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In my rural Virginia hometown 
on Christmas Day, I noticed 
a relatively recent plaque 

under the long-standing statue 
of a rebel soldier that refers to 
“Northern Invaders,” “The War 
of Northern Aggression” and 
fighting for principles for which 
our country was founded.

I posted on Facebook against 
the antiquated language: 

And those principles would 
be????? Let me be as clear as the 
U.S. Constitution was about 
freedom as the constitutions of 
the CSA were about upholding 
slavery: The war was all about 
slavery, no matter how much 
revisionist history the rebel lead-
ers tried to lay on it after the war 
and people still try to lay on it 
today. The only “state’s right” rich 
people ever sucked poor people 
into was the ungodly right to 
“own” slaves.

As I expected, and, yes, 
sought, it caused an outcry, with 
some friends criticizing me and 
others supporting me. But what-
ever their stance, they were all 
long-time Southerners.

The war’s legacy should mat-
ter to us all. And it’s a lot more 
complicated than my Facebook 
post.

But most Northerners, at least 
in my experience, just don’t wal-
low in the war like we do. South-
ern boys like me love nothing 
more late at night than to hash 
out the war and its characters. 
Several years ago, I used to try 
to engage two Northern friends 
in late-night debates it. They’d 
just look at me and yawn. I’d tell 
them that the war, aside from 
some small exceptions and the 
big exception of Gettysburg, 
wasn’t fought in their home-
land. As our cities were torched 

and our crops ravaged and ru-
ined, life went on as usual in the 
North.

Yes, we were dead wrong on 
slavery and deserved to get beat, 
I’d tell them, but they had no 
idea of what it was like to grow 
up in a defeated region. I’d also 
note that the North profited 
mightily from Southern slavery.

The older I get, the more I 
realize that it’s a lot more com-
plicated than that.

I hate the revisionist history, 
going back to the days right 
after the Southern surrender, 
that flies in the face of fact af-
ter fact in trying to claim the 
main cause of the war wasn’t 
slavery. I’m proud of my Quaker 
forbears who refused to get 
dragged into the war. Some of 
my other ancestors weren’t as 
wise.

But the more I read about 
the war, most recently S.C. Gw-
ynne’s new book about Stone-
wall Jackson, “Rebel Yell,” the 
more I realize the nuances. 

This is what is obvious now: 
Slavery was a huge enterprise 
that built the whole country’s 
economy. Rich people ran it and 
sucked poor whites into their 
cause. 

This is what is not so obvious 
now: In a time before the Inter-
net and the 24-hour news cycle, 
all many Southerners knew was 
that their homeland was being 

invaded. That doesn’t make their 
involvement in the rebel cause 
forgivable, but it does make it 
understandable.

Here’s what an old friend 
posted on Facebook the other 
night in response to my original 
post about the war:

Slavery was a terrible evil, but 
it was not the reason that my an-
cestors fought for the Confedera-
cy. None of my ancestors owned 
slaves, and I cannot believe that 
they would have risked death on 
the battlefield so that someone 
else could own slaves. I like the 
reply of one captured Confeder-
ate soldier. When he was asked 
by his Yankee captors why he was 
fighting, he said “Because you are 
here.”

This all matters as the greatest 
democracy the world has ever 
known approaches the 150th 
anniversary of the end of the 
war that could have ended that 
democracy. Many of us might 
like to think our nation is far 
stronger than countries else-
where in the world engaged in 
civil wars. We are strong. But our 
own civil war is just a few long 
generations past.

Although slavery in general 
remains a very real problem 
throughout the world, and 
sexual slavery is still a cancer in 
even the U.S., our civil war righ-
teously and forever ended chat-
tel slavery in this country. But its 
lingering questions about race, 
class and so much else continue 
to divide us.

In 2015, a good starting point 
to really uniting the states of 
America might be for more of us 
to recognize the nuances of the 
war that tore us asunder — and 
to pose hard questions to the 
moneyed powers of our day. 

Confront this 
Civil War legacy

Gov. Pat McCrory told an 
audience of business lead-
ers last week that he has 

been hamstrung in recruiting 
businesses to the state because 
he didn’t know what incentives 
he could offer them.

McCrory wants the General 
Assembly to fix that soon and 
called it the “No. 1 priority in the 
first two weeks of the legislative 
session,” and specifically men-
tioned the need for a “JDIG bill,” 
presumably calling for replen-
ishing the money in the state’s 
Job Development Investment 
Grant program.

