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By Bill Colvard
bcolvard@MtAiryNews.com

Just as yin balances yang and good 
counters evil, Mount Airy’s sunny 
Mayberry persona may have sprung 
from darker roots.

So say those who claim the town 
was known as “Little Chicago” for 
the prevalence of violent crime before 
morphing into America’s favorite 
hometown, Mayberry.

The origin of the Little Chicago 
moniker is difficult to pin down. The 
term was applied to many towns 
across the country.

Browsing through vintage North 
Carolina newspapers, it comes 
up in relation to Glen Hope (near 
Burlington), High Point, Gastonia, 
and others. It would seem that in 
1930, Charlotte had a push to not 
become a Little Chicago, based on 
newspaper articles in the Observer 
and the Statesville Record and 
Landmark on Nov. 20, 1930, 
according to research 
done by Kate Rauhauser-
Smith, guest services 
director at Mount Airy 
Museum of Regional 
History.

Johnson City, 
Tennessee, on the other 
hand, is quite proud 
of the designation, 
according to Rauhauser-
Smith.

The term is most often 
used to designate areas 
rife with murders and 
intimidation crimes in 
regards to alcohol and 
gambling. The local 
area’s moonshining past would fit 
in with that explanation. After all, 
Chicago gained its notoriety as a 
crime capital during Prohibition 
when organized crime stepped in to 
supply alcohol when it ceased to be 
legal.

Mentions of Mount Airy’s Little 
Chicago reputation abound — in 
places as varied as Ruth Minick’s 
Mount Airy News columns from 
the early 1990s to a website called 
murderpedia.org. What is less clear 
is whether or not the designation was 
used during the era of Capone or if it 
was applied retroactively.

But all the components were here, 
according to Rauhauser-Smith. 
A lot of people made their living 
making, selling and transporting 
moonshine, an activity that was 
illegal but also supported many 
families, a combination destined 
to cause difficulty. Revenuers and 
moonshiners played a deadly game 
of cat and mouse, with lives and 
livelihoods hanging in the balance.

“And Prohibition lasted a lot longer 
here than it did in the rest of the 
country,” said Rauhauser-Smith.

When the Museum of Regional 
History began researching a ghost 
tour in 2014, several stories turned 
up that didn’t qualify as ghost stories, 
but showed a pattern of murder 
and mayhem. They shelved those 
stories and later packaged them as 
a tour called “The Darker Side of 
Mayberry.”

The museum has since 
discontinued offering the tour after 
receiving pushback from folks taking 
the tour. Murder and mayhem in 
Mayberry disturbed them as it 
didn’t jibe with their mental image 
of America’s hometown. Though no 

longer on the museum’s roster of 
offerings, groups of 10 or more can 
call up and schedule a private tour.

One of the more interesting stories 
told on the tour is definitely Little 
Chicago material. In 1936, Mount 
Airy was the origin point for the 
second letter bomb ever sent through 
the mail. The distinction of being the 
first was only missed by two months. 

At that time, Dr. Harvey Hege’s 
dental practice was located on the 
second floor of the building which 
most recently housed Main-Oak 
Emporium. Hege’s receptionist of 
a few years left his employ after 
becoming engaged, and shortly after 
marrying and moving to Chesapeake 
Bay, she and her new husband picked 
up a package at the post office which 
they assumed to be a wedding gift. It 
blew up shortly thereafter, seriously 
injuring her and killing her husband. 
Dr. Hege was charged with the crime, 
and was found dead in his cell after 

cutting his wrist and 
jugular with the broken 
lens of his eyeglasses. 
The case gained a lot 
of attention at the time 
because the technology 
required to send a bomb 
though the mail was 
cutting-edge.

Chicago-style murder 
continued well into the 
middle of the century, 
even into the Mayberry 
days. In 1967, a man the 
museum tour refers to as 
Mr. Turnmyre, without 
giving his first name, was 
gunned down in broad 

daylight in front of the drugstore 
he owned on Franklin Street, in full 
view of a policeman. The shooter was 
committed to a mental hospital, and 
no motive was ever discovered.

Though most likely not a source 
of Mount Airy’s Little Chicago 
reputation, the town is reputedly 
home to the dining room table of Al 
Capone’s accountant and bagman, 
Jake “Greasy Thumbs” Guzik. Guests 
at Main Street’s Heart and Soul 
Bed and Breakfast can get greasy 
thumbs of their own when sitting 
down to scones and croissants at 
Guzik’s mahogany table while they 
discuss less pleasant scenes possibly 
witnessed by the imposing piece of 
furniture.

Heart and Soul’s owner, Chris 
Bastin, bought the table on Ebay 
when he was shopping for Victorian 
furniture to fill the brick mansion.

“There was a listing in Chicago for 
a mahogany table with a bid of $185, 
and no one was biting,” said Bastin. 
“It should have been gone.”

The seller assured Bastin he had 
bought the table at an estate sale, it 
was too big for him to use (that was 
good news, Bastin’s dining room is 
huge) and so it had been sitting in a 
barn for 12 years. Only after Bastin 
made the purchase did the seller tell 
him the estate sale was that of Al 
Capone’s accountant. He told Bastin 
he couldn’t advertise the connection 
because he had no documentation to 
prove Guzik had used the table, but 
he had bought it from his estate sale.

