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Shatter rock 
and chain

In living memory in Southside Virginia, there’s never 
been a time when our day-to-day affairs have been con-
ducted out of earshot of Confederate statues at the public 
square. As a young boy in the Town of Halifax, I grew 
up with the monument honoring the county’s brave Con-
federate soldiers, first erected on the courthouse lawn 
in 1911. (The original was replaced over the years, due 

to storm damage and, horror of hor-
rors, the botched delivery of a Union 
soldier statue.)  It loomed over Main 
Street as I’d ride my bicycle around 
town, delivering afternoon copies 
of the Richmond News-Leader to 
the subscribers on my route. When 
I got a little older, I’d stroll past the 
statue on the walk home from junior 
high school, making a detour to the 
Courthouse Café for french fries and 
a Coke. The Confederate soldier at 
our county courthouse was a stolid, 
unflinching totem of life in the rural 
South. In the years of my childhood 
and all years henceforth.

Virginia’s courthouse squares have 
problematic histories — these were places, after all, 
where machine politics found purchase for much of the 
20th century, in contrast to people of the wrong com-
plexion or wrong politics who were shut out entirely — 
but while old injustices can be confronted and overcome, 
statues tend to just sit there, ignored and sometimes 
forgotten altogether. Stroll through downtown Halifax 
and you’ll come upon a thoroughly unimpressive granite 
figure off to the side of the courthouse green, stained and 
weather-beaten, looking forlorn and maybe even a little 
embarrassed by its current neglect.

Confederate statues of the South have lingered to the 
present era, with relatively little said against them and 
even less done about them. That time has now come to 
an end, whether the monuments themselves remain in 
place or not. We’ve all seen the scenes from Richmond, 
the grand Capitol of the Confederacy, where protestors 
demanding the removal of the city’s regal sculptures 
have ransacked Monument Avenue in spasms of rage 
and impatience. Presumably this lawless approach to 
canceling the Confederacy won’t be — and certainly 
shouldn’t be — repeated here. But the debate over what 
to do with our bronze and stone Confederate soldiers? 
That’s an argument that can no longer be avoided.

The Halifax County Board of Supervisors will be 
hearing from speakers at the Aug. 3 meeting who want 
the county’s Confederate statue taken down and relo-
cated to a more appropriate setting, such as a museum. 
Their request comes as public views on issues of racial 
equity have changed rapidly in the wake of high-profile 
killings of African Americans, in police custody and oth-
erwise, amid a national health crisis that has dispropor-
tionately harmed communities of color, many of whose 
members perform low-paid, unprotected work that so-
ciety requires to function. Racial inequities are there for 
all to see, provided we are willing to open our eyes and 
hearts to the reality that the American experiment — that 
all people are created equal — remains a broken ideal 
for far too many.

With the country on fire, Confederate statues would 
seem to be the least of our problems. So why bother 
litigating the issue now? If everyone’s so hell-bent to 
get rid of these statues, why haven’t they said so before? 
These are fair questions. So let’s attempt to answer 
them: What is so important about these statues that they 
must come down now?

The answer begins with the importance of symbolism 
— “There is hopeful symbolism in the fact that flags do 
not wave in a vacuum,” said the science fiction writer 
Arthur Clarke. Hopeful? It requires a depraved view of 
history to ascribe honor, much less hope, to the cause 
of the Confederate South. The war that its leadership 
sought out was fought to defend a thoroughly wicked 
cause — the enslavement of African laborers to support 
a plantation economy, in which all white men putatively 
had equal social standing but most of the tangible re-
wards accrued to a very few. Not long after Lee surren-
dered at Appomattox, the work of rewriting the disgrace-
ful ideology that animated the Confederacy began. The 
Civil War, according to this honeyed version of history, 
was fought for all sorts of reasons other than slavery, 
with a string of casus belli trotted out by pro-South his-
torians — tariffs, states rights, other slights wrapped up 
in the notion of a “war against northern aggression.” In 
more recent years, the Lost Cause has given way to an 
even more denuded reason to celebrate the Old South: 
“Heritage, not hate.”

