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OPINION

There were more than a few moments some 20 years ago when
many in Laurens County doubted that we’d ever have a unified
hospital. Because of a vocal few, it seemed that health care facil-
ities were going to remain the same as everything else around
here then: One for Clinton and one for Laurens.

Of course, even the skeptics at the time now readily admit that
the centralized Laurens County Hospital was not only a better
way to use our county’s resources but also, in hindsight, absolute-
ly essential. These are the days of national health care reform,
when even the strongest hospitals are shuddering over the poten-
tial negative blows to their financial stamina. Two tiny, unchang-
ing hospitals would not have stood a chance.

Doubtless, those who attended Sunday’s Laurens County
Health Care System’s 20th Anniversary Celebration of the coun-
ty hospital enjoyed their generous meal. Most of the 420 estimat-
ed attendees stayed for the tours as well, listening to the hard-
working and knowledgeable department managers who provided
the tours of their specific areas of expertise. More than a few
from the public took advantage of blood pressure screenings,
height and weight checks, and then listened while concerned staff
suggested they get rechecked by their physicians. 

And with that celebration behind them now, CEO Rich
D’Alberto said the time for celebration is over because the board
of trustees has a lot of work to do if it’s going to be successful in
its next stage of growth — the building of an entirely new struc-
ture which will house the expanded women’s center and emer-
gency department. Trustees and administrators have plenty of
planning to do before construction can begin next winter, as well
as arranging financing and obtaining the ever essential
Certificate of Need.

So it was as if the Good Humor Man visited Monday when the
finance committee heard the latest audit report which places them
in good standing financially. Is the hospital rolling in dough? It’s
a not-for-profit organization. So most assuredly not.

But is it stable, even in these tough financial times, when insur-
ance policies have been lost and the government rarely pays its
full share of Medicaid and Medicare?

Yes, it is.
So congratulations to the Laurens County Health Care System

for a successful, and ever-evolving, 20 years. Kudos to Russ
Emerson and those board members who faced name calling and
borderline slander, all from a few trying to prevent a unified hos-
pital that now serves the county well.

We’re all better off for it, and in two or three years we might
just be taking another celebratory tour.

Well-deserved
kudos to LCHS

In our view
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One year later.
One year after that icy

Washington day when Aretha
Franklin sang and John Roberts
muffed his lines and Barack
Obama raised his hand and swore
the oath that made him president of
the United States, it turns out some-
thing fundamental has changed.

It is not the economy, which still
struggles toward daylight.

It is not the partisan divide,
which still gapes like canyons.

It is not the wars, which grind
ceaselessly on.

No, what has changed is us —
specifically, the African-American
cohort of us. According to a new
poll conducted late last year by the
Pew Research Center, hope is on
the rise in black communities.
Thirty-nine percent of blacks say
blacks are better off now than they
were five years ago. That's nearly
double the 20 percent who felt that
way just two years before. And a
majority — 53 percent — believe
their lives will be better still in the
future, up nine percentage points
since 2007.

For the last year, people have
been asking me whether I thought
the election of Barack Obama
would materially change things in
African America, whether it would
inspire a renaissance of achieve-
ment and hope. I was always dubi-
ous. I always said it was a little
simplistic to believe that. I always
said he was only one man and that
his election, as singular an event as
it was, had limited power to re-
shape cynicism as deep-rooted and
intransigent as that which grips
black people.

And apparently, I was wrong.
The proof is in the numbers, espe-
cially when viewed in context.

After all, blacks are still much
more likely than whites to see and
decry discrimination against them,
still much more likely than whites
to say the country needs to do
more to fulfill its founding prom-
ise of equality and justice for all,
still much more likely than whites
to view law enforcement with deep
and abiding cynicism. And yet, on
measure after measure — standard
of living, satisfaction with their
own communities, assessment of
relations between blacks and
whites — Pew finds the numbers

spiking since the rise of Obama.
He has changed our assessment

of the possible. For the first time in
a long time, optimism grows
among us.

For a people whose views have
so often been (justifiably) dour and
bleak, that is bracing news. And
the timing of it is fitting, coming as
we mark both Obama's first year in
office and the 24th commemora-
tion of the holiday honoring Dr.
Martin Luther King Jr. 

For all the difficulties of the jour-
ney, for all the challenges that lie yet
ahead, we find that we have moved
with a steadiness from the
grotesque perversion of America in
which King lived and died, toward
the gleaming redemption of
America for which he fought and of
which he famously dreamed. From
“Whites Only” signs, soldiers
guarding public schools, and torch-
light glinting off swinging trun-
cheons, to a son of Kenya and
Kansas raising his hand and vowing
to preserve, protect and defend the
constitution of the United States.

And you might wonder of what
value optimism might have been in
bridging that distance, what value
it might have for bridging the dis-
tance yet to go. Optimism is, after
all, just a feeling, ephemeral and
insubstantial.