It cost Bastin much more to get the 
table shipped than it did to purchase 
it, but ever since it arrived five 
years ago, a piece of the big Chicago 
resides in the little one.

Reach Bill Colvard at 336-415-4699.
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Murder and mayhem in ‘Little Chicago’

Jake “Greasy Thumbs” Guzik 
was Al Capone’s accountant and 
bagman. A dining room table 
thought to be his has made 
its way from the big Chicago 
to the little one, and can be 
seen at Heart and Soul Bed and 
Breakfast.

Mount Airy’s Main Street is seen in this photo from the Mount Airy Museum of Region History’s collection as it appeared in the ’30s or ’40s.

Seen here is a captured 1940s liquor still. From left are Surry County Sheriff (1942-1954) Sam 
Patterson, also known as “Handshaking Sam,” Charlie Montgomery, Gene Jackson and Roy (Snuffy) 
Smith.

Turnmyre’s Drugstore, the site of a broad daylight shooting, is seen here in a photo from the 1950s.

This photograph of a Prohibition-era captured still and bootleg whiskey was taken on the northwestern 
side of the central business district of Mount Airy’s Main Street. According to Mount Airy Museum of 
Regional History curator Amy Snyder, the photo is marked “early 1900s.” Snyder believes the photo 
is from the early ’20s to the early 40s as AG Bowman was no longer located on Main Street in the 
late ’40s.

Photo from collection of Mount Airy Museum of Regional History

Courtesy photo | myalcaponemuseum.com
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Big museum, small town
Museum chronicles life through the ages

By Bill Colvard
bcolvard@MtAiryNews.com

The Mount Airy 
Museum of Regional 
History is a lot of 

museum for a small city.
A lot of small cities 

have a museum of some 
sort, and according to 
guest services director 

Kate Rauhauser-Smith, 
it’s usually a historic 
house that’s been 
preserved and tells the 
story of the family that 
lived there.

“But four floors of 
exhibits in a town 
of 10,000 people is 
unheard of,” she said. 
“This community is very 
lucky the people who 
founded this museum 
had the resources, and 
they did it.”

The museum’s website 
says Surry County’s 
story is typical of how 
communities grew up 
all across the nation. 
“While our story takes 
place in the back 
country of northwestern 
North Carolina at the 
foot of the Blue Ridge 
Mountains, it is likely to 
bear many similarities 
to the development 
of crossroads, towns, 
and cities throughout 
America.”

But though the 
collective story may be 
typical, each individual 
story is unique, and the 
museum is dedicated to 
collecting those stories.

“We are actively 
asking people to ‘please 
bring us your stuff.’ 
You don’t have to give 
it to us. Just bring it in. 
Let us document and 
digitize it, and then you 
can take it home with 
you.”

Museum curator Amy 
Snyder spends time 
every week digitizing 
those items.

“We have stories that 
would have been thrown 
away otherwise,” said 
Rauhauser-Smith.

“It’s the part of history 
your grandmother made. 
It’s the part of history 
you made. The clubs and 
the schools are just as 
important as the office-
holders. That’s what 
creates community. 
What the ladies clubs 
did is the heart of the 
community.”

The museum’s 
permanent exhibits 
provide a trip back in 
time, from the natural 
history of the region 
to the world’s largest 
open-face granite 
quarry, to an authentic 
reproduction of a log 
cabin; a turn-of-the-
century general store, a 
gallery on fire fighters 

that includes a 1916, 
1926 and 1946 fire 
truck, all used by the 
City of Mount Airy. A 
trip to the observation 
room, located at the 
top of the museum’s 
clock tower, provides 
a view of surrounding 
mountains.

“It’s difficult to 
envision a story 
you can’t see,” said 
Rauhauser-Smith. “Here 
you can see it.”

Recent exhibits have 
focused on interactive 
experiences to appeal 
to younger people who 
absorb information in 
that way.

“Next year is the 
250th anniversary of 
Surry County,” said 
Rauhauser-Smith. 
“That’s a big one. We’re 
planning that with 
stakeholders throughout 
the county.”

The museum’s mission 
statement, adopted in 

1995 — The purpose of 
the Mount Airy Museum 
of Regional History is 
to collect, preserve and 
interpret the natural, 
historic, and artistic 
heritage of the region 

—continues to guide 
the direction of the 
museum.

Reach Bill Colvard at 336-415-

4699.

Courtesy Mount Airy Museum of Regional History

The region’s rich tobacco history is one of many stories preserved at the Mount Airy Museum of 
Natural History. here, Owner and auctioneer Vance Dearmin is identified as the man standing head 
and shoulders above the crowd of buyers as he prepares to auction rows of leaf in the Liberty 
Warehouse in this circa 1950s photo. Dearmin grew up in Quakers Gap, Stokes County. He married 
Mary Clarice Simmons whose father owned RK Simmons warehouse on Moore Ave where he worked 
for many years before building Liberty. The family moved to Westfield in the 1940s.

Courtesy Mount Airy Museum of Regional History

In 1947, when there were not enough funds to build a needed gym/
auditorium, students, faculty, and members of the community 
raised $2,000 and the Surry County school board added $4,000. 
Then, in a series of events that reads like a Hollywood movie, LH 
Jones got the state to provide a teacher in the “trowel trades” 
who taught the students to do everything from making the 
cement blocks to laying the brick. The finished building was 
valued at $30,000 and still serves as a community resource.