Contemporaries of the era on both sides harbored no 
such delusions. Ulysses S. Grant may have put it best, 
describing in his memoirs the feeling of emptiness at 
seeing “the downfall of a foe who had fought so long 
and valiantly, and had suffered so much for a cause, 
though that cause was, I believe, one of the worst for 
which a people ever fought, and one for which there was 
the least excuse.” Long before then, Alexander Stephens, 
vice-president of the Confederacy, gave his famous Cor-
ner Stone speech in March 1861, in which he recited the 
litany of economic and political injuries inflicted by the 
North upon the seven original Confederate states (Vir-
ginia signed up later), all leading to this:

The new constitution has put at rest, forever, 
all the agitating questions relating to our peculiar 
institution African slavery as it exists amongst 
us the proper status of the negro in our form of 
civilization. This was the immediate cause of the 
late rupture and present revolution. Jefferson in his 
forecast, had anticipated this, as the “rock upon 
which the old Union would split.” He was right. 
What was conjecture with him, is now a realized 
fact. But whether he fully comprehended the great 
truth upon which that rock stood and stands, may 
be doubted. The prevailing ideas entertained by 
him and most of the leading statesmen at the time 
of the formation of the old constitution, were that 
the enslavement of the African was in violation 
of the laws of nature; that it was wrong in prin-
ciple, socially, morally, and politically. It was an 
evil they knew not well how to deal with, but the 
general opinion of the men of that day was that, 
somehow or other in the order of Providence, the 
institution would be evanescent and pass away. 
This idea, though not incorporated in the constitu-
tion, was the prevailing idea at that time …

Our new government is founded upon exactly 
the opposite idea; its foundations are laid, its 
corner-stone rests, upon the great truth that the 
negro is not equal to the white man; that slavery 
subordination to the superior race is his natural 
and normal condition. This, our new government, 
is the first, in the history of the world, based upon 
this great physical, philosophical, and moral truth 
… Many governments have been founded upon 
the principle of the subordination and serfdom of 
certain classes of the same race; such were and 
are in violation of the laws of nature. Our system 
commits no such violation of nature’s laws. With 
us, all of the white race, however high or low, rich 
or poor, are equal in the eye of the law. Not so 
with the negro. Subordination is his place.

The bald-faced racism of Alexander Stephens may be 
something we believed was relegated to the past, de-
spite his spiritual heirs finding room to roam in national 
politics for the entirety of the 20th century. Thinking we 
could move beyond this evil in the 21st century was a 
misguided notion. Four years ago, America’s first black 
president was finishing up his second term in the White 
House. Now we have a president who has put down 
the dog whistle and picked up a bullhorn to spout ugly 
bigotries on a regular basis. White nationalists — “some 
very good people” — march on college campuses to 
claim America for their own. There are white national-
ists who hide behind the honor and duty of the police 
badge to wage heedless violence against people of color. 
The cornerstones of a just society, fashioned in our own 
time, were supposedly recast through the civil rights 
movement to bring us closer to Jeffersonian ideals of 
liberty, equality and fair treatment of all. Yet Jefferson’s 
“rock” remains as riddled with fractures as ever.

Growing up in a small Southern town, one becomes 
accustomed to casual racism — the N-word, the stupid 
and unfunny jokes, the meanness of spirit behind it all. 
What has been startling to me in recent years is seeing 
the filter come off — increasingly, people seem comfort-
able with spouting hateful sentiments in public as the 
old guardrails of societal shame wear down. Watching 
open racists and hatemongers crawl out of their holes 
to assume places of prominence — from hosting Fox 
News programs on down the line — has been a bracing 
experience, to put it mildly. (This week’s latest example: 
A couple wore swastika facemasks to go shopping at a 
Minnesota WalMart.) I’ll grant the fact that flying the 
Confederate flag doesn’t automatically make a person a 
racist, that human relationships are much more complex 
than that, but we’re long past the point where symbols 
of the Old South exist in a vacuum. Blame the expro-
priation of hate groups all you want, but Confederate 
iconography has returned to its toxic origins, no longer 
innocuous, and wholly unworthy of honor in our public 
spaces.