Sounds like a crisis — and it is 
not the first time.

Former Commerce Secretary 
Sharon Decker told the N.C. 
Economic Development Board 
in August that the JDIG grant 
money would run out by Oc-
tober if something wasn’t done 
and that 30 projects with more 
than 10,000 jobs were at risk.

Decker’s remarks came after 
the General Assembly session 
adjourned without passing an 
economic development bill 
sought by the McCrory admin-
istration. Decker was explicit 
about the need for a special ses-
sion to adopt one and said the 
crisis simply could not wait until 
2015.

But McCrory declined to call 
the session, releasing a video 
statement saying ”there was 
no agreement in place,” which 
means he couldn’t convince 
the legislative majority of his 
own political party to support 
replenishing the state’s business 
incentive program he believed 
was vital in attracting jobs to the 
state.

No word on what happened 
to the 10,000 jobs Decker said 
were in the pipeline and at risk 
without an immediate infusion 
of money into JDIG.

Then, two months later, Deck-
er was at it again — and remem-
ber she worked for McCrory and 
spoke for the administration on 
economic development policy 
— making dire predictions 
about what would happen if 
lawmakers did not come back to 
Raleigh and replenish the JDIG 
fund.

Lawmakers didn’t come back 
because McCrory declined again 
to call them into special session. 
No word on the outcome of all 
the doomsday predictions Deck-
er made, but McCrory is still 
sending out press releases every 
week boasting about the jobs he 
is bringing to the state.

The repeated crises and 
urgent need for more incen-
tive money comes despite the 
launching of McCrory’s new 

private economic development 
nonprofit funded with public 

dollars that was 
supposed to en-
ergize the state’s 
job recruitment 
efforts, though 
the organization 
changed leaders 
just two months 
after it began and 
has maintained 

close and troubling ties to a 
political organization that backs 
McCrory.

One of the board members of 
the nonprofit said it would be 
the single point of contact for 
corporations looking to come 
to North Carolina. But isn’t that 
what the Commerce secretary 
does?

And where’s the board and 
the new CEO during the latest 
crisis that McCrory identified 
last week?

It’s also worth remembering 
that former Gov. Jim Martin, 
who McCrory has called his 
mentor, once called a similar 
proposal to privatize Commerce 
an “incredibly dumb and dan-
gerous idea.”

Some leading Republicans 
currently in power have reserva-
tions about the incentive game 
overall. Rep. Paul Stam last fall 
called more funding for incen-
tives a “colossal waste of money” 
and said investing in infrastruc-
ture made more sense.

That’s a refreshingly logical 
view, especially if you consider 
better schools, health care and 
a clean environment as infra-
structure investments too, since 
they make the state more attrac-
tive for business executives and 
their employees.

But McCrory, like governors 
before him, seems determined 
to expand the state’s incentive 
offerings that may include a 
special “closing fund,” whatever 
that means.

No matter the outcome, it 
would be nice to have more 
transparency in the whole pro-
cess. We have had enough of the 
dire warnings and crying wolf 
every few months.

If McCrory and top officials at 
his Department of Commerce 
believe there is a crisis in eco-
nomic development, then ex-
plain it to the public and make 
the case to state lawmakers.

And in the meantime, start 
working on that infrastructure 
Stam was talking about: high-
ways, higher education and 
public schools and a better qual-
ity of life. Businesses will keep 
coming here, and you may not 
even have to bribe them.
NC Policy Watch

Alleged crisis 
in Commerce 

raises more 
questions

BY DOUG CLARK
News & Record

I’m a happy migrant to North 
Carolina, and I’m not alone.

“Since 1971, North Caro-
lina has grown faster than the 
nation every year,” Rebecca 
Tippett, director of Carolina 
Demography at UNC-Chapel 
Hill, told me Monday.

That’s the year my family 
moved to North Carolina from 
New Jersey. It was a great move, 
initiated by my father’s transfer 
by Cannon Mills from its New 
York office to a knitting mill it 
owned in Maiden.

We could buy a bigger house 
for much less money in Hickory 
than the old home sold for up 
North. As far as commuting, 
Dad’s relaxing 20-minute drive 
through the country to Maiden 
was a breeze compared to rid-
ing a bus between the ’burbs 
and Manhattan every day.