Courtesy Mount Airy Museum of Regional History

Paul Brown playing with the late Tommy Jarrell, an internationally 
known and widely influential old time musician. Brown, who hosts 
a weekly NPR show dedicated to old time music, studied Tommy 
Jarrell’s musical style for several years.

Courtesy Mount Airy Museum of Regional History

The war time lives of local residents who served, often times far 
from home, is among those stories preserved and told at the 
museum. Here Thomas Martin Haynes, born in Carroll County, 
Virginia, is pictured. He grew up in Mount Airy where his father, 
Calvin, farmed and did odd jobs. On Oct. 18, 1918 he fought in the 
Battle of Courtrai in northern France and was wounded, earning 
the 20-year-old a Purple Heart. Like many of his comrades, he 
never saw it, his family only receiving the medal in 2017. Haynes 
survived the war but was frequently ill for the remainder of his 
life, something many WWI soldiers who had been on the poison-
soaked fields suffered.

Courtesy Mount Airy Museum of Regional History

Even more recent history is chronicled at the museum. Here is a picture of local firefighters battling a blaze which destroyed Mount Airy Furniture Factory on June 9, 1997.

Courtesy Mount Airy Museum of Regional History

Pictures are often made on special occasions such as birthdays 
and anniversaries. It’s not certain what occasion brought Ruth 
Johnson, Nannie Woodruff, ‘Aunt’ Bettie Burrus, Ella Holcomb, 
and Louise Johnson together at Bettie’s Rockford home about 
1935. The flowers in Bettie’s lap, likely from the family business, 
Woodruff’s Flowers, suggest it was a special day for her. This is 
the sort of information, of regular daily life, that is preserved at 
the museum.

Courtesy Mount Airy Museum of Regional History

Guests of White Sulphur Springs enjoyed relaxation in many forms: cards, excursions to the 
mountains, dancing, hunting and boating among them. In 1895 rates were advertised as $20 per 
month, $6 per week, $1.50 per day for adults. Half that for children and servants.
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CTE programs prepare kids for life
By Jeff Linville
jlinville@mtairynews.com

“We are trying to fill 
the gap between a high 
school diploma and busi-
ness and industry. Stu-
dents need experience, 
certifications and cre-
dentials. It’s important 
for them to know what 
their plan is.”

These words came 
from Surry County 
Schools’ Dr. Jill Rein-
hardt, assistant superin-
tendent for curriculum 
and instruction. They 
sum up a growing con-
cern among many par-
ents across the country 
that school systems have 
been leaning more and 
more toward getting 
kids ready for college 
and not offering much 
for the ones who don’t 
go off to a university.

Surry County Schools 
and Mount Airy City 
Schools are proving 
they have plenty to offer 
students in the Career 
and Technical Education 
(CTE) field.

Surry County Schools 
said that students can 
earn credentials or cer-
tifications through tak-
ing CTE courses. The 
district shared its CTE 
credential totals as of 
the start of March.

East Surry had 207 
students earning 359 
total credentials/certifi-
cations/awards. North 
Surry had 225 students 
earning 374 credentials/
certifications/awards. 
Surry Central had 152 
students earning 205 
credentials/certifica-
tions/awards.

That comes to a total 
of 583 students and 938 
achievements. Add in a 
handful from the Surry 
Early College, and the 
total is 591 students 
and 943 honors. This is 
drastically up from the 
previous high in 2016-17 
of 164 students and 318 
achievements.

Credentials that can 
be earned through Surry 
County Schools include:

Adobe Certified Asso-
ciate — Illustrator CC, 
Photoshop CC, Premiere 
Pro CC, Dreamweaver 
and InDesign CC

AutoCAD Certified 
User

CNA
Construction 10-Hour 

OSHA
CPR
First Aid
EverFi (Personal 

Finance Certification)
Health Science 

10-Hour OSHA
NC Hunter Safety 

Course
NC Beef Quality 

Assurance
Microsoft — Access 

2016 Specialist, Excel 
2016 Specialist, Pow-
erPoint 2016 Specialist 
and Word Specialist

National Health Sci-
ence Assessment

NCCER — Carpentry 
I, Carpentry II and Core 
& Sustainable

Pre-Professional 
Assessment and Certifi-
cation in Food Science 
Fundamentals

ServSafe
Venture (Entrepre-

neurship Certification)
W!se (Financial Lit-

eracy Certification)
Note that 86.4% of 

the students enrolled 
in a course that had an 
industry-recognized 
credential obtained the 
credential compared to 
77.4% at the state level.

Three students earned 
five certifications/cre-
dentials, including East 
Surry’s Sarah Chaney 
who has reached six.

The CTE concentra-
tor graduation rate in 
Surry County Schools is 
99.2%.

Outside help
Mount Airy City 

School’s Dr. Phillip 
Brown, chief academic 
officer and head of 
human resources, said 
the district has two dif-
ferent business advisory 
committees that work 
with the school system. 
The large group, made 
up of business leaders 
from many different 
fields, offers advice in 
general for the schools, 
while a smaller breakout 
group works specifically 
in the CTE field.

The smaller group 
has been reviewing the 
internship handbook 
and helping teachers 
better understand the 
interview process for 
prospective employees. 
Brown said that Kendra 
Clabo, regional director 
of Workforce Unlim-
ited, is the leader of the 
group.