There’s a certain privilege that allows a person to wave 
away the dark symbolism of Confederate statues — it’s 
the same privilege that helps one to put up with casual 
racism without doing a damned thing about it. After all, 
those N-bombs weren’t meant for me. Those statues 
at the square aren’t something I should have to worry 
about. Yet these statues — cheap molds, mostly, chun-
ked out as public demand for signifiers of white suprem-
acy exploded in the Jim Crow era — speak volumes to 
their attended audience, past and present, in delivering 
a message of exclusion and intimidation. It’s a special 
insult to place a Confederate soldier at the courthouse 
door, our supposed portal to equal treatment under the 
law. To the extent this kind of thing might not have been 
worth getting worked up about in the past, it is now. The 
open resurgence of racist hate in America must be stared 
down, cast asunder and defeated. The casual approach 
no longer cuts it.

Last month, a fifth anniversary passed quietly: on July 
17, 2015, Dylann Roof stepped into a Charleston, S.C., 
church and gunned down nine African American wor-
shippers in cold blood. At the state Capitol in Columbia, 
the Confederate flag flew in front of the Confederate 
Soldiers Monument on the statehouse grounds as the 
murders were unfolding. Roof, a proud neo-Confederate, 
committed his shocking crimes in the belief they would 
spark a wider race war. The great Ta-Nehisi Coates 
wrote the next day in The Atlantic that “Roof’s crime 
cannot be divorced from the ideology of white suprema-
cy which has long animated his state not from its potent 
symbols — the Confederate flag.” That racist ideology, 
as Coates masterfully detailed in his essay, has been 
dressed up, explained away, watered down through dubi-
ous invocations of heritage and history, but people who 
study that history come to know it well enough — for 
good and ill. Coates concluded:

Moral cowardice requires choice and action. It 
demands that its adherents repeatedly look away, 
that they favor the fanciful over the plain, myth 
over history, the dream over the real. Here is an-
other choice.

Take down the flag. Take it down now.

Put it in a museum. Inscribe beneath it the years 
1861-2015. Move forward. Abandon this charlatan-
ism. Drive out this cult of death and chains. Save 
your lovely souls. Move forward. Do it now.

It shouldn’t take the blood of innocents to give force to 
these words. Save our lovely souls — take our Confed-
erate statues down now.

THE VIEW 
FROM 
HERE

Tom McLaughlin

Halifax County’s statue to local Confederate soldiers at the courthouse.



What do you do about a prob-
lem like Jack Dunavant?

Last week, the long-serving 
member of Halifax Town Coun-
cil penned his now-notorious 
letter, “Killing America,” that 
suddenly has people calling for 
his proverbial head. (The Au-
gust meeting of Town Council 
should be, how shall we say it, 
interesting.) In case you’re just 
getting back home from Myrtle 
Beach or Planet Mars, Duna-
vant’s letter purported to tell the 
story of the moral and social 
breakdown of the black family 
unit in America, and the alleged central 
role of safety net social programs in 
bringing about this lamentable outcome. 
In many respects, Dunavant’s letter could 
have been written by any bog standard 
Republican voter, insofar as it echoes 
party dogma going back to Barry Gold-
water, popularized by Ronald Reagan, 
and given a sheen of intellectual respect-
ability by various right-wing think tanks 
and self-proclaimed policy mavens like 
former House Speaker Paul Ryan.

But the thing that set people off was 
Dunavant’s stroll down memory lane 
with his description of a more harmo-
nious era among blacks and whites. A 
longer-than-usual quotation is in order 
here: “I was privileged to be raised in a 
home by and with good colored people 
back in the day when children were born 
in wedlock and expected to behave like 
civilized human beings. And whenever 
one of us boys stepped out of line Aunt 
Rose did not hesitate to tan our hind-parts 
with her ever-present dish towel. I loved 
those good people who helped raise me 
and especially Arthur Easley who taught 
me how to hunt and work at an early age, 
they were members of my family then 
and today. There were no black people 
back then, there were colored people and 
they didn’t cotton to being called black, 
either.” 

This unfortunate passage came after 
Dunavant railed against the modern-day 
“so-called welfare system” that “is noth-
ing more than a crime breeding syndicate 
that has taken a particularly heavy toll 
on hard-working Black families — and 
the Black man has been made superflu-
ous by government welfare checks.” 
The implication is unavoidable: If only 
we could go back to the happier days of 
black people serving as the household 
help, or, to quote Dunavant directly, “col-
ored people” who “didn’t cotton to being 
called black, either.”

