
BANNER OF CONTROVERSY

Time will tell if furling the rebel
flag means deeper change
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BIRMINGHAM. Ala. - Across the
South, Confederate symbols are toppling,
teetering or at least getting critical new

looks. But is it a sign of real change in a

region known for fiercely defending its
complex traditions, or simply the work of
frightened politicians and nervous corpo¬
rate bean counters scrambling for cover in
the wake of another white-on-black atroci¬
ty?

Probably a bit of both, says author
Tracy Thompson. "But, so what?"

"I'm sure there's a lot of expedient
backtracking going on," said Thompson,
who wrote "The New Mind of the South."
"If it's going in the right direction, who
cares?"

One who does care is the Rev. Joseph
Darby: a longtime friend of Clementa
Pinckney, one of nine slain during a Bible
study at a black church in Charleston,
South Carolina, and he thinks it's a bit pre¬
mature to declare this a new "New South,"
as some commentators have suggested.

'Taking down those flags is not that
big a deal," he said of Gov. Nikki Haley's
call to remove the Confederate battle flag
from the statehouse lawn and Alabama
Gov. Robert Bentley's order Wednesday to
take down four rebel banners from a
memorial at his capitol. Some citizens
have long taken offense to the flags, which
they associate with racial conflict.

"There are a few other things on the
agenda," Darby said, including improving
public education and equal justice. But
Darby, who has been fighting since 1999
to bring down the Confederate flag, said,
"I think it's a first step that hopefully will
lead to real change. If nothing else
changes, it'll ultimately be cosmetic."

Still, even skeptics like Darby have to
concede that the speed and geographic
spread with which these developments
have occurred are nothing short of historic.
Governors in Virginia and North Carolina
say the battle flag should come off special¬
ty license plates; Georgia has stopped issu¬
ing the plates, and a bill to do the same was
introduced by a Tennessee legislator;
Arkansas-based Wal-Mart vowed to stop
selling all Confederate gear.

"I'm looking for snow in South
Carolina any day now," Darby deadpanned
as the temperatures hovered near triple
digits.

"One of the ways the South changes is
through embarrassment, or through some

incident," said Ferrel Guillory, an expert on
Southern culture at the University of North
Carolina at Chapel Hill.

The June 17 massacre at Charleston's
Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal
Church, allegedly by a self-described
white supremacist named Dylann Roof,
was just such an incident.

"Something dramatic happened, some¬

thing tragic that stunned people." said
Guillory, director of UNC's Program on
Public Life. "And it's got them to move."

But people said the same things in
1955, when 14-year-old Emmett Till was

kidnapped, tortured, shot and tossed into a

Mississippi river with a cotton gin motor
around his neck.

They said it again in 1963, when a Ku
Klux Klan bomb tore through
Birmingham's Sixteenth Street Baptist
Church, killing four black girls on a

Sunday morning.
Yes, those crimes helped galvanize the

civil rights movement and pave the way

for the Civil Rights and Voting Rights acts.
But challenges to Jim Crow also prompted
states like South Carolina to hoist the
Confederate battle flag atop their capitol
domes in defiance, said James C. Cobb, a

professor of history at the University of
Georgia.

"There were plenty of white
Southerners all during the civil rights
movement who knew deep down that sup¬
porting what was going on not only sup¬
porting racial discrimination, but support¬
ing violence and the kinds of forms of
resistance that white Southerners were put¬
ting up was wrong," said Cobb, author of
the book "Away Down South," about the
region's identity. "But they kept eyeing
each other, hoping that somebody else
would be the one to make the first move.
And so it took forever and ever and ever
for that to happen ."

In his less cynical moments, Cobb

hopes that Alabama's Bentley and South
Carolina's Haley were just watching the
tectonic shifts happening in the South and
"were just waiting for this crack to widen a
little bit so they could step through it."
Outside business investments across the
region may influence how some Southern
leaders see old symbols now. After the
flags came down at his order, Bentley
announced a new Google facility in
Alabama and commented that a flag was
"not worth a iob."

"Economic interests, political interests
and the moral imperative were all kinds of
pushing in the right direction," Cobb said.

Demographic shifts have also brought
change. A century ago, when the KKK was
reborn and Jim Crow laws reigned, virtual¬
ly all Southerners were bom. lived and
died in the same state. In 1900, Census fig¬
ures show, the populations of each
Southern state were at least 90 percent
native, and in several it was more than 95
percent. By 2010, only 56 percent of the
115 million people living in the region
were actually bom in their state of resi¬
dence; far fewer than in the Northeast or
Midwest. The influx of Northern trans¬
plants and remigration of blacks who'd
fled to the Rust Belt helped President
Obama win once solidly Republican states
such as North Carolina in 2008, though he
narrowly lost there four years later.

Across the South, many elected offices
are now held by blacks.

In addition, said Thompson, the author,
younger Southerners often see things dif¬
ferently,

"I don't think the younger generation
has been spoon-fed the Lost Cause' narra¬
tive the same way people even of my gen¬
eration were," she said.

When she moved to the South from
Chicago 28 years ago, Pat Perkins wasn't
sure what to expect, given the region's his¬
tory of racial tensions. The black nurse has
been pleasantly surprised.