“We can’t create 
apprentices and push 
them into the business 
world,” said Dr. Brown. 
There has to be needs 
identified first, then 
school officials can work 
with businesses to fill 
those needs.

The Surry County 
Schools’ Business Advi-
sory Executive Council 
met Nov. 8.

“The purpose is for 
schools to meet the 
needs of business and 
industry,” said council 
chairman John Priddy. 
“I once heard a saying, 
‘If it is to be, it’s up 
to me. Farming is not 
the same as it was for 
our grandparents, and 
manufacturing is not the 
same. We want kids to 
see careers are there for 
them to succeed.”

“This is something 
we have been doing 
for years,” Dr. Travis 
Reeves, superintendent 
of Surry County Schools, 
said of the council meet-
ing. “We want the same 
opportunities for rural 
North Carolina as urban 
North Carolina and stu-
dents making informed 
choices.”

Business partners 
were divided into groups 
and toured the CTE labs 
at Surry Central, includ-
ing the culinary lab, 
the animal science lab, 
Project Lead the Way 
(PLTW), the construc-
tion lab, health science 
lab, digital media labs, 
and business classes.

“PLTW is a national 
program,” said Dr. Rein-
hardt. “As their culmi-
nating project, students 
pick an industry partner 
to solve a problem and 
work on the project. 
They present what they 
learn. Some have even 
been able to market 
their products. We want 
kids to figure out there 
are problems to solve in 
companies and in our 
world. They will know 
what to do because of 
the training and prepara-
tion they have had while 
in high school.”

City CTE
PLTW is new at 

Mount Airy High School 
this year, under teacher 
Garrett Howlett, said 
Dr. Brown. MAHS also 
has Suzanne Bumgard-
ner leading engineering 
and design and Andrea 
Brown teaching digital 
media and career devel-
opment. Larry Davis is 
the director of the CTE 
program at the high 
school.

The health science 

pathway is the most 
used side of CTE at 
MAHS, noted Brown. 
Students can graduate 
already prepared to be a 
pharmacy tech or nurs-
ing assistant. Many of 
these student then go on 
to further their educa-
tion elsewhere such as 
Surry Community Col-
lege.

The school HOSA 
(Health Occupations 
Students of America) 
organization has won 
many awards over the 
years, and the classes 
have been so popular 
that the school had to 
add another teacher 
two years ago, Brown 
said. Now Lynn Snow 
and Tammy Whitt teach 
health classes at the high 
school.

Furthermore, the 
offerings were expanded 
down to Mount Airy 
Middle School under 
teacher Jennifer Epper-
son, making the MAMS 
one of just a handful of 
middle schools in the 
state to offer HOSA.

In February 2018, 
MACS hired Catrina 
Alexander to be the 
career development 
coordinator at the 
middle school, a new 
position that works in 
tandem with the high 
school’s CTE program 
to expose students to 
career possibilities.

Alexander said she 
is working to create 
a career-exploration 
culture for grades 6-8, 
and she can even start 
working some with fifth-
graders at Jones Inter-
mediate.

“Students@Work is a 
job-shadowing and job-
mentoring initiative,” 
according to the website 
for the N.C. Business 
Committee for Educa-
tion, ncbce.org/students-
at-work. “The goal of 
Students@Work is to 
expose middle school 

students to career path-
way options.”

“Dream it. Do It.” is 
an initiative through 
the Piedmont Triad 
Regional Council that 
helps connect local man-
ufacturers, schools, com-
munity colleges, commu-
nity-based organizations 
and other stakeholders, 
said Alexander. This is 
another resource for the 
city schools to utilize.

The Career and 
Technical Education 
Showcase at the end 
of the last school year 
gave grades 6-8 grades a 
chance to see what was 
happening in CTE at the 
high school.

One well-known offer-
ing at the high school 
is its partnership with 
Richard Childress Rac-
ing.

Every other Friday 
these students go down 
to RCR and are paired 
with an engineer in a 
field they are interested 
in, said Brown. Someone 
interested in the bio-
medical field might be 
looking at how science 
can regulate the body 
temperature of a driver 

inside a hot car. Others 
might be interested in 
mechanical or electri-
cal engineering and see 
how the car constructed, 
while a computer engi-
neering could see the 
advancements in ana-
lyzing car efficiency in 
testing.

The students in the 
program have been 
invited to attend the 
Coca Cola 600 race in 
Charlotte in the sum-
mer, Brown said.

Droning on
Also new this year 

under Garrett Howlett 
are classes dealing 
with drone technol-
ogy. Brown said there 
are maybe a half dozen 
schools in the state’s 115 

school systems offering 
something like this.

The Unmanned Aerial 
Systems classes teach 
students how drones are 
constructed and how to 
build one, how they fly, 
and basic flight instruc-
tion. As the students 
progress, eventually kids 
can earn an FAA license 
to pilot unmanned 
crafts.

Brown joked that 
drone tech is a field that 
is really taking off and 
flying high.

Applications in real 
estate is obvious, but 
also drones could be 
used to perform home 
inspections, keep up 
with repair projects like 
roof work or HVAC sys-
tems.

He said that the 
school received a dona-
tion from a group down 
around Lake Norman 
that allowed the school 
to buy a $1,000 drone. 
This group performs 
monthly inspection of 
HUD housing in its area, 
and drones can help 
cover a wide area of 
exterior inspections to 
go with the door-to-door 

interior work.
Fire personnel can 

use a drone to monitor 
a blaze or a controlled 
burn to keep track of 
where the flames might 
spread, Brown said.

