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Hot in houseplants: This year, a new crop of
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styles and plants you can expect to see more of in 2022.
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When the first cases of
COVID-19 were de-
tected in North Car-

olina, my family was thrown
into chaos. We scrambled
to reset our daily routines. I
was worried about the health
of my parents a full state
away. I was concerned for my
neighbor who was leaving
her children at home alone
while she went to work at the
grocery store. I was nervous
for friends who would feel
the pressure of isolation in
soul-crushing ways. Things
were relatively stable in my
life, but it was all still so over-
whelming, fragile and ten-
uous. I know we all felt this,
every single one of us.

The schools closing im-
pacted my family the most.
My son missed his friends and

I missed having the privacy to
focus during work days. Half
of his books were in his locker
at school and for a while we
had to share a computer. We
began to feel the value of our
schools and teachers in a deep,
poignant and personal way.

Good ... and bad
Community crises of-

ten bring out the best in us:

Neighbors invite neighbors
over to share a generator during
a snowstorm, impromptu
community dinners are created

New target for outrage
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Protesters advocate against the use of masks in schools Nov. 9 outside
a Guilford County school board meeting in Greensboro.

Once to every man and nation
Comes the moment to decide,

In the strife of truth with
falsehood, For the good or evil
side.
— James Russell Lowell (1845)

History is messy when
you’re in the middle of it.
Nothing is as clear-cut

as it appears in the historian’s
analysis.

Consider events that sur-
rounded Martin Luther King Jr.’s
“Letter from the Birmingham
Jail,” one of King’s most incisive
and influential writings.

On Good Friday, April 12,
1963, an open letter appeared
in the Birmingham News,
signed by eight prominent
white clergy: a Catholic bishop,
two Episcopal bishops, two
Methodist bishops, a rabbi, the

pastor of the First Presbyterian
Church and the pastor of the
First Baptist Church.

The statement, titled “A Call
for Unity,” claimed hopefully
that “recent public events
have given indication that
we all have opportunity for a
new constructive and realis-
tic approach to racial prob-
lems.” Then it added, “Now
we are confronted by a series
of demonstrations by some
of our Negro clergy, directed
and led in part by outsiders. ...
We are convinced that these
demonstrations are unwise and
untimely.”

“However technically peace-
ful these actions may be,” the
clergy insisted, “(they) have not
contributed to the resolution of
our local problems.”

Call for moderation wilts
in the glare of hindsight

Can anyone now doubt that
Piedmont Triad Interna-
tional Airport is an import-

ant jewel in the Triad’s crown?
Yes, the airport has long

served in the shadow of both the
Charlotte and Raleigh-Durham
airports with respect to passen-
ger service. That said, what has
happened beyond the passenger
terminals at PTI Airport this

past decade or so has been noth-
ing short of remarkable.

Much of it is a result of
thoughtful long-term planning
by the Airport Authority, which
has patiently acquired 1,000
acres around the airport over the
years and successfully attracted
world-class clients like FedEx,

HondaJet, HAECO Americas and
most recently Boom Supersonic.
The end result is that PTI Air-
port has become an economic
engine, generating $9 billion in
economic impact per year ac-
cording to a recent N.C. Depart-
ment of Transportation report.
According to some observers,
our airport now generates more
jobs than any airport in the state
based on those working at com-
panies on the airfield, but not
including airport staff.

With the recent Boom an-
nouncement, that jobs figure
will likely be boosted to more
than 10,000 given PTI’s current

level of about 8,600 workers.
Even better, most of these jobs
pay top dollar with, for example,
Boom Supersonic expected to
offer an average annual wage of
about $68,000.

Lingering questions
Despite all of the good news,

now is not a time for compla-
cency. As an editorial board
member of the Journal of Air
Transport Management, I get
to interact with airline analysts
from across the world. What
they tell me is that Boom’s plans
to build a carbon-neutral super-
sonic jet that will use 100% sus-

tainable fuel is largely grounded
in unproven technology at this
point. That may not necessar-
ily be a major stumbling block,
but it is likely that the road to
Federal Aviation Administra-
tion aircraft certification for
the Boom airplane will be very
lengthy. Even the company itself
does not expect to carry paying
passengers until 2029 at the
earliest.

Furthermore, the Boom facil-
ity is projected to only require
65 acres of land, so the Airport
Authority has a lot of additional
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The statement encouraged
“our own Negro community to
withdraw support from these
demonstrations.”

Earlier that day King and
several dozen persons had been
arrested in a civil rights demon-
stration. He read the statement
in a jail cell and felt it required a
response.

It was a painful letter to write.
King had to confront moderate
white clergy who supported
integration, albeit cautiously in
some cases, but disagreed with
his aggressive methods: sit-ins,
economic boycotts, marches,
mass meetings.

