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I once was a closet smoker. 
It wasn't that I was particularly embar-
rassed to be a smoker.  In fact, if you 
asked me about it, I'd tell you I smoked 

a cigarette or two before I went to bed and 
one or two when I woke up and none in 
between. 

While on the surface, parts of that story 
were correct, the numbers were slowly be-
coming a lie. What started out as two or three 
cigarettes a day became three or four, then 
four or five cigarettes a day and the next thing 
I knew, I was racing past a half pack a day to 
nearly a pack a day. 

I had to do something.  
My wife had quit smoking a few months 

earlier and she did it by vaping. I know this is 
the part where I say she used an e-cigarette, 
but it wasn't an e-cigarette. That's such an 
idiotic description of the process. She used a 
mod, which held the battery, which supplied 
the energy to heat up the e-juice, which pro-
duces the vapor which contains the nicotine. 
This process allows a user to safely control 
the heat level, which offers control over the 
heat of the vapor and the quality of flavor. 

E-cigarettes offer none of the control of a 
mod and are often pretty nasty to inhale. My 
experiences with true e-cigarettes ended up in 
profuse coughing fits. 

For the sake of clarity, I'll say e-cigarettes 
from here on out, but under protest. 

Well, anyway,  I digress.  I had watched my 
wife give up the 'stinkies,' as cigarettes are 
called in the vaping community, in February 
of last year. She never complained at me or 
gave me a hard time about my growing ciga-
rette addiction. And for that I loved her and 
realized I wanted more time on earth with her. 

I don't know what it was, but by August, 
I started thinking about it and realized that I 
had a way of quitting smoking that more than 
likely was going to be outlawed.  

At the time, I figured that e-cigarettes 
would be outlawed because of taxing issues. 
The government hadn't figured out a way 
to effectively tax e-cigarettes like they have 
regular cigarettes. And, let's face it, no politi-
cian likes any form of commerce where they 
can't figure out how to effectively tax it and 
get their cut.

As a result, I decided that while I had this 
avenue to quit, I was going to smoke my last 
cigarette September 1, 2018.  And even more 
ironically, I decided to quit the same week I 
went to Las Vegas for the first time. 

While Vegas isn't a place where people 
normally go to quit anything, it worked for 
me because I was doing all my smoking in 
my house and for a week, I wasn't even go-
ing to see my house.  But I allowed myself 
to vape.  I was actually using a salt nicotine 
solution, which is about 25 times more potent 
than most e-juice out there. I didn't do it often, 
but when I needed it, it worked and sated my 
desire for a cigarette. 

I used the salt nic, as it's called, for about 
three weeks and then I ratcheted down to a 
basic .03 percent nicotine solution that most 
people use.  I kept this routine going for about 
three months and was pretty happy with it.  I 
liked chasing clouds. The flavors were inter-
esting. I thought I was going to be vaping for 
the rest of my life.  

The one thing I didn't take into account is 
that the e-juice is mainly composed of propyl-
ene glycol. While the Food and Drug Admin-
istration has concluded that PPG is mostly 
safe for humans, studies show that for a small 
percentage of people, it can aggravate mucus 
membranes and cause an allergic reaction. 

I am part of that small group of people. I 
started noticing that my eyes were getting wa-
tery and itchy and were stuck together when 
I woke up in the morning after vaping the 
night before. That was really the only issue I 
had. But it was an issue I couldn't deal with. I 
work in newspapers. I need my eyes to make 
a living. So I had to quit. 

And that's what I did. I didn't have any 
problems. It was far easier to quit e-cigarettes 
than it would have been to quit normal ciga-
rettes. 

Which brings me to what's happening today 
with e-cigarettes and the current scare that's 
going on in the media and elsewhere.

My experiences with e-cigarettes, even at 
their worst, were nothing that would land me 
in the emergency room. I couldn't figure out 
what the hubbub was about, so I started re-
searching the stories where people were either 
dying or were finding themselves on death's 

doorstep.
People are getting really sick and some-

times dying, due to vaping, but let's clarify, 
they are getting sick vaping marijuana prod-
ucts. The reason for this is simple. Making 
the oils for vaping marijuana is an expensive 
enterprise. It takes a lot of marijuana to make 
a little bit of that oil and some unscrupulous 
dealers add chemicals to their oils to stretch 
them a little further and make more money. 