“Kids can come up 
with ideas we never 
thought of,” he added.

Right now the classes 
are full with a waiting 
list.

“What kid wouldn’t 
want to take this?”

On April 23, Google 
affiliate Wing Avia-
tion announced it had 
received federal approv-
al allowing it to make 
commercial deliveries by 
drone.

It’s the first time a 
company has gotten a 
federal air carrier certifi-
cation for drone deliver-
ies.

Wing said the approv-
al from the Federal 
Aviation Administra-
tion “means that we 
can begin a commercial 
service delivering goods 
from local businesses 
to homes in the United 
States,” starting in part 
of Virginia later this 
year.

Drone usage in the 
U.S. has grown rapidly 
in some industries such 
as utilities, pipelines and 
agriculture.

The federal govern-
ment recently estimated 
that about 110,000 
commercial drones 
were operating in the 
U.S., and that number 
is expected to zoom to 
about 450,000 in 2022.

Construction Day
A big hit a year ago 

was an event that wasn’t 
even started by school 
officials.

Jody Phillips, vice 
president of Smith-
Rowe, organized a day 
where kids could come 
outside and get a look at 
some of the equipment 
and work examples of 
businesses in Surry 
County that are looking 
for good workers.

Jody Phillips and 
many of his fellow busi-
nessmen showed the 
kids what there is to 
offer, said Brown. “Some 
kids got to run a small 
excavator, which scared 
me, but the kids did 
great with it.”

Many of these busi-
nesses are intercon-
nected like contractors 
who construct buildings, 

HVAC crews who put 
in heating and cooling, 
plumbers who connect 
all the water/sewer lines, 
he pointed out. These 
are fields that can lead 
to a lucrative career.

Phillips recently 
sent out a letter to his 
business friends about 
another event this year.

“We are looking 
forward to seeing each 
of you at our Construc-
tion Trades Career Day 
on Friday, May 10, at 
Veterans Memorial 
Park in Mount Airy. We 
hope this event will get 
middle and high school 
students interested in 
the construction trades 
jobs that are available 
right here in Surry 
County. Students will 
be coming from Mount 
Airy City Schools, North 
Surry, Surry Central, 
East Surry, Surry Early 
College and Elkin City 
Schools for this event.”

Vendors will show up 
around 7:30 a.m. and be 
ready to greet students 
at 8:30 a.m. The kids 
will be at the park until 
12:30 p.m.

About 500 students 
came out to last year’s 
event, and from the 
popularity, Phillips is 
expecting it could be 
closer to 750 students 
this year.

Among the businesses 
he expected to partici-
pate this year are:

AES, Applied Poly-
merics, Blue Ridge 
Concrete, Carl Rose 
Paving, Carolina CAT, 
Carports Central, City 
Public Works, Colt Sim-
mons Construction, 
Cooke Rentals, Cooke 
Trucking, Forsyth Tech, 
Frank Welch and Sons, 
Friendly Heating and 
Cooling, Hayco, Horizon 
Rentals, Insteel,

JG Coram, JR Lynch 
and Sons, James River 
Equipment, Johnson 
Granite, Linder Equip-
ment, Lowes, McNeely 
Pest Control, Mountain 
River Trucking, Mt. 
Airy Equipment, Mount 
Airy Fire Department, 
Mount Airy Rescue 
Squad, Omega, Otten-
weller, Pike, PRS, 
Smith-Rowe, Sowers 
Construction, Steve 
Tate and Son Plumbing, 
Surry-Yadkin EMC, U.S. 
Army – NC National 
Guard, Ultimate Tow-
ing.

Bill Colvard

Noah Barr, a Surry Early College student, operates a “mini-excavator” under the watchful eye of 
Nathan Thomas, a Smith-Rowe project manager, during an inaugural Construction Trades Career 
Day at Veterans Memorial Park last year. The second Career Day is coming up May 10.

Bill Colvard

From left, Audra Johnson, Surry Central business marketing teacher, Jennifer Slate, marketing 
manager for Johnson Granite, and Brian Johnson, CEO/president of Johnson Granite, chat at a table 
topped with granite with an enormous piece of granite in the background.

Submitted photo

Surry Central students are hard at work in construction class 
when business leaders tour the campus.



By Jeff Linville
jlinville@mtairynews.com

Surry County has a 
strong tourism indus-
try, but what can local 
schools do to prepare 
children for openings in 
this field?

Well, all these visitors 
have to eat, so one idea 
is to teach students what 
it is like to work in a 
restaurant-grade kitchen.

Nov. 15 was a monu-
mental celebration of the 
official grand opening 
for the Surry Central 
High School’s new 
Culinary Lab, noted Dr. 
Tracey Lewis, director 
of communications for 
Surry County Schools.

The culinary lab has 
been years in the mak-
ing, according to Dr. 
Jill Reinhardt, assistant 
superintendent for Surry 
County Schools, and 
Sabrina Wilmoth, family 
and consumer science 
teacher at Surry Central.

Longtime school board 
member Earlie Coe 
said, “The Surry County 
Board of Education 
prides itself on personal-
ized learning, and we 
have been at the fore-
front of hands-on learn-
ing for some time now. 
We are extremely proud 
of what Mrs. Wilmoth 

and her students will do 
going forward.”

