining physician for the Harnett Exemption Board. In today's parlance this would be known as the draft board. He also was the county health officer, member of the board of directors and later vice president of the old Bank of Lillington that had been founded in 1903. He was a member of the Lillington Baptist Church and a thirty-second degree Mason. 

Dr. Halford was a doctor who made home visits over a wide rural area. Thus, he knew first hand, the need for better roads and improved rural schools. He argued that it would take more than local interest to achieve changes for the better in both these causes. He realized the N.C. General Assembly must do its part. Dr. Halford and several interested associates went to Raleigh and sought the passage of a local bill permitting Harnett County to issue bonds for building roads. The measure proved inadequate because in some sections that were sparsely populated, the few large property owners feared a tax hike would be necessary to retire the bonds and the proposal proved unpopular. The opponents contended the provisions affected too large an area to be practical. Later, the local legislation was altered and improved by localizing the bond issues for road improvements among townships, instead of the county as a whole. As a result, voters in nine of the 13 townships approved road bond issues totaling around $115,000, not including Duke and Averasboro townships. These townships had already taken care of their road needs before the legislation was proposed. All of the township roads were linked. They were unpaved, but in place when the state of North Carolina took over all roads in 1931, giving this state the first statewide highway system in the USA. 

Many senior citizens recall their parents telling of Dr. Halford's heroic service during the great "flu" epidemic of 1918. He was one of the few physicians of the county not flattened by this deadly disease. 

A few words about the appearance, temperament and philosophy of this doctor seem in order. Halford was of medium height, slim, erect and extremely dignified. A man of few words and little small talk, he had a marvelous vocabulary. He wore a mustache in an era when few did, favored handsome brown suits and always wore a fine felt fedora hat. The Halford home was located two and a half blocks from the courthouse on East Front Street. It stood back from the street almost opposite the B.F. Shaw homeplace then occupied by the Allen Shaw family. This house, the oldest in Lillington, is now occupied by the McLauchlin family. 

Before the Halfords purchased the house, it had been occupied by the Floyd Taylor family. The square on which it stood is now in 1993 the beautiful garden of Mr. and Mrs. W.A. Johnson. The Halford house was a one-story rambling frame building with a long veranda with railings. On the square were several dependencies, including a garage with private gas tank and pump. The house boasted the only sleeping porch in Lillington, an addition Halford made to the structure featuring many narrow rectangular windows operated by cranks. It was well known in the neighborhood that the doctor slept nightly -regardless of the weather -with open windows and a telephone inches from his pillow. He owned two Packard cars; one for him and one for his wife, Ray. 

Mrs. Halford was a woman of outgoing personality who enjoyed the company of younger women and they enjoyed her. She was an avid bridge player and often drove to Raleigh, her favorite shopping place. Raleigh was also the home of her beloved sister, Mrs. James L. Parham, who was the longtime bookkeeper for Briggs Hardware in the heart of the Fayetteville Street shopping district. Probably few Lillington residents of that day realized how much Ray Halford, who was born in beautiful Stockton, California and long resided in sophisticated Washington, D.C., missed the city. She never fully adjusted to small-town life. She and the doctor had no children. A faithful black couple -Seely and Robert -attended to the household's domestic needs. They were about as well known in Lillington as the Halfords. 

After several years, the Halfords sold their house on East Front street to B.P. Gentry, the county school superintendent, and moved into a two-story frame hotel on Main Street in the center of the Lillington business district. The doctor operated a small private hospital and maintained his residence in the same building. The hotel had been vacated when the longtime proprietor, Mrs. Mattie Washburn, moved to Dunn. Years later the former Halford house on East Front Street, when occupied by the Gentry family, burned. The Gentrys built a much smaller home there to replace it. After their deaths the smaller house was also removed from the lot to South sixth street. 

This writer's mother, the late Mrs. W.P. Byrd, was a patient of Dr. Halford. As president of the Lillington Woman's Club she had been associated with the doctor in a number of public projects such as community fairs, and other public programs. She told this writer that once she heard Dr. Halford comment: "Lillington people are the finest in the world, but they are entirely too complacent. What we need for progress is more divine discontent.," 

Halford was born in Walterboro, S.C. (Colleton County) on July 17, 1870, a son of James J. and Jane Redmond Halford, both natives 

of that state. He was educated in public schools of Walterboro and with private tutors in Savannah, Ga. He earned an undergraduate degree from Georgetown, University in Washington, D.C. and in 1904 won his medical degree from Columbian University, also located in the District of Columbia. 

These facts fail to tell exactly how a poor boy, who from childhood, was consumed with a passionate desire to become a doctor, achieved his goal over great obstacles. 

Lewis Parham, retired business man of 1400 Scotland Ave., Charlotte, N.C. knows the story well. Parham, now (1993) in his eighties, is the only child of the late Mr. and Mrs. James Lewis Parham of Raleigh. His mother, the late Mary Ellinger Parham, was the only sister of Mrs. Halford. Lewis spent summers in Lillington with "Uncle Joe" and "Aunt Ray." The young visitor often accompanied the doctor on his medical rounds. 
He recalls that his mother told him that Dr. Halford left his parents home in Walterboro, S.C. at an early age in order to seek better schooling in Savannah, Ga. After finishing what today would be an high school education, Halford obtained employment in Washington, D.C. with the U.S. department of meteorology. At the same time he had enrolled at the undergraduate school of Georgetown University. He worked days at the weather bureau, and went to college at night. 