The letter was utterly disgraceful, no 
getting around that fact, but before we 
move forward with an autopsy of “Kill-
ing America,” let’s try to take full and fair 
stock of Jack Dunavant’s contributions to 
Halifax County. I’m a little biased here 
because (a) I grew up in Halifax across 
the street from the Dunavant family and 
have known Jack all my life, and (b) all 
of Southside Virginia owes him a great 
debt for his advocacy and leadership in 
the fight against uranium mining in Pitt-
sylvania County and against large-scale 
hog-farming in Halifax County. Because 
the latter points are probably well-known 
to most people (they certainly should be), 
let me just further say I have witnessed 
many personal acts of kindness by Coun-
cilman Dunavant that belong somewhere 
on the scorecard of his character, good 
and bad, in the service to Halifax County. 
We are all fallen in the eyes of God. 
There’s that, too.

Whenever people express themselves 
as rancidly as Jack did last week, the 
question naturally arises: Was offense 
given purposefully, or not? Let me clear 
about this much: I do not believe for a 
moment that Jack Dunavant is a vicious 
bigot, and you do not grow up in the rural 
South without seeing the type with your 
own eyes. Hidden beneath his otherwise 
deplorable depiction of race relations 
in the “good ol’ days” was a kernel of 

truth — many warm relation-
ships existed among White and 
Blacks, and in this grand mosaic 
of social relations the bonds of 
affection and love ran in both 
directions in segregated South-
ern society. Where Dunavant 
commits a category error of the 
highest order is in believing 
that his personal experience 
somehow defines the era — as 
if his happy memories erase the 
pain and hardship of millions 
of African Americans growing 
up in the apartheid society of 
the Old South, denied the full 

measure of economic and educational 
advancement, legal rights and individual 
freedoms that their white counterparts 
enjoyed, then and now.

This full measure remains out of reach 
for many Black Americans and people 
of color to this very day. In his letter, 
Dunavant spoke of his “great pride in 
the wonderful race relations we have en-
joyed over the years in Halifax County.” 
Dunavant didn’t mention it specifically, 
but the crowning achievement of Halifax 
County’s “wonderful race relations” was 
the peaceable integration of our public 
school system in the late 1960s and early 
‘70s. It’s probably true that everyday 
interactions between Whites and Blacks 
leading up to that point in time — the 
sentiment shared by “good people” of 
both races — had much to do the rela-
tively harmonious fashion in which inte-
gration went forward in Halifax County. 
But none of this was unique, nor determi-
native. Lots of White children grew up in 
Prince Edward County with love in their 
hearts for the African-American women 
who made their meals and cleaned up 
afterwards, and we all know how our 
neighbors two counties to the north react-
ed when federal courts ordered the deseg-
regation of public schools. That Halifax 
County acquitted itself more honorably at 
its particular time of trial is best seen for 
what it is — an opportune development, 
and a stroke of luck.

We haven’t been quite as lucky since, 
as witnessed by the toxic tone that Du-
navant strikes in his letter. Whatever 
you may think of the political and policy 
argument he deigns to make, there’s 
no excuse in this day and age for mak-
ing a statement as aggressively nasty as 
“colored people didn’t cotton to being 
called black.” One could have posted Du-
navant’s letter on the social media page 
of KKK grand wizard David Duke and 
no one would have batted an eye think-
ing the site had been hacked.  “Killing 
America” goes way beyond promoting a 
controversial point of view. In her View-
point letter elsewhere in today’s edition, 
letter writer LeLe Jones Snead rightly 
diagnoses its dyspeptic phrasing as “a 
sickness in the belly” that, along with the 
good things Dunavant has done in his 
lifetime, will define his public persona 
going forward.

Dunavant should resign from Halifax 
Town Council. Since I know Jack well, 
and can say with the burning certitude 
of a thousand suns that his answer to 
that will be “hell no,” it falls to Council 
as a whole to act. It would be somewhat 
surprising if the town charter actually 
empowers Council to remove a fellow 
member from office, which may not be 
the best idea anyway — Dunavant is a 
duly elected official, after all, and no one 
could possibly have done a better job of 
canceling Dunavant’s claim to represent 
the town than Dunavant himself — but 
it surely behooves the governing body to 
state, emphatically, that this shameful let-
ter in no way defines the Town of Halifax 
or Halifax County as a whole. Dunavant 
has lost all ability to speak on behalf of 
a substantial share of the town’s popula-
tion; whether or not he chooses to come 
to terms with this reality shouldn’t stop 
Town Council from making the point 
blazingly obvious.