“Our students now 
have the opportunity to 
work and learn in a true 
commercial kitchen,” 
said Wilmoth. “They are 
planning, preparing and 
serving full meals, along 
with upscale desserts. 
They are gaining skills, 
knowledge and work 
experience that is need-
ed to fill job openings. 
They are also developing 
and building portfolios 
for college applications, 
job interviews and paid 
internships.”

“Over the past two 
years, we accomplished 
many things despite the 
fact that we were try-
ing to run a commercial 
catering business out of 
a residential lab,” said 
Mamie Smith, a Surry 
Central junior.

“At times we had mul-
tiple things to bake, but 
only two of the ovens 
had a convection set-
ting, and even then, they 
could only hold two pans 
each,” added classmate 
Marleny Nolasco.

“Hanover Research 
has shared research with 
us that just three occupa-
tions in Surry County 
can expect growth at 
or equal to 25 percent 
between 2014 and 2024; 
two of which are in hos-
pitality and tourism,” 
said Dr. Travis Reeves, 
county superintendent.

“That is one of the 
reasons this culinary lab 
is so important,” he said. 
“Our board of education 
has been committed to 
providing the funding 
to create relevant learn-
ing opportunities for 
students. These students 
are gaining relevant 
skills that have implica-
tions for lots of business-
es and industries, and 
they will be equipped 
to market themselves 

and their skill sets when 
competing for jobs.”

“An unknown author 
wrote, ‘Eating is a neces-
sity but cooking is an 
art,’” Reeves quoted.

Catching up with 
the teacher at the end 
of April, Wilmoth said 
that since the new lab 
opened, “our students 
have successfully catered 
27 events, 31 students 
have passed the National 
Restaurant Association’s 
ServSafe Food Protec-
tion Manager Certifica-
tion, and three of our 
students have started 
working catering events 
within the community 
through our culinary 
program.”

“On May 10, ten of 
our culinary students 
will be traveling to Char-
lotte to visit Johnson and 
Wales University to learn 
about degree options in 
the fields of business, 
culinary arts, and bak-
ing and pasty arts,” said 
Wilmoth. “We are very 
proud and grateful for 
our state-of-the-art com-
mercial kitchen. Our stu-
dents are learning how 
to cook on restaurant-
quality equipment.”

City plans
This type of kitchen 

workspace is what 
Mount Airy City Schools 
has in mind for its new 
headquarters on River-
side Drive.

Mount Airy High 
School doesn’t have the 
space or equipment to 
operate a full culinary 
lab, but that should be 
changing through some 
plans announced over 
the winter.

In January, the Pied-
mont Triad Regional 
Council approached the 
Mount Airy Board of 
Commissioners about 
a downtown culinary 
school for low-income 
residents.

In February, the 
Mount Airy Board of 

Education discussed 
plans to relocate and 
expand its culinary class-
es within the new central 
office building across 
from Riverside Park.

In late December, the 
school administrators 
moved from the Rawley 
Avenue office to the 
former Pike and also 
Crossroads building on 
the corner of Riverside 
Drive and Independence 
Boulevard.

The building had 
enough space to give 
offices for staff members, 
a large public meeting 
room for the school 
board and classroom 
space in the back right 
corner for use by groups 
such as Surry Communi-
ty College’s Continuing 
Education classes.

The back left corner of 
the building has been a 
large, open storage space 
so far, but now a plan 
is being kicked around 
to turn a few thousand 
square feet into a com-
mercial kitchen for use 
by Mount Airy High 
School.

Dr. Kim Morrison, 
city schools superinten-
dent, said that the same 
regional council that 
has spoken to the city 
has also approached the 
school system. There 
is an opportunity for 
Mount Airy City Schools 
to apply for a grant up 
to $350,000 to create 
this commercial-quality 
kitchen.

How big an area is she 
talking about?

Morrison said that 
could depend on what 
the city Board of Com-
missioners decides to 
do with the idea the 
Piedmont commission 
proposed about an adult 
kitchen downtown. If 
that plan falls through, 
perhaps the council 
would work with the 
schools to create a big-
ger kitchen area — up to 

3,500 square feet — that 
could be used for both 
purposes.

Matthew Dolge, 
Piedmont commission 
executive director, said 
in January that a down-
town culinary institute 
could also serve Surry 
Community College 
and local schools. While 
the school would be 
non-profit in nature, the 
concept includes pursu-
ing revenue-producing 
opportunities to sup-
port its operations. This 
might involve bidding 
on Meals on Wheels 
contracts, providing food 
services for local schools 
and catering.

Regardless of whether 
any culinary institute 
opens in the Spencer’s 
area, the school system 
has a need for more 
kitchen space than its 
current location in the 
Career and Technical 
Education Building on 
campus. Also that build-
ing is listed high on the 
school’s wish list for 
renovation, which could 
interrupt classes held 
inside.

Is there a demand 
from students for such 
an expansion of the culi-
nary offerings?

The classes are 
full every semester, 
answered Dr. Philip 
Brown, executive direc-
tor of teaching and 
learning.

Is there a job market 
for these students? Does 
a job in this field pay a 

living wage?
School board member 

Wendy Carriker said that 
this program is geared 
toward kids who aren’t 
looking at a four-year 
school and may not even 
be thinking of a two-year 
school. They can take 
classes in high school 
and earn a certification 
while seeing if this is 
something they want to 
pursue as a career. There 
are higher levels of learn-
ing available if they find 
they like this field.

