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Carthage, NC – We were driving west along a nice two-lane blacktop, NC 24, in Moore County.  There was little traffic on the highway, and it was a pleasant late-December afternoon.  We were listening to some Spanish language instruction CD’s while leisurely traversing the approximately 120 miles from our younger daughter’s home in Cary to our son’s home in Charlotte.
We had elected to take this route rather than our usual drive using the I-40 and I-85 freeways so that we could relax, see some interesting farmland and small cities, and avoid worrying about the large trucks which frequent the freeways.  Our goals seemed to be coming to fruition as we passed through Carthage, the county seat of Moore County.  It was a lovely old town with the courthouse located in a square directly in the center with traffic passing around it on each side.  

Momentarily our idyllic passage came to an abrupt halt.   As we started to head up a long hill perhaps 10 miles west of Carthage, I saw a blue flashing light suddenly come on atop what was almost certainly a police cruiser headed toward me in the opposite direction.  Without even glancing down at my speedometer, I said to my wife, “We’re screwed.”
Having been raised in rural Kentucky, I can recognize a speed trap immediately.  The town of Silver Grove near our farm was legendary for obtaining essentially all of its revenue to run the city from one policeman, Johnny Stapleton, who prowled KY 8 every evening.  If you were traveling at even one mile over the speed limit (which quickly changed from 50 to 30 as you entered the city), this guy had you.   There were no points at that time on your driver’s license and no effect on your insurance, so the fines (generally $20) quickly became part of most of our family budgets.
In our case here in NC, I watched the state policeman pass me and then turn around to pursue from about a quarter mile away.  Naturally, I pulled over at the first convenient location.  I had my driver’s license and registration ready when he came to the driver side window.  As he accepted them for inspection, his only words were, “Guess you weren’t paying attention.”  After sitting in the patrol car for about 5 minutes (presumably to check that our car was not stolen and that I was not wanted for some other offense), he returned with a faint and difficult to read long sheet of paper entitled, “North Carolina Uniform Citation –Defendant’s Copy.”  

As I scanned the citation before signing it, I saw that I was scheduled to appear in Moore County District Court in Carthage on Friday, February 3, between 8:30 AM and noon.  The charge was that I did “unlawfully and willfully operate a motor vehicle on a street or highway at a speed of 70 MPH in a 55 MPH zone.”   When I responded to Trooper Smith (his name was on the citation) that I did not think that I had been going that fast, he replied, “That’s what I got you at.”   At that moment my eyes reached the bottom of the citation.  The good news was that the fine was $30.  The bad news was that court costs were $188, for a total of $218.  When I exclaimed out loud, “$218??!!, Trooper Smith volunteered that I did not have to attend court in person, because I could simply mail it in with a certified check or money order.   How convenient!
I then asked the trooper if I could have a different date for a hearing because I would be out of country for all of February.  His exact words were, “You have to get a lawyer to do that.”  When I expressed shock at this, he again repeated, “If you don’t like that date, you have to get a lawyer.”  He then walked directly back to his patrol car, apparently annoyed that I had used up valuable time to deter him from getting another victim.

When I reached our son’s home in Charlotte, I googled Moore County Circuit Court and found the phone number of the clerk.  She immediately assisted me over the phone in changing the date to mid-March.  In fact, she even offered me several alternative dates.

After arriving home in Virginia several days later, I had letters from three Moore County attorneys waiting for me in my mail.  Three more arrived the following day. Each one had “THIS IS AN ADVERTISEMENT FOR LEGAL SERVICES” in bold print across the top of the letter.  Below Iwas offered in no uncertain terms an opportunity to avoid “substantial insurance rate increases and possible loss of license.”  I telephoned 5 of the 6 attorneys to inquire about fees and procedures.  Their charges varied, but in all cases, my total out-of-pocket expenses for their services, the fine, and court costs would come to just under $400.   And they all take VISA.  Each of the clerks in these law offices essentially guaranteed me that the attorney would get the charge changed from speeding to “improper equipment.”   I wonder how much of the $400 ends up where, but Silver Grove comes to mind.
I plan to return to Carthage on March 17 to appear in court, without an attorney, to contest this citation.  Obviously, there will be expenses associated with my travels, but, hey, I will have another opportunity to visit my children and grandchildren.  And, if Trooper Smith fails to appear, I win.  Or, if he does appear, he had best have his latest calibration data for his radar and his speedometer, because I intend to see them.  Maybe he is the one with the improper equipment.
Stay tuned.  Worst case I may be writing a few Eyes Rights from a jail cell in Carthage.
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