It’s sad. My neighbor would do himself 
a favor to step away from his steady diet 
of right-wing nonsense and get out more 
in the world. A good start would be to 
immerse himself in the life of Halifax 
County’s Black community, which, in my 
very limited experience at least, has dem-
onstrated quite well that it doesn’t need 
lectures from moral scolds doing double 
duty as old White men with their noses 
stuck to Fox News to understand the 
challenges that it faces. I’ve sat through 
programs by African Americans speak-
ing to fellow African Americans, and it’s 
a pretty regular occurrence to hear the 
subject of the Black family come up. No 
one needs the diagnoses of Jack Duna-
vant and fellow travelers to know that 
poverty, crime, fatherless households and 
other social ills are ever-present concerns 
in the Black community. (They’re also 
problems for the White community, too, 
not that you’d know from listening to the 
stone-throwing contingent of the Repub-
lican Party.) Unless Dunavant believes 
Black people are incapable of thinking 
for themselves, the more fruitful question 
he could be asking himself is this: Why 
aren’t more people, of all races, buying 
what he’s selling? Was his argument 
brought down by bad salesmanship, or a 
defective product, or both?

Let’s be real about what’s really “Kill-
ing America” — the proud ignorance 
typified by Dunavant’s letter that is 
relentlessly tearing the country apart. 
It’s no accident that “Killing America” 
provoked a firestorm at the exact moment 
Americans are dying in the tens of thou-
sands from a virus that every other ad-
vanced country in the world has managed 
to keep in check, more or less. It also 
much be noted this pandemic has preyed 
most viciously on the poor and people 
who do the “essential work” of America, 
many who are Black and Brown. Ap-
parently, men like Dunavant also are the 
only people left in America who haven’t 
seen images of a police officer kneeling 
on George Floyd’s neck until he could no 
longer breathe, or read about the raid by 

Louisville cops that left Breonna Taylor 
dead from gunshot wounds while sleep-
ing in her apartment. Would it have been 
so hard to incorporate these facts into a 
letter to the editor purporting to explain 
what’s “Killing America”?

Last week in this space, I wrote about 
the rise of racism in America and the ap-
parent inability of those who have been 
seduced by its power to place a filter on 
their ugliest thoughts. I wasn’t writing 
about Jack Dunavant specifically, but the 
point obviously applies. I suppose there’s 
some value in seeing this filter torn away, 
so that we can all be clear about the foul 
reach of racism in American life. But 
count me among those (probably a small 
contingent by now) who was genuinely 
sad to see Jack Dunavant hurt his good 
reputation by writing a singularly despi-
cable letter. That wasn’t the voice I re-
member hearing back in the day from my 
old Scoutmaster and boyhood neighbor. 
But enough with the trips down memory 
lane. We’ve got the present to worry 
about. Killing America is the task that 
has embraced by those who peddle hate, 
reject science, condemn compromise, 
celebrate disinformation, promote a toxic 
brand of “personal freedom” (up to and 
including refusing to wear face marks to 
protect themselves, and more important, 
others) and contort long-held “prin-
ciples” for no other reason than simply to 
anger political opponents.

Saving America? That, friends, is the 
job for the rest of us.  

Thursday, August 8, 2019

Editorial
Thursday, August 6, 2020Page A4

Editorial

Published by South Boston News, Inc., South Boston, VA USPS 502060000. The News & Record is 
published each week by South Boston News, Inc. It is entered as periodical class mail at the South 
Boston Post Office. News offices are located at 511 Broad Street, South Boston, Virginia. Subscrip-
tion rates: in Halifax County, $20 a year; $12.00 for six months; counties adjacent to Halifax, $24 
per year; all other locations $36 per year. Single copy 25 cents; single copy mailed $2.00. POST-
MASTER: Send address changes to News & Record, PO Drawer 100, South Boston VA 24592-0100.