The CNA program is 
sort of like this, added 
Morrison. Mount Airy 
High School students 
can take health occupa-
tions classes to become 
certified nursing assis-
tants. If this field appeals 
to them, then students 
can go for college train-
ing to become a license 
practical nurse and then 
later a registered nurse 
and even a registered 
nurse practitioner.

Morrison noted that 
the Second Harvest Food 
Bank of Northwest N.C. 
has reached out about a 
chance to partner with 
the schools. Second 
Harvest could provide 
ingredients that students 
use to prepare dishes.

Morrison admitted 
that discussions with 
Piedmont Triad Regional 
Council and Second 
Harvest are quite recent 
and that further talks 
should take place so she 
can provide more facts at 
future board meetings.
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Surry Central debuts new culinary lab
Mount Airy planning its own expansion

Surry County Schools
Bill Goins, Central Middle School principal and a county 
commissioner, tries a treat served by Surry Central sophomore 
Megan Atkins.

Surry County Schools

Marleny Nolasco, left, and 
Mamie Smith demonstrate 
how to make turkey cupcakes 
to guests at the grand opening 
of Surry Central’s new kitchen.

Surry-Yadkin co-op 
stands the test of time

More than 14,000 Surry households get power from SYEMC

By John Cate
jcate@mtairynews.com

DOBSON — The next 
time you lose a mobile 
data connection in rural 
Surry County, try to 
imagine what life would 
be like if there were not 
only no 4G LTE service 
at your location, but not 
even electrical service.

There are people still 
living who can remember 
when that was a fact of 
life for virtually everyone 
more than a few miles 
outside of Mount Airy or 
Elkin.

Born out of a 
Depression-era govern-
ment program, the 
Surry-Yadkin Electrical 
Membership Corpora-
tion has soldiered on 
for nearly 78 years and 
counting, growing up 
with the region and 
steadily keeping up 
with the times. Today, 
the “co-op,” as it has 
been commonly known 
for decades, maintains 
roughly 4,000 miles of 
power lines throughout 
seven counties. As of the 
end of 2017, it served a 
total of 28,120 custom-
ers. A little over half of 
these, 2,032 miles serv-
ing 14,273 customers, 
were located in Surry 
County. Stokes, Wilkes 
and Yadkin counties all 
had between 12 and 17 

percent of the lines and 
accounts, while small 
parts of Alleghany and 
Forsyth counties also 
receive service from 
SYEMC.

It is now, as it was 
then, a marriage of tech-
nology and the communi-
ty spirit of the people of 
rural Surry County and 
the Yadkin Valley.

During the 1930s, 
electrical service to rural 
areas was considered 
virtually unfeasible. At 
the time, the technol-
ogy used in cities for 
service could carry only 
low levels of voltage, 
about 2,300 volts, and 
was not effective more 
than four miles from the 
source. Extending such 
a network beyond urban 
centers was not cost-
effective.

It was part of Presi-
dent Franklin D. Roo-
sevelt’s “New Deal” 
legislation that made 
it possible. The Rural 
Electrification Act of 
1936 was one of several 
nationwide infrastruc-
ture projects that was 
designed to get Ameri-
can workers off the 
unemployment rolls. One 
of the Act’s provisions 
provided funding for 
implementing a much 
more robust 7,200-volt 
network, capable of car-
rying an acceptable level 

of power up to 40 miles 
from the source.

A group of citizens, 
mostly farmers, had seen 
the Rural Electrification 
Act bring electricity to 
neighboring regions, 
and founded the Surry-
Yadkin EMC on July 
1, 1940, receiving their 
first government loan 
during that month, for 
$250,000 that led to the 
construction of its first 
200 miles of lines. On 
February 22, 1941, the 
co-op electrified its first 
power lines, serving 750 
members.

Anyone living in the 
service area who wanted 
home electrical service 
was able to join. The fee 
to join the cooperative 
was just $5 ($90.79 in 
2019 dollars).

Electrification of rural 
locations was an immedi-
ate boon to local farmers, 
allowing them to imple-
ment modern technolo-
gies that helped increase 
production and get their 
crops to market faster. 
Because the co-ops are 
non-profit companies 
and effectively owned 
by their membership, 
the service is provided 
at actual cost. In fact, 
any profit left over after 
operating costs are met 
is refunded to the co-op’s 
members. SYEMC even 
makes efforts to refund 

credits to former mem-
bers who move out of the 
area.

A total of 26 such orga-
nizations are in opera-
tion in North Carolina 
today, all of them part 
of NC Electric Coopera-
tives, and most dating 
back to the 1940s. These 
co-ops provide electricity 
to more than 2.5 mil-
lion North Carolinians, 
roughly 24 percent of the 
state’s population, cov-
ering almost half of its 
land area. Collectively, 
they own numerous and 
diverse sources of elec-
trical power, including a 
61 percent share in Unit 
1 of the Catawba Nuclear 
Station in York, S.C.