"Grown (white) men and little boys
said 'yes ma'am' to me, which I never

expected... I'm accepted," said the Yazoo
City, Mississippi, resident, who was in
Birmingham last week chaperoning a

group of Girl Scouts to the city's civil
rights museum.

Eric Varnell has spent about half of the

past 40 years living on the streets of
Birmingham. He said there's real change in
the number of whites and blacks he sees

walking and talking amicably.
"I never used to see that," the 59-year-

old white man said.
The Rev. Jesse Jackson also noted how

blacks and whites united in the aftermath
of the church shooting, telling The
Associated Press that it is "really time for
a new South."

"This was the most traumatic hit since
Dr. Martin Luther King was killed 50 years
ago. This could be a defining moment for
the American dream for all its people,"
Jackson said.

"I think the DNA of the South is chang¬
ing," said Thompson, referring to the lega¬
cy of strict racial divisions in law and cus¬
tom. She grew up attending all-white
schools in suburban Atlanta and her book
is a kind of reboot of "The Mind of the
South," WJ. Cash's classic 1941 study of
the legally segregated region.

For proof of that change, Guillory said
one need look no further than the floor of
the South Carolina Senate, where on

Tuesday Paul Thurmond, the son of
Dixiecrat presidential candidate and U.S.
Sen. Strom Thurmond, called for the battle
flag's removal.

"It is time to acknowledge our past,
atone for our sins and work towards a bet-

tcr future," said Thurmond. Noting that
many Confederate soldiers were fighting
to preserve slavery, he added, "1 am not

proud of THIS heritage."
Beth Summers keeps a battle flag that

once flew over the statehouse dome in a

frame beside a sword an ancestor carried
during the Civil War. But as a public sym¬
bol, the standard is tainted, the 51-year-old
Charleston native said.

"We know the true heritage of it, but
it's got a bad name now," said Summers,
who attended the first post-massacre serv¬

ice at Emanuel and joined in a unity
march. "It's just over the years it's just
grown to be a 'redneck flag.'"

But people like Mike Williams, state
adjutant of the Alabama division of the
Sons of Confederate Veterans, remain
unpersuaded.

"The Confederacy is going to live on,"
Williams said as he carried the St.
Andrew's Cross banner outside the capitol
in Montgomery. "The blood is going to
live on. Nobody can take that. You can

hide it. You can do whatever you want to
it."

As a historian, Ted Ownby is loath to
make too much of recent events. For now,
he's of two minds: one hopeful, one cyni¬
cal.

"I'm hoping that it's part of a deeper
change and not just a change for this
moment or for this coming election," said
Ownby, director of the Center for the
Study of Southern Culture at the
University of Mississippi. "That's me at

my most optimistic."
South Carolina legislators have voted

to debate removing the flag from its place
of honor on the statehouse grounds. But it's
not down yet. (Although the flag was taken
down briefly by a protester who climbed
the flagpole and was then arrested, it was
soon raised again by workers.)

"I don t think we need to be handing
out huge medals to Haley and others who
are sort of following suit," said Cobb. "In
the context of the South's history, I sup¬
pose it's a watershed. But it would have
been easier to celebrate it as a watershed
20 or 30 years ago."

If nothing else.Guillory, whose school
recently rechristened a building named for
a former KKK leader, said removing the
flags from the seats of government is
"eliminating a source of distraction in the
political system, but it's not the final turn¬

ing point either."
For the Rev. Joseph Lowery, who's had

that battle flag thrust in his face too many
times to count, its removal would be some¬

thing wondrous.
Loweiy, who co-founded the Southern

Christian Leadership Conference with
King, said he always knew the flag would
come down. He just wasn't sure he'd live to
see it.

"1 never thought I'd see a black presi¬
dent," he said from his home in Atlanta.
"But 1 have. And God has so willed it."

Like Thompson, the 93-year-old
activist doesn't "give a rap" what motiva¬
tions are behind all this, "as long as it
changes."

"That's how progress is," he said. "In
the air. It's in the wind."

Breed reported from Raleigh, N.C.;
Reeves reported from Birmingham. Also
contributing to this story were AP Writer
Jonathan Drew in Charleston and AP
Video Journalist Alex Sanz in
Montgomery.
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Slate workers take down a Confederate national flag on the grounds of the state
Capitol, Wednesday, June 24,2015, in Montgomery, Ala. Alabama Gov. Robert
Bentley ordered Confederate flags taken down from a monument at the state
Capitol. (A,P Photo/Martin Swant)

Charlotte
woman removes
Confederate flag
Bree Newsome of
Charlotte, N.C., removes
the Confederate battle
flag at a ConfederateH monument at the
Statehouse in Columbia,
S.C., on Saturday, June
27,2015. She was taken
into custody when she
came down. The flag
was raised again by
capitol workers about 45
minutes later.
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Foster or Adopt Today!
" Become a resource parent for a child
( in need of a safe and loving home

.

| 1-800-632-1400
www.chsncorg
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Children's Home Society is looking for loving adoptive and foster homes for the

thousands of children in North Carolina who desperately need a family to call their
own. Waiting children represent all ages and races and are in need of resource

families due to abuse or neglect. Please consider opening your home to
children older than 5, sibling groups, and children with special needs.
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