This is happening mainly in non-regulated 
situations in both states where marijuana is 
legal and illegal, where cartridges and vape 
pens, ordinarily produced by reputable com-
panies are being counterfeited and sold on the 
black and or gray market for what amounts to 
a 30 or 40 percent discount. 

E-cigarettes, as most people can legally buy 
here in good ole West Virginia, are not killing 
people, or heck, even making them sick. The 
illegal stuff is doing that. 

This is all a complex issue here. Are e-ciga-
rettes 100 percent safe? No. But, they are a lot 
safer than smoking regular cigarettes. In fact, 
so much safer that in the United Kingdom, a 
country that has single-payer healthcare and 
as a government, has to consider healthcare 
costs to virtually everything, officials see 
e-cigarettes as a blessing and a good way to 
help people stop smoking regular cigarettes. 
It's saving them money. They know that 
people who use e-cigarettes are less likely to 
get cancer or emphysema or any of the other 
costly diseases associated with tobacco. It's 
called harm reduction. 

But on the flip side, e-cigarettes are new 
and haven't really been researched and there 
is a danger present in that none of us really 
know what the long-term effects may be.  

But we know what the long-term effects 
are to smoking tobacco, and that is a scary 
thought. 
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The history and effects of lynch-
ing in America during the Jim 
Crow period are the subject of “A 
Double Take on Lynching: Two 

Views,” a presentation sponsored by the 
Friends of Webb-Blessing House and the 
Jefferson County Black History Preserva-
tion Society. The event takes place at 2 
p.m. on Sunday at Fisherman’s Hall, 319 S. 
West St., in Charles Town. It is open to the 
public and free of charge and will end with 
a book signing.

Presenters are noted historian Susan 
Strasser and the award-winning poet, Marcia 
E. Cole. 

Dr. Strasser is Richards Professor Emerita 
of American History at the University of 
Delaware and a Distinguished Lecturer for 
the Organization of American Historians. 
Her talk presents 60 images that show how 
during the Jim Crow period, state-sanctioned 
repression was held in place by terror. More 
than 5,000 African Americans were lynched 
in the United States between 1877 and 
1950—most of them men, most in the South. 
Marcia Cole writes fiction, poetry, and plays 
that show the devastating, personal toll rac-
ism has had into the twenty-first century. 

This “double take” provides two different 
but complementary views of lynching—one, 
the historical, factual approach and the other 
expresses the personal impact that America’s 

history of lynching has left on countless 
individuals. Dr. Strasser’s illustrated talk, 
based on many years of primary research, 
is one of a series of four lectures entitled 
“A White Historian Reads Black History” 
that “seeks to serve people grappling with 
contemporary issues of race and racism.” 
Other lectures deal with American racism, 
black voting rights, and residential segrega-
tion. For information on the illustrated talks 
and how to reach Dr. Strasser, go to www.
susanstrather.net.

Marcia Cole’s presentation of her poetry, 
“A Bitter Suite,” is a reflection of the horrific 
impact the lynching of her ancestors has had 
on her own life. The poems are included in 
her volume, Light in Dark Places: History in 
Verse, which will be available for purchase 
at the event. Both speakers present their 
ideas out of a deep respect for the thousands 
of victims of lynching and as a way for all 
Americans to memorialize the victims’ un-
speakable sufferings as well as gain a deeper 
understanding of today’s racial issues.

Even though it is a difficult subject, the cat-
astrophic role lynching has played in Ameri-
can history must be faced head on. That is 
why the Equal Justice Initiative, under the 
leadership of attorney Bryan Stevenson, has 
set up a memorial to its victims. EJI's Com-
munity Remembrance Project is a major part 
of EJI’s “campaign to recognize the victims 

of lynching by collecting soil from lynching 
sites, erecting historical markers, and devel-
oping the National Museum for Peace and 
Justice which acknowledges the horrors of 
racial injustice.” 

A recent example of such a project oc-
curred earlier this month, not in the South 
but the Midwest, in Omaha, Nebraska. 
During the “red summer” of 1919, when 
a wave of race riots and lynchings swept 
across America, Will Brown was one of its 
innocent victims. One hundred years later, 
Omaha citizens, led by the president of 
the local NAACP chapter, the city’s police 
chief and mayor, gathered on the lynching’s 
site, the lawn of the city’s Douglas County 
Courthouse, to memorialize the event. They 
collected jars of dirt now on display at EJI’s 
National Memorial of Peace and Justice in 
Montgomery, Alabama. As stated on the 
memorial’s website, “EJI is joining with 
communities to install historical markers in 
communities where the history of lynching 
is documented. EJI believes that by reckon-
ing with the truth of the racial violence that 
has shaped our communities, community 
members can begin a necessary conversation 
that advances healing and reconciliation.”  In 
their dual-presentation, Susan Strasser and 
Marcia Cole recognize the importance of the 
EJI’s efforts and have the same important 
goals in mind.