SEND US  
YOUR NEWS:

PO Drawer 100, 511 Broad Street  
South Boston, VA 24592
Phone (434) 572-2928
mail@thenewsrecord.com

mail@thenewsrecord.com

In memory of Sylvia O. McLaughlin 
General Manager: Tom McLaughlin 

tom@thenewsrecord.com

Advertising & Sports: Tucker McLaughlin 
tucker@thenewsrecord.com

Staff Writers: 
Liza Fulton: mail@thenewsrecord.com  

Susan Kyte: susankyte@gmail.com

Photographer: David Conner II 
dconner@thenewsrecord.com

Production: 
Tracey Conner, Tracy Barksdale 

mail@thenewsrecord.com

Accounting: Wilma Dotson 
accounting@thenewsrecord.com

SoVaNow.com

THE VIEW 
FROM 
HERE

Tom McLaughlin

Staring into the light

Hard truths and tasks

HCHS senior Nevaeh Hodges spoke at a Sunday night rally to protest the letter by 
Halifax Town Council member Jack Dunavant just as the sun peaked out from be-
hind storm clouds. (David Conner II photo)

Vietnam Veterans of America, Chapter 840 meets 
on the third Tuesday of each month at South 
Boston Town Council Chambers, Yancey 
Street, South Boston.
    
DOVES Support Group - If you are, or have been, in 
a violent relationship, we provide a safe and 
confidential place to share your feelings with 
others in similar situations. Once a week sup-
port groups are ongoing and free of charge. If 
interested in joining us please call DOVES-
Halifax office Monday-Friday, 9:00-5:00 at 
476-8989 for more information.



Change of heart
Dear Viewpoint:
Until we change our minds and our 

hearts, NONE of us will ever be free! 
While accepting a BET Award, Jessie 
Williams, actor and activist, made these 
comments regarding racism and they are 
so appropriate with what we are seeing in 
police brutality across the country. Jessie 
speaks for many Black Americans and I 
Included. Police departments do not need 
to be defunded; however, they need to be 
restructured. There have been too many 
Black lives lost at the hand of those sworn 
to serve and protect us. I must say that 
our Sheriff’s department is a standard by 
which others should be measured. We not 
only need to restructure our police depart-
ments, but many people serving in public 
office need to be voted out if they are not 
willing to represent ALL the people! your 
vote on November 3, is one of the most 
important things you can do to change all 
our lives! Please vote!

Mattie McCargo Cowan
South Boston

Jessie William’s speech on Racism: 
This is for the real organizers all over the 
world, the activists, the civil rights attor-
neys, the struggling parents, the families, 
the teaches, the students that are realizing 
that a system built to divide and impover-
ish and destroy us cannot stand if we do. 
It’s kind of basis mathematics, that the 
more we learn about who we are and how 
we got here, the more we will mobilize. 
We can and will do better. When looking 
at the data, we know that police somehow 
manage to de-escalate, disarm, and not 
kill white people every day. So, what’s 
going to happen is, we’re going to have 
equal rights and justice in our own coun-
try, or we will restructure their function 
and ours. We have lost too many Black 
lives at the hands of those who are sworn 
to serve and protect us. I don’t want to 
hear anymore about how far we have 
come when a paid public servant can pull 
a drive-by on a 12-year old playing in a 
park alone, killing him in broad open day-
light on television and then going home to 
make a sandwich.

There has been no war that we (Black 
Americans) have not fought and died on 
the front lines. There have been no jobs 
we haven’t done, no tax that haven’t been 
levied against us that we haven’t paid. But 
freedom is somehow always conditional 
here. You’re free they keep telling us, but 
some of the Black lives lost would be 
alive if they had not acted so “free”. But 

freedom is always coming in the hereaf-
ter, but the hereafter is a hustle and we 
want it now. Let’s get a couple of things 
straight, just a little side note, the burden 
of the brutalized is not to comfort the by-
stander – that’s not our job. Stop with all 
that, if you ever critiqued for the resis-
tance, for our resistance, then you better 
have an established record of critique of 
our oppression. If you have no interest 
in equal rights for Black people, then do 
not make suggestions to those who do, sit 
down! We’ve been floating this country 
on credit for centuries and we’re done 
burying Black people out of sight and out 
of mind while extracting our culture, our 
dollars, our entertainment like oil, black 
gold, ghettoizing and demeaning our 
creations then stealing them gentrifying 
our genius and then trying us on like cos-
tumes before discarding our bodies like 
reins of strange fruit. And the thing is that 
just because we’re magic, doesn’t mean 
that we’re not real.