My mother studied nursing 
at Western Piedmont Com-
munity College in Morganton 
and got a job in the infirmary at 
Lenoir-Rhyne College in Hick-
ory. I attended UNC-Chapel 

Hill and my sister went to N.C. 
State, getting a good, low-cost 
education that wouldn’t have 
been possible in New Jersey.

North Carolina universities 
are still a big draw in their own 
right, according to Tippett. “We 
do get a lot of people moving to 
the state because of our univer-
sities,” she said.

North Carolina’s population 
in 1970 was 5,082,059. Last July, 
it reached 9,943,964, according 
to a U.S. Census Bureau esti-
mate. Gov. Pat McCrory touted 
the latest annual increase of 
95,047, which moved North 
Carolina past Michigan into 
ninth place in the country.

“The governor cited job 
creation, lower taxes and the 
state’s quality of life as some of 
the reasons for North Carolina’s 
growth,” a Dec. 23 press release 
from his office said.

Very good ... except, as you 
can see by the numbers for 
1970 and 2014, North Carolina 
has averaged adding better 
than 110,000 people annually.

If you look at the past 25 
years, you find even more im-
pressive growth — 135,000 a 

year.
North Carolina achieved 

its growth peak of more 
than 200,000 a year less than 
a decade ago. Since then, 
growth has dropped steadily 
— 188,222; 156,602; 139,081. In 
each of the last four years, pop-
ulation growth has been less 
than 100,000 — low by North 
Carolina standards.

Has North Carolina lost its 
edge? Not necessarily. The 
growth rate is still one of the 
fastest in the country, which 
isn’t bad considering that job 
creation since the recession has 
been fair but not robust.

At the same time, North Car-
olina is experiencing some of 
the same demographic changes 
as the rest of the country, Tip-
pett said: slowing migration, 
lower fertility and population 
aging (meaning more people 
are dying).

What distinguishes the Unit-
ed States from many countries 
in East Asia or Western Europe 
where populations have de-
clined has been immigration. 
Yet, some parts of our country, 
and our state, are seeing people 

move away — not out of the 
country; just somewhere else.

While North Carolina contin-
ues to grow by nearly 100,000 
people a year overall, dozens of 
counties are losing population 
— more than 30 such counties 
between 2010 and 2013, accord-
ing to the Office of State Budget 
and Management.

North Carolina’s population 
gains over the decades coincide 
with increasing urbanization. 
Twenty percent of the state’s 
population now lives in just two 
counties — Wake and Mecklen-
burg. Both reached 1 million 
residents last year. The state will 
hit the 10 million mark in popu-
lation this year. Guilford County 
has about 500,000 residents. In 
2010, two-thirds of North Caro-
lina’s population lived in cities.

Many rural areas and small 
towns are falling behind. Not 
only are they losing population 
but, according to Tippett, they 
tend to lose their most produc-
tive residents — the people 
who can find jobs somewhere 
else. Bright young people leave 
for college and never return. 
There’s a downward spiral of 

both population and economic 
activity.

One possible remedy for de-
clining rural areas is to attract 
retired people. They consume a 
lot of health care, but pay for  
it. 

They also pay taxes but don’t 
have children in school, com-
mit crimes or otherwise use a 
high share of public services.

On the other hand, many 
active seniors want urban ame-
nities and first-class medical 
facilities.

Population shifts, up and 
down, present challenges for 
state and local governments. 
North Carolina has both. 
Just consider schools. Some 
counties can’t build them fast 
enough, while others can no 
longer fill the ones they have.

If you think it’s getting too 
crowded where you live, you 
can find plenty of places in 
North Carolina that are crying 
for people. Some might even 
welcome migrants from New 
Jersey.
Doug Clark is an editorial writer for the 
News & Record of Greensboro.
dgclark@news-record.com

Population growth and decline — we’ve got both in N.C.
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Participants in a summer travel camp in July 2000 walk up to the main house at Historic Latta 
Plantation in Huntersville. Almost 150 years after the Civil War ended, big money still rules. 

Chris 
Fitzsimon

Population shifts, up and down, present challenges for state and local governments. 
North Carolina has both. Just consider schools. Some counties can’t build them 

fast enough, while others can no longer fill the ones they have.

John Railey
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