In his letter King told the
clergy that he was “greatly dis-
appointed with the white church
and its leadership. I have almost
reached the conclusion that the
Negro’s greatest stumbling block
in the stride toward freedom is
not the White Citizens Coun-
cillor or the Ku Klux Klanner,
but the white moderate who is
more devoted to ‘order’ than to
‘justice.’”

King’s words stung. The eight
clergy were not bad people. They
were on the side of the angels. At
least, they thought they were.

One of the signatories, Rabbi
Milton Grafman, had spoken
out publicly against the city’s

decision to shut down all public
facilities rather than allow them
to be integrated.

Catholic bishop Joseph Durick
later became involved in the
strike of Black sanitation work-
ers in Memphis and ofciated at

a memorial service for King after
his assassination.

One of the bishops was in-
strumental in merging Black and
white Methodists in South Caro-
lina into a single denominational
structure.

Some of the signatories paid a
price for the positions they took
during the racial crisis.

The pastor of First Presby-
terian declared that the church
would remain open to all persons
regardless of race. It cost him his
job.

The Rev. Earl Stallings pushed
First Baptist Church to honor
its open-door policy. A deacon
slammed him against a wall and
threatened worse if he continued
to advocate integrating the con-
gregation. A year later Stallings
was gone and a year after that
the First Baptist Church split
over integration.

It was a complicated time, as
all times are. Choices that seem
obvious 60 years later did not
seem obvious to many of those
who had to choose.

It is tempting — and point-
less — to wonder if things would
have been diferent if the eight
clergy had counseled their com-

munity diferently, if instead of
encouraging people to withdraw
their support of the demonstra-
tions they had locked arms with
Martin Luther King Jr. and led a
march on city hall.

One thing we know: Their
counsel of wait, go slow, be
patient, did not prevent Bull
Connor from turning fire hoses
and police dogs on children two
weeks later. Nor did it keep a
monstrous terrorist from plant-
ing a bomb in the 16th Street
Baptist Church five months later,
taking the lives of four young
girls.

Only the conscience of Amer-
ica, awakened by horrific images
from Birmingham’s streets,
could stem the rising tide of law-
lessness and brutality.

Most of the clergy whose
statement sparked King’s Letter
from the Birmingham Jail be-
lieved he treated them unfairly.
They carried the weight of Bir-
mingham the rest of their lives.

Fifteen years later, Rabbi
Grafman said, “Now this letter
is studied in English courses and
sociology courses, and I get at
least one letter a semester asking
me if I’m still a bigot.”
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In April 1963, Martin Luther King Jr. was arrested for leading a march
urging the boycotting of white stores during the Easter holiday. A
statement published by The Birmingham News prompted King to write a
7,000-word response forever remembered as “Letters from a Birmingham
Jail.”

after a flood, family gathers
around after a death, meals are
delivered when someone falls ill.
The pandemic was no exception.
In my neighborhood — a poor
neighborhood that is no stranger
to hard times — we set about
picking up groceries for elderly
neighbors and arranging outdoor
treasure hunts for bored kids to
get them out of their parents’ hair.

Unfortunately, experiencing a
crisis also leaves us vulnerable.
When we are exhausted, anxious
and uncertain we are more sus-
ceptible to being exploited — and
that’s what is happening at local
school board meetings right now.

Last fall, a friend texted me and
asked: “Why the h*ll are there
Proud Boys at my school board
meeting right now?” What she
was seeing locally, unfortunately,
wasn’t an anomaly. Extremist
groups — the same ones involved
in the Jan. 6 attack and multiple

physical assaults and street fights
over the last five years — were
trying to pal around with regular
parents at school board meet-
ings in places like New Hanover,
Lincoln and Johnston counties.
In Orange County, far-right ex-
tremists even tried to approach
young children.

A planned efort
Instead of acting in good faith

to help struggling parents and
kids during a crisis, the far right
has latched onto a coordinated
and planned attack on our
schools, teachers and — ulti-
mately — our children. Malefac-
tors like Steve Bannon and Mi-
chael Flynn identified the weak-
ness we were experiencing and
moved in to exploit, not heal,
it. Through Bannon’s podcast
and other established far-right
media networks (such as the
enormous network of QAnon so-
cial media channels), these bad
actors manufactured outrage in
stressed-out, susceptible people
by creating the boogeyman of

critical race theory and, more
recently, the need to ban books.
They do not try to obscure their
endgame: They want to influ-
ence elections by manipulating
our emotions during hard times.

While the plan was hatched
by extremists who overtly flirt
with ideas of white nationalism,
fascism and ethno-states, their
goal has always been to obscure
these connections and move their
campaigns into the mainstream.
Only a few short months after the
plan was hatched by Bannon and
company, my own Facebook feed
was flooded with ads from Fox
News and newly created “parent
watchdog” groups warning me
about “activist teachers” and
“pornography in school librar-
ies.” Each ad uses the hallmarks
of predatory disinformation:
“us versus them” language, the
creation of a common enemy, a
sense of imminent danger and an
invitation into a new reality.