But I submit that it is more.
Optimism is fuel for the engine,
wind for the wings, the single
indispensable element in getting
from here to there. So it is good to
see it flowering once again in
African-American communities,
flowering as it has not in too many
years. Good to know more of our
children are coming of age in
homes where they will be taught
the future is theirs to mold and the
only limitations are the ones they
choose to accept.

That portends great things.
People who believe they can
achieve usually do.

A change we can celebrate
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Say you’re in a high school
ethics class, and it’s your job to
choose who goes and who stays
when loading a commercial
plane heading for an earthquake-
ravaged country; say, Haiti.

Your Choice: a medical group
with two surgical teams, or a
group of political types, namely,
members of the U.S. State
Department.

Well if it’s real life, the politi-
cians get the seats and the med-
ical teams are forced to find
another way.

That’s just what happened this
past weekend when a group of
physicians and nurses sponsored
by Mission Possible, an agency
long ago established in Haiti,
attempted to fly to Santo
Domingo on the East coast of the
Dominican Republic. It was the
only airport on the island of
Hispaniola that was open to
commercial flights. The medical
team got bumped for some gov-
ernmental players. 

It worked out better than

planned, actually. The Mission
Possible medical team was
offered a small private commuter
jet flight directly into Port-au-
Prince airfield, and the physi-
cians are probably already over-
whelmed with assisting Haitians
whose bodies have been wracked
by falling concrete.

On Monday, a man who
refused to stop pleading finally
convinced people to help him
find his wife, and when a
reporter put a microphone cord
down near the rubble, her words
were translated as, “Some water
would be a pleasure,” and to her
husband, “No matter what hap-
pens, I love you.” 

She was in pretty good shape

after six days in the pitch dark
under the earthquake debris.

But such stories are getting rare
amid footage of looting, missing
American students, and mass
graves of the “Haitians who disap-
peared,” as CNN’s Anderson
Cooper described them. Assuredly,
families from other countries will
begin after weeks and months to
resign themselves to the probabili-
ty that their family members may
have had similar fates. One CNN
reporter outside the city told of two
Haitians who had gathered the
body of a deceased man and was
simply looking for a place to put
him, giving him some dignity
rather than leaving him for the
bulldozers.

“The only thing they knew
about him was that he was
Canadian,” the reporter said.

“People have to realize that
people can die on the streets of
Port-au-Prince on a good day,”
said Rev. Sadie Goldsmith of
Laurens, who has been to Haiti
and the Dominican Republic off

and on for a dozen years and has
dear friends on the island. Rule
over the years by regimes with
little care for its own people has
produced a country lacking in
infrastructure and cushions we
consider the most basic.

So do we help financially?
Yes, that’s what we do, and we do
it well.

Do we weep for Haiti? Who
can see a picture of a pile of bod-
ies with a chubby child’s hand
sticking out and not weep?
Compassion and prayers for the
poor and struggling should
always be at the forefront in our
homes and churches.

And eventually when the med-
ical crises have passed, some
gifted in other ways will go help.
Dozens of Laurens County resi-
dents have been making trips to
Mission Possible schools there
for 12 years already, and those
trips and undoubtedly others will
continue.

What we should not do, how-
ever, is forget.

To Haiti, with love: Help, aid flow following quake
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“What is the South?” they
always ask. It's a question never
answered, or even answerable.
But it is always asked. Usually by
some Northerner with a taste for
literature. Or by sociology stu-
dents in search of a thesis. Or by
a college roommate at Harvard.
(See Faulkner's “Absalom,
Absalom.”) I was first asked it by
a fellow graduate student at
Columbia. (”What's it like, grow-
ing up in the South?”) He asked it
in the same tone one might
inquire, “What was it like, living
on Mars?”

What is or was the South? We
know there's no undisputed
answer to the question. We just
delight in asking it — for the
comfort and fellowship and pure
pleasure of thinking about it.
Southerners remain a fascination
to others — almost as great a fas-
cination as we are to ourselves.

These days, as we lose our dis-
tinctiveness, the question of
Southern identity seems to be
raised most by Southerners, who
return to it like the tongue to an
uneven tooth. As if we wanted
assurance that we still exist. We
know there once was a South; we
also sense it fading away. Much
like old family portraits. Much
like Lee's Birthday, which may
be an official state holiday here
and there but is largely ignored
otherwise. These are scarcely
times that honor chivalry, which
now has a medieval connotation.

In our time, the South seems
only a lingering shadow of the
great civilization-and-barbarism
she once was, but that ended ...
when? April 9, 1865, at
Appomattox Courthouse? With
the last great Southern novel, and
which was it? When cotton was
dethroned? When industry over-
took agriculture, when the city
took over from the country? Did
the South end with the coming of
air conditioning or the two-party
system? Or when the race issue
ceased to be The Issue, and
became just another Northern-
style ethnic competition?