Hollow words
The following open letter to Viewpoint 

was first sent to members of the Halifax 
County Board of Supervisors — Ed.

Dear Sir:
To even consider honoring Mitzi 

Thompson for her “pro-police,” “pro-
gun” rally is a slap in the face to all of 
the honorable, responsible, hard-working 
and underappreciated police of Halifax 
County and South Boston.

All of Ms. Thompson’s dubious quali-
ties aside, these are really the only points 
that matter:

1. When she was requested by the po-
lice to not make a presence at the Black 
Lives Matter rally, she and her “militia” 
showed up anyway, displaying a com-
plete disregard for the expressed wishes 
of police officials. In choosing to ignore 
this official request she displayed con-
tempt for the authority and responsibility 
of the police,

2. Her belief in the inability of the 
members of the police force to do their 
job without the aid of herself and her self-
styled “militia” clearly expressed disdain 
and a lack of confidence in the ability of 
the police to do their job.

3. Finally, the mere presence of Ms. 
Thompson and her self-styled “militia” 
did not in any way serve to make the work 
of the police easier ... the very reason she 
was asked to not appear.

In short, she put her personal beliefs, 
personal agenda and lack of faith in the 
police above everything else.

She has in no way, other than in hol-
low, self-serving words, done anything to 
genuinely support the police departments 
of this county and town. To honor Ms. 
Thompson is to dishonor the police.

Sincerely,
Ron Miller

Thursday, August 8, 2019
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It’s telling that amid all the 
complaints about how Vir-
ginia Democrats have violated 
citizens’ Second Amendment 
rights by ramming gun leg-
islation through the General 
Assembly, no one has taken 
the meaningful next step in 
challenging these supposedly 
unconstitutional laws.

What meaningful next step 
would this be? Glad you 
asked. It would be the same 
step Americans have taken to 
settle constitutional disputes 
since the founding of the Re-
public — since 1803, anyway, when 
the U.S. Supreme Court under Chief 
Justice John Marshall ruled in Madison 
v. Marbury that the nation’s high court, 
and state and federal courts in general, 
are the arbiters of what is legal and 
what is not. If you think a law is uncon-
stitutional, take your case to a judge (up 
successive rungs of the judicial ladder, 
provided you are granted the right to 
appeal.)

But hey, who needs the law of the 
land with a warm gun in hand?

On Tuesday night, the Board of Su-
pervisors opted to hold off on taking a 
vote to formally recognize the Halifax 
County Militia as .... um, something. 
A makeshift disaster response team? A 
citizen police force? A gaggle of heav-
ily armed citizens who can be called 
upon to intervene when the police and 
military can no longer maintain the 
peace? No one seems to be able to say.

So, good for the supervisors for slow-
walking a decision in this case. But, 
bad, bad, bad on them for bringing up 
this cockamamie resolution in the first 
place. It’s often said, in reference to 
our current president, that there’s no 
bottom. Apparently we have a similar 
problem with our Halifax County Board 
of Supervisors.

What could possibly go wrong with 
formal designation of a Halifax County 
Militia, comprised of a group of gun-
besotted local citizens who presently 
call themselves the Halifax County 
Militia? You probably wouldn’t ask that 
question if you first gave the matter ten 
seconds’ thought. Because then you 
might ask these questions, too:

» If a member of our local militia 
kills someone — as they clearly possess 
the lethal force to do, intentionally or 
unintentionally — will Halifax County 
taxpayers be on the hook for inevitable 
lawsuits?

» Does the Board of Supervisors have 
an idea in mind to grant qualified im-
munity to militia members who may 
use deadly force, wittingly or other-
wise? Because supervisors may want 
to check with the County Attorney first 
on that score. “Qualified immunity” 
is a broad legal protection granted to 
law enforcements officers and other 
public servants (but especially police) 
to shield them from civil liability in the 
performance of their official duties. If 
supervisors think members of a self-
styled citizen militia are covered under 
qualified immunity, chances are excel-
lent our supervisors also believe in the 
Tooth Fairy and Easter Bunny.