With this context, I too am wor-
ried about indoctrination — but
its source isn’t our public schools.

What we all want
There are things that all par-

ents agree on right now. We
agree that we each have a deep
responsibility to our children. We
have the responsibility to help
our kids navigate the books, in-
ternet and other social messages
they are exposed to daily. As they
grow, we do not need to limit
their access to the world of ideas,
but instead to lean in and do the
hard work of parenting — which
includes uncomfortable conver-
sations, exploration and guiding
them with our own beliefs.

Parents have a really import-
ant job right now to protect our
children and to protect their
schools. Our children’s educa-
tion cannot be compromised
by a well-funded, shadowy, ex-
tremist agitation machine.

There are real things our
schools need: The buildings
need major repairs; students
who are experiencing trauma
need mental health support;
teachers and staf need salaries
that retain them, rather than

driving them away. We need
to show up at our school board
meetings to support the elected
members who respect the pro-
fessionalism of our teachers,
who want our schools to be safe,
who believe in public education
and freedom, and who know that
banning books has never — not
once — led to anything good.

All parents want our children’s
schools to be excellent. Because
of this, it is not surprising that
political operatives would want
to hijack our emotions around
schools. Historically, schools
have been ideological battle-
grounds and, unfortunately,
those fights have demonstrated
the worst of us. The ugly faces
of white parents screaming at
Ruby Bridges are seared into our
memory — and they are printed
in history books.

I suspect that most parents
today do not want to be pho-
tographed alongside extrem-
ists — and on the wrong side of
history in their grandchildren’s
textbooks.
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land that still needs filling with 
prospective new clients. 

Finally, the FAA restricts 
whom the Airport Authority 
can recruit to only tenants 
that would actually use airport 
facilities — that rules out, for 
example, a prospective distri-
bution center or automobile 
manufacturer on airport land. 

Looking ahead 
The question then becomes 

what’s next. How can we best 
leverage our booming airport 
moving forward? 

Over the past two years, I 
have been working with In-
terVISTAS — an international 
airline consulting firm — on a 
grant funded by the National 
Academies of Sciences/Trans-
portation Research Board that 
is focused on measuring the 
effects of changes in air service 
connectivity on regional eco-
nomic development. The final 
report and website could make 
for interesting reading for folks 
here in the Triad because one of 
our 14 national case studies is 
our very own PTI Airport. 

What we learned in this re-
search is that for airports to 
succeed, they typically need 
a surrounding metropolitan 
economy capable of nurturing 
a working population with high 
propensities to fly. One of the 
reasons both Charlotte and Ra-
leigh-Durham have better pas-
senger service than PTI is be-
cause their regional economies 
are largely grounded in banking 
and technology, respectively. 
Both these sectors of the econ-
omy tend to generate workers 
who fly a lot because of the 
need for a lot of face-to-face 
meetings (at least before the 
COVID pandemic). 

Beyond passengers, air cargo 
can also be critical for local 
businesses. Attracting firms 
that specialize in perishable 
goods (e.g., cut flowers, phar-
maceuticals), high-value goods 
(e.g., electronics, medical de-
vices) or time-sensitive goods 
(e.g., just-in-time manufac-
turing processes, replacement 
parts) can all help to nurture 
local airport operations. 

The research with InterVIS-
TAS also outlines strategies for 
both airport authorities and 
local economic development 
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A mechanic walks through a hangar at Piedmont Triad International Airport where planes are serviced and maintained. World-class clients like FedEx, 
HondaJet, HAECO Americas and most recently Boom Supersonic make PTI home. 

leaders to consider when trying 
to build airport-local economy 
connections. A key step in this 
process is developing updated, 
broad-based airport-area plans 
that support zoning policies 
that hold back land for firms 
capable of supporting airport 
operations while at the same 
time protecting preexisting 
residential neighborhoods. 

As Boom Supersonic — and 
the recently announced Toyota 
electric and hybrid car battery 
plant to be built in northern 
Randolph County — begin to 
collectively hire thousands of 
well-paid workers, could that 
become a key tipping point for 
the Triad? 

Could we begin to evolve into 
a regional economy capable of 
attracting more high-end com-
panies onto Airport Authority 
land while at the same time 
attracting the sort of firms 
off-site that will build more 
demand for passenger services 
at the airport? 

In time, we’ll find out, but 
recent developments suggest 
that if we play our cards right 
and think long-term, it is pos-
sible that our region will con-
tinue to fly high. 
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Piedmont Triad International Airport is an economic engine, generating $9 billion in economic impact per year 
according to a recent N.C. Department of Transportation report. 
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