Donna northouse

Views offered on the ugly history of lynching

An article in an earlier edition of 
the Spirit of Jefferson shared 
some details about the life of 
Justice Taylor, a young man 

who recently died behind the Community 
Ministries building. Those details may well 
have been unsettling to many readers and I 
understand that. This was a difficult inter-
view to have for both Jan Jordan and me; it 
was difficult to read, but it was also difficult 
to watch. I can’t even imagine how difficult 
it was for Justice to live those details.

We try to shed as much light as we can 
on issues of homelessness in our commu-
nity, and the article did some of that. More 
importantly, however, is the pervasive issue 
of labeling. 

The article began with a label--“the young 
homeless guy in the wheelchair.” Left alone, 
this label might have generated both com-
passion and curiosity. Without any more in-
formation, most of us, I suspect, would just 
move on to another article or the crossword 
puzzle without much more thought for, “the 
young homeless guy in the wheelchair.”

Some readers of that article had the privi-
lege of knowing Justice before he acquired 
that label and they know that he was so 
much more than this label can possibly con-
vey. That article attempted to look beneath 
the label and show Justice as a human being. 
He was a member of our community and de-
serves to be known and remembered for his 
wonderful complexity, and not by that label.

We, at Community Ministries, have 
known Justice for some years and are, 
along with many others, grieving his death. 
We are also wondering, along with many, 
what more we could have done for him. 
This article, rather than seeking to judge or 
disrespect his memory, sought to celebrate 
his humanity.

Our relationship with Justice spanned a 
number of years of his visits for services, 
and for someplace to be. Sometimes that re-
lationship was warm and cooperative and at 
other times, not so much. But it was always, 
at a deeper level, mutually accepting; he 
kept coming back and we kept opening the 
door. We grieve the loss of that relationship.

My hope was that the information shared 
in that article would help us celebrate Justice 
as a complete human being, with strengths 
and limits, gifts and challenges, just like all 
the rest of us. And, in celebrating Justice, we 
might also become increasingly aware that 
what was true for him is also true for each of 
those coming to us seeking shelter, hopefully 
permanent, but failing that, for as long as 
possible, just like all the rest of us.

The people we serve don’t want to be 
homeless, but they are for a wide array of 
reasons and barriers that they have faced for 
more than just a few years. The only way 
we, as an agency and a community, can help 
individuals and families begin confronting 
those barriers is to know them at a deeper 
level than any label will allow. We must 
know them for their humanity and we must 
patiently wait for them to learn, or relearn, 
that they are accepted and acceptable. 

My plea is that we, as individuals and a 
community, who knew Justice, grieve his 
loss, that we grieve for his loving family 
who have lost more than we can imagine 
and that we grieve the loss of human con-
nections with so many others who we have 
separated from us by some label.

As we, as a community, embark on a 
journey of discovery led by Charles Town 
Mayor Bob Trainor, we will see the human-
ity of many of our neighbors, now labeled 
as drunks, junkies, crazies and, indeed most 
anything that we don’t understand. I believe 
that we won’t be able to find solutions to 
housing and homelessness until we find 
solutions to labeling. I further believe that 
Charles Town has the capacity to do just 
that, to look deeper than the many labels, 
and work with and accept those who have 
names and histories, gifts and burdens.

Father Greg Boyle, a Jesuit priest who has 
worked with gangs in Los Angeles for many 
years and has created Homeboy Industries, 
a program of employment and support says 
that rather than judge people for the burdens 
they carry, we should stand in awe that they 
have carried those burdens for so many 
years. It seemed to work for Boyle, I pray it 
will also work for us.

— Robert  
Shefner is  
the executive 
director of  
Jefferson County 
Community  
Ministries 

Cigarettes, e-cigarettes and a scare

JustIn GrIFFIn robert sheFner

Labels 
don’t help

Justin Griffin is the 
managing editor for The 
Spirit and hasn't smoked 
a cigarette in 418 days. 
He hasn’t vaped since 
January of this year. 