In Washington, the South Carolinian met Rachel (Ray) Ellinger, a lively attractive young lady who resided with an affluent aunt and her mother. She was much attracted to the young man from South Carolina, but she was not too happy about his desire to become a doctor. Ray Ellinger was born May 18, 1870 in Stockton, California, a thriving city on the San Jocquin River, charted as a town only 20 years before her birth. 

Her personal history is fascinating. Her mother was one of two sisters, daughter of a wealthy Zurich, Switzerland businessman. Their mother died when the girls were in their late teens. Their father remarried, but the girls and their new stepmother did not get along well. One day as soon as the older daughter reached 21 years of age, the father called the daughters into a private conversation. He proposed to give them their full inheritance in an outright settlement and arrange for them to go to America. They accepted the proposal and settled in Washington, D.C. where the older sister became an affluent furrier. The other daughter married a man named Ellinger and moved to California. 

The Ellinger couple became the parents of two daughters, and two sons between, Rachel (Ray), later Mrs. Halford, and 14 years later, a second daughter named Mary, who became Mrs. Parham. Their father Ellinger died a relatively young man. His widow asked the California U.S. Senator, Leland Stanford, founder of Stanford University at Palo Alto and millionaire chairman of the Central Pacific Railroad, to chaperon teenager Ray to Washington into the care of her aunt. Mrs. Ellinger, her two sons and the younger daughter, Mary, later joined Ray in Washington, D.C. However, Mrs. Ellinger was not happy living in Washington. She decided to return to California and buy a chicken farm which would afford a healthier environment for her two sons and younger daughter. The children didn't like the farm, & the family moved to San Francisco. When Mary was twelve years old, the boys remained in the west, and Mary returned to live with Ray. 

Meanwhile, Halford and Ray Ellinger were married (date unknown) sometime before he completed his medical studies which he then relinquished, but continued to work for the weather bureau. Following the marriage, Halford was transferred by the government, first to Columbus, Ohio where Mary finally joined them. En route across the continent, her train was held up by armed bandits. Later they were sent to Raleigh, N.C. where he remained for several years. However, he had not forgotten his dream of becoming a .doctor! He resolved to leave Raleigh and resume his medical education, interrupted by the transfers. 
Following graduation from Georgetown University he had enrolled at Columbian University School of medicine. This time he was not to be sidetracked. He continued the arduous task of working part time in other jobs while continuing his full time medical studies. 

In 1904 Halford received his medical degree. He was 34 years old--around five years older than the average medical graduate! The new doctor began his practice in the District of Columbia but soon his medical colleagues, who admired him greatly, became concerned about him. They could observe that the years of hard study, difficult night work on extra jobs, had undermined his health. They feared he might fall victim to tuberculosis, then so prevalent. They advised him to seek a more favorable climate and a less stressful place. One day he read an advertisement in a medical journal showing that a group of citizens in Chalybeate springs, N.C. were seeking a physician. 

Promoters of the newly created town of Chalybeate Springs (1902) had visions of the place growing into a thriving mineral springs resort community. That did not happen. After seven years of practice, based in Chalybeate Springs, the physician moved his practice to Lillington, a larger town and the county seat. 

Ironically, Dr. Halford never found the less stressful place '. his friends in Washington long ago had recommended. He continued to press himself in every avenue of practice and public service with no thought of himself. His wife died September 29, 1937 in Lillington and was buried in Montlawn Cemetery in Raleigh. By that time, the doctor had suffered the partial loss of sight in one eye and other health problems that prompted him in that year to retire from active practice. Shortly after Mrs. Halford's death, he spent much of his time at the home of his beloved sister-in-law, Mrs. Parham and her son, Lewis. James L. Parham 1 father) had died in 1932. 

However, the doctor often visited Lillington where he continued to maintain his residence. Dr. Halford was in Lillington on a weekend visit on November 28, 1942. On that night, a fire broke out at the bedroom of his home in the center of town. Firemen quickly brought the blaze under control, and removed the doctor, badly burned. He died at 9:35 pm. Years later in an interview with a Sanford Herald reporter on July 20, 1978, the late Dr. A.W. Peede told a reporter that the saddest occurrence of his long medical career was when the Lillington firemen brought Dr. Halford to his office and he realized that he could do nothing to save the life of his dear friend! The cause of the fire was never established. The funeral of Dr. Halford was held at the Lillington Baptist Church on Monday after his death at 2 pm with Rev. Sam Hudson, then pastor and the Rev. J.A. Menius, former pastor of the Lillington Presbyterian Church. Burial was in Montlawn Cemetery in Raleigh beside his wife. Today in Harnett County there is no person by the name of Halford on the tax rolls. Yet, there are hundreds of persons still living whose given or middle names are Halford. Ray Halford Womble of J.E. Womble & Sons and Mrs. David Blalock, Sr. of Har-Cum Farms, Linden, NC former Lena Ray (Peggy) Hockaday are originally named for the Halfords. Their mothers, grateful for the services of one of the finest obstetricians ever to serve the county, named their sons for the doctor who had no children. He treasured these honors. 

How fitting it is that a club made up of women in and near Lillington, elected to honor this physician on their historical quilt. Is this sketch, written in 1993, seeing through rosy glasses? It does not appear so. In December 1932 the Harnett Commissioners in a formal resolution contained in their minutes wrote: "We would like to go on record endorsing the leadership of our retiring chairman and assure him of our sincere appreciation of his valuable assistance in administering affairs of the county during these trying times." 

Nephew Parham, in October 1992, wrote: "Perhaps I am prejudiced, but I have never known anyone else, who has worked as hard and who gave of himself and of his profession, both to individuals and to the community and who asked so little in return." 
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