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We attended the Analyst Day for Wells Fargo & Co. (WFC) in early May—held in Charlotte this year, which 
was different than the bank’s past practice—and we must admit that we had some serious déjà vu while we 
were in the Queen City. It had been a couple of years since we spent much time in downtown Charlotte, and 
we were pleased to find the sidewalks crowded, the restaurants full, and the city back to its pre-Financial Crisis 
sense of optimism. It is seriously growing—as we were reminded when we looked out of our hotel window 
early in the morning and saw the traffic backed up on the downtown connector—and we had a fleeting thought 
about how much this scene reminded us of Atlanta. 
 
And as we found, the residents of Charlotte appreciate that comparison. In the years before Bank of America 
Corp. (BAC) and the then-Wachovia encountered their 2008 “challenges”, there was a real race with Atlanta to 
become the financial center of the South, and thus the de facto REAL center of the South—thus the mega-tall 
buildings, the NFL franchise, the booming suburbs, etc. But both Atlanta and Charlotte were laid low by the 
Meltdown—Charlotte by the near-demise of its two main financial institutions, and Atlanta by the subprime 
mortgage crisis and its devastating impact on vast swaths of homes. Both cities lagged in recovery due to the 
severity of these issues and their impacts on Southeastern banking, and the recovery (indeed, the rude health) 
of banking in the region now has brought the swagger factor back for both these towns. 
 
Indeed, the health of banking in Charlotte is not limited to its largest banks but has filtered down to the smaller 
community banks as well. We had the pleasure of meeting with a group of community bankers while we were 
there, and we found the group to be enjoying good growth in the present and to be uniformly optimistic that 
there was even better growth to come. We also learned a fact about the geography around Charlotte—that 
proximity to Lake Norman (north of Charlotte along I-77) is a very good thing, as the suburbs around the lake 
are both growing rapidly and provide an affluent base to the community banks in the area (Very like the state 
of the close environs to Lake Lanier and Lake Oconee in the Atlanta metro area).  
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We met with managers from Carolina Trust BancShares (CART), blueharbor bank (BLHK), Aquesta 
Financial Holdings (AQFH), First Bancorp (FBNC), and the interestingly named Uwharrie Capital Corp. 
(UWHR). Yes, there is a place called Uwharrie. 
 
We encountered an interesting range of banking stories and strategies. The smallest of the banks was blueharbor 
(headquartered in Mooresville, with roughly $210 million in assets) while the largest was First Bancorp of 
Southern Pines, with about $5.6 billion in assets (and an interesting history). While these banks have followed 
different paths, they largely share the conservatism and community spirit that we have long found to be a 
hallmark of North Carolina banking. 
 
We really got a “view from the ground floor” in speaking with Jim Marshall of blueharbor, and we must say 
that Mr. Marshall ranks right up there with the most conservative and level-headed bankers of our 
acquaintance. His bank was formed in 2008 with $21 million in capital and so did not fall prey to the pre-crisis 
mistakes (and did not have to accept TARP as a result), and as a third-generation banker he places the 
preservation of capital at the top of his goals. 
 
Most interestingly to us, he has resisted the usual bankerly instinct to build a large headquarters building at the 
outset, instead staying “modular for 10 years” and only now building a 30,000-square-foot building which will 
house the bank’s headquarters, an affiliated wealth manager, and a medical group as a paying tenant. Mr. 
Marshall keeps a close eye on efficiency—he still signs every check—and as a result his company has $7 million 
in assets per employee versus $3 million for peer banks. 
 
We were also pleased to catch up with Mike Mayer, the CEO of First Bank (and a long-time NationBank and 
Bank of America alumnus), a large community bank headquartered in Southern Pines, which is a town known 
to most Southerners as one of the region’s golf meccas. First Bancorp has been an aggressive acquirer of 
community franchises in the past few years, and Mr. Mayer (who has been there since 2014) has been engaged 
in making all those deals pay off during his tenure.  
 
The results of his recent efforts are certainly visible—the bank’s return on average assets has improved from 
0.79% in 1Q17 to 1.51% in the last quarter as NPAs fell (down 43 bps) and the net interest margin improved (up 
12 bps to a very respectable 4.19%), and we discussed the initiatives behind these much-improved metrics. It 
seems to have been a function of adding sources of fee income (SBA servicing, most notably) and bringing more 
emphasis to hiring experienced lenders from competitors in important markets, like Winston-Salem. They are 
also emphasizing their branding campaign— “Dream It, Do It”—and are achieving “incredible lift” in their 
rural markets from positive results in core deposit gathering. 
 
We also encountered an interesting factoid during our visit—of the 11 banks that were headquartered in 
Charlotte in 2007, only two remain standing today, and those are Bank of America and Aquesta Bank. 
Aquesta—with about $425 million in assets—is experiencing strong growth on a number of fronts, and CEO 
Jim Engel detailed his successes in picking up business from some of his larger regional competitors. The bank 
is also busily opening LPOs—Greenville is one new market, and it is “highly likely” that they will be entering 
some regional growth markets (like Charleston) in a similar fashion soon. In any case, loan growth has averaged 
20%+ (on a year-over-year basis) for the last 5 years, and the challenge is finding the deposits (and growing the 
capital) to support that growth. 
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Jerry Ocheltree of Carolina Trust and Brandan Duffey of Uwharrie also detailed their very different strategies 
for their banks. Carolina Trust (of Lincolnton) has recently completed a capital raise of $17 million to support 
its strong ongoing loan growth (the bank grew loans by $42 million in 2017—roughly 14%--and grew loans by 
$18 million in the first quarter alone). As with Aquesta, the strategy is to enter new markets through the 
acquisition of experienced lenders from local competitors, and they acknowledge a need to work on their 
efficiency ratio. But Uwharrie is pursuing a wholly different strategy—the pursuit of niches in such areas as 
hotel, non-jet aircraft, charter schools, and HELOCs, among others—and we must admit that we have seldom 
encountered such an eclectic community bank. 
 
So it was a fun day of hearing about a group of diverse companies who are competing in one of the Southeast’s 
hottest markets. We continue to marvel at the fact that so many American banks of so many sizes can be 
successful in so many different ways. While the focus of American investor attention remains centered on the 
nation’s largest banks—and indeed we spent the following day listening to the challenges faced by Wells 
Fargo—we have found that the dynamism is really encountered at the other end of the asset size spectrum. For 
those folks who are gloomy about the prospects for the American banking industry, we have to say: You really 
need to get out more. 
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