The answer to that question
always seems to come down to
this: The South ended with the
previous generation — which fits

in well with the common percep-
tion that each generation
becomes a little less Southern, a
little more Americanized. It's like
Zeno's Paradox about the hare
who always halves the distance
between himself and the tortoise,
yet never catches up.
Southernness is always fading
yet never disappears. Our chil-
dren will doubtless say it ended
with us even as it continues in
them.

Just as there are many Souths,
there are many Southernesses.
And entirely too many simulacra.
The Br'er Rabbit stories of Joel
Chandler Harris become the car-
toon characters of Walt Disney.
The culture that was, or perhaps
never was except in retrospect,
leaves behind its faux ruins and
living fossils. Phony artifacts lit-
ter the landscape: minstrel
shows, accents you could lay on
with a trowel, and all the other
Gone-With-the-Wind tricks for
the tourist trade. A picturesque
past replaces any usable one.

There's always the fleeting sat-
isfaction of hating. And so the
Confederate battle flag may be
waved at a racist rally. Or it may
be tacked on or removed from a
state flag for separate but equally
confused reasons. Is there any
symbol of the South — from
“Dixie” to the Southern belle —
that has not been commercial-
ized, burlesqued, exploited,
debunked, by turns celebrated
and frowned on?

Yes. There is one that has with-
stood it all: the figure of Robert
E. Lee. Not that there aren't those
who would use him for their own
purposes, whether high or low.
One is not sure which is worse:
the professional Southerners who
hide behind Lee or the profes-
sional debunkers who are always
trying to expose him.

In both cases, it is the use of
Lee for some mundane polemical
purpose that is the sin. Happily,
there is always something uncon-
vincing in such efforts. They
inevitably fall flat, like a hoked-
up moral attached to a fable that
should be left to stand alone.

Lee is present still, but not in
the way other historical figures

are. The mention of his name
inevitably elevates, shaming his
critics, calming his admirers,
reminding all of what is truly
important. Not victory or defeat
but honor.

It's not clear just when the gen-
eral left history and entered
myth, but it is clear that he repre-
sents something more than the
sum total of his battles or even
his life. In the end, it is not what
Lee did or did not do that
explains his appeal. It is what he
was, and still is. At least to some
of us, the few of us left. You
know who you are. And even if
we were Legion, it would still
feel as if we were few. Every Jan.
19, a stillness comes, and vain-
glory departs. A certain perspec-
tive sets in.

It is not his victories that ele-
vate Lee. It is Lee who elevates
his victories, and in the end ele-
vates his defeat. It is his accept-
ance of all things with honor that
makes the conventional meaning
of victory and defeat inapplicable
in his case. He was the same Lee
after Chancellorsville as he was
after Appomattox.

The historians who have tried
to crack the alabaster mystery
that is Lee and unveil some com-
plicated mechanism whirring
deep within have succeeded only
in shattering their own theories.
They keep running up against the
serenity of the man and the myth,
and can't be sure which is which,
or even if there is a difference.

Once fluency has replaced
deliberation, and deconstruction
supplanted simplicity, of course
Lee would become a mystery.
His motives seem inexplicable in
this time because he exemplified
them almost wordlessly: duty,
honor, country. His country was
not even the South but Virginia
— a concept of loyalty beyond

the mobile, modern bicoastal
mind.

Lee's was but the code of the
gentleman. But who now can
remember what a gentleman
was? Therefore we conclude that
there was never really such a
thing. We assume there had to be
some self-interest in Lee, and
that we can find it if we just keep
chipping away at the marble man.
Shard by shard, we will yet
explain him, until his spell lies
shattered into a hundred different
pieces. Instead, it is we who are
shattered, revealed as incomplete,
broken and, worse, unaware of it.

Modernity, which is another
name for the American experi-
ence, is incapable of seeing
wholeness. And it is his whole-
ness that explains Lee's emotion
without sentimentality, his
mythology without fictiveness.

Lee did not exult in victory or
explain in defeat. At
Chancellorsville, arguably the
most brilliant victory ever
achieved by an American com-
mander, his thoughts seemed only
of the wounded Jackson. As if he
understood that losing Jackson
would be to lose the war, that
nothing would be the same after-
ward. At Appomattox, he was
intent on the best terms he could
secure for his men. His own fate
did not seem to concern him
except for the ways in which it
might affect others — his family,
his countrymen, the next genera-
tion. From beginning to end, his
circumstances changed, but he
remained the same. And does yet.

If the South is more than a geo-
graphic designation, if there is
still a South worthy of the name,
it is because myth continues to
shape her, and Southerners may
still be able to imagine what it is
to be whole, all of a piece.

When Flannery O'Connor was
asked why Southerners seem to
have a penchant for writing about
freaks, she would say: Because in
the South we are still able to rec-
ognize a freak when we see one.
To do that, one must have some
idea of what wholeness would be.
In these latitudes, the idea of
wholeness has a name:

Robert E. Lee.

Robert E. Lee and the lingering South
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