» Since the point has been raised, did 
supervisors consult with the County 
Attorney before drafting their proposed, 
and now tabled, resolution?

» Do our county leaders watch the 
news on TV? Do they really want to 
stamp the official imprimatur of Halifax 
County onto a militia movement that is 
rife with controversy and violent acts? 
Are we all Clive Bundy now? If citizens 
want to gather up their guns and go 
march in formation off in a field some-
where, fine, go for it. It’s a free country. 
But inviting these folks to wield deadly 
force in lieu of police or the militia is an 
invitation to disaster. If the Board rec-
ognizes the Halifax County Militia as 

an official paramilitary force, 
what legal leg will supervisors 
stand on when the New Black 
Panthers come calling for the 
same recognition? Just to be 
clear, this is strictly a hypo-
thetical, troll-adjacent ques-
tion. I have yet to meet a Black 
person in Halifax County (or 
anywhere else) who advocates 
armed resistance against the 
state because they don’t like 
the laws enacted by democrati-
cally elected representatives. 
Which is more than I can say 
for some people.

17-year-old Kyle Rittenhouse was 
big-time into the local militia move-
ment in his Illinois hometown. Ritten-
house is charged with gunning down 
two protestors in nearby Kenosha, 
Wisconsin with an AR-15 assault rifle. 
By all appearances, he’s one messed-up 
young person, failed at every turn by 
the adults in his orbit. (He’s also fac-
ing two first-degree murder charges.) Is 
vigilante justice something we should 
welcome in Halifax County? Let’s set 
aside the fairy tales about militia mem-
bers coming through during a natural 
disaster. Did members of the Halifax 
County Militia show up to the entirely 
peaceable (and thoroughly excellent) 
Black Lives Matter rally in South Bos-
ton with an arsenal of firearms because 
they had advance warning that an earth-
quake was about to strike?

The response of the crowd of more 
than 500 people, Black and White, that 
day to militia members in their midst 
is exactly the posture that the Board 
of Supervisors should adopt now: Ig-
nore the militia. I can’t say I have a 
major problem with recognizing Mitzi 
Thompson, its putative commander, 
with a proclamation on behalf of her 
work to organize a “Back the Blue” 
rally in the Town of Halifax on Aug. 
23. People wanted to show support for 
law enforcement, and again, that’s fine 
— but let’s not lose sight of the obvi-
ous outrages committed by police in the 
deaths of George Floyd, Breonna Tay-
lor and others. (The Kenosha protests 
were sparked by an officer who shot 
Jacob Blake seven times in the back 
as he tried to duck into his car, where 
his three young children were wait-
ing. He is now paralyzed.) The August 
rally in Halifax was entirely legitimate, 
whatever else you may personally think 
about the conduct of police departments 
around the country. (For my part, I 
struggle to square what I see and read in 
the news with the many decent individ-
uals I know in local law enforcement, 
some of whom I count as friends.) By 
approving a resolution to honor Thomp-
son on Tuesday night, supervisors did 
for her what they’ve done for thousands 
of other individuals who have gotten 
involved in county affairs. No particular 
harm in that.

By contrast, the board potentially 
invites considerable harm by formally 
recognizing a county militia — kow-
towing to unregulated, unaccountable 
movement that has no business standing 
in for police or the National Guard or 
anyone else. It’s especially madden-
ing that board members appear to have 
entertained this nonsense without do-
ing a smidgen of due diligence, legally 
speaking. We’re fortunate a few super-
visors — Stanley Brandon and William 
Bryant Claiborne most prominently 
— and citizens who spoke at the meet-
ing had the good sense and gumption 
to point out what a colossally bad idea 
this entire business is. Maybe the Board 
of Supervisors should pass a resolution 
honoring them.

 Setting aside funds for a Kevlar boot 
would be appropriate, too, given board 
members’ apparent desire to shoot 
themselves — and Halifax County — 
in the foot.

VIEWPOINT
To voice your opinions in the 
N&R, write Viewpoint,  PO 
Drawer 100, South Boston 
VA 24592 or mail@thenewsrecord.com. 

Ready, fire ... aim?

THE VIEW 
FROM 
HERE

Tom McLaughlin

Farewell to the night
A street lamp goes dark as the sun rises in the early morning sky. (David Con-
ner II photo)