Initially, the co-ops 
sourced most of their 
power from fossil fuels, 
such as coal and oil, but 
have made concerted 
effort to reduce their 
carbon footprint by uti-
lizing both zero-emission 
(nuclear) and renewable 
(hydroelectric and solar) 
energy sources. Today, 
co-ops in North Carolina 
derive just 35 percent of 
their energy from fossil 
fuels, 29 percent from oil 
and gas and six percent 
from coal. About 55 

percent comes from the 
nuclear plant, with solar 
and other renewables at 
five percent. Hydroelec-
tric power and purchases 
from other power suppli-
ers make up the remain-
ing five percent.

Locally, the Surry-Yad-
kin co-op expanded into 
solar energy with the 
addition of a solar farm 
on West Wilmoth Road 
in Dobson, which gener-
ates enough electricity to 
power up to 30 homes. 
In addition, the solar 
farm is used for teaching 
purposes and is often 
toured by local students.

The co-op is always 
seeking new ways of 
providing power to its 
members at a lower cost, 
with a focus on efficiency 
and reliability. In 2014, 
SYEMC upgraded the 
carrier line between its 
Mount Airy and West-
field Substations from 
44,000 watts to 100,000, 
which allowed them to 
install a new 100,000-
watt delivery point at the 
Mount Airy location last 
fall. Currently, the West-
field Substation is being 
upgraded as well, with 
the installation of a 15 
megavolt ampere (MVA) 

transformer at a cost of 
$357,000.

By the end of 2020, 
the co-op hopes to have 
another substation 
completed, this one at 
Double Creek, along 
with a four-mile trans-
mission line between it 
and Westfield.

During one expan-
sion, long-time General 
Manager Greg Puckett 
commented that “tech-
nology is growing so 
fast within our com-
pany, it just amazes 
me the changes we are 
seeing,” and the com-
mitment to providing 
better service with 
state-of-the-art technolo-
gies is ongoing, both 
here and in other co-ops 
around the state. Last 
year, they collectively 
reported a 99.93 per-
cent up-time rate, and at 
SYEMC, the company 
makes frequent updates 
through a variety of 
media, keeping mem-
bers informed of out-
ages and the progress in 
getting power restored. 
Modern power meters 
can often make the com-
pany aware of outages 
even before they are 
reported by customers.

SYEMC Photo

The Surry-Yadkin Electrical Membership Corporation was founded in 1940 through one of the 
country’s Depression-era programs, and is still going strong today, serving more than 28,000 
customers in seven counties.



S8

2019 PROGRESS Mount Airy NewsP8    Tuesday, April 30, 2019

By Cory Smith
csmith@mtairynews.com

The world in which we 
live is more connected 
than at any other point 
in history. The digital 
age has made intercon-
tinental communication 
commonplace, increased 
access to the internet to 
near-universal standards 
in parts of the world, 
and introduced techno-
logical advancements 
that seemed unfathom-
able just decades prior.

Our lifestyle of smart 
products, including cars, 
phones, and assistants, 
wouldn’t be possible 
without the actions 
of our ancestors. The 
advancements of the 
not-so-distant past 
focused less on bringing 
the world together, but 
rather dreamt of making 
cross-county contact. 
Companies in the mid-
1900s paved the way for 
the advancements we 
use every day.

The Surry Telephone 
Membership Corpora-
tion is one of these piv-
otal establishments.

The cooperative was 
founded in 1951 with 
the goal of connecting 
Surry County with the 
new technology available 
to the masses following 
the World War II. Just 
as communication and 
the correlating technolo-
gies have adapted over 
the years, so has Surry 
Telephone.

To better understand 
the current state and 
future of the now-brand-
ed Surry Communica-
tions, it’s important to 
know the circumstances 
surrounding the com-
pany’s proud past.

Humble Beginnings
The groundwork 

for democratized com-
munication in the rural 
Surry County commu-
nity began nearly 16 
years prior to the the 
cooperative’s creation in 
1951. President Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt’s New 
Deal was the driving 
force behind the spread 
of electricity to rural 
areas across the nation. 
On May 11, 1935, FDR 
issued Executive Order 

7037 to established the 
Rural Electrification 
Administration (RDA). 
A year later, Congress 
passed the Rural Electri-
fication Act to support 
Roosevelt’s act.

A big supporter of 
the REA’s mission was 
former North Carolina 
Commissioner of Agri-
culture W. Kerr Scott. 
According to the Edwin 
A. Clement’s book “The 
North Carolina Tele-
phone Story,” Scott was 
the first North Caro-
linian to make public 
addresses advocating 
rural electrification. He 
did so as a member of 
the North Carolina Rural 
Electrification Authority 
before being elected gov-
ernor on Nov. 2, 1948.

Part of Kerr’s cam-
paign centered on a 
“Go Forward Program,” 
included goals of adding 
power and telephone 
services to rural areas 
during his four years. 
A meeting was held on 
Feb. 20, 1949, featuring 
representatives of all 
telephone companies, 
REA Administrator 
Gwyn Price, and Farm 
Bureau Secretary Flake 
Shaw among other par-
ticipants.

In his book, Clement 
stated that the confer-
ence resulted in an 
agreement with the gov-
ernor to provide 5,000 
rural telephones each 
year of his administra-
tion provided adequate 
funds were available to 
cover the abnormal costs 
of rural construction. 
Fast-forward to January 
5, 1951, and the Surry 
Telephone Membership 
Corporation had just 
received its charter of 
Incorporation.

Evolution of Rural 
Communication

The local firm’s 
website states that the 
company offered its first 
dial tone to 192 mem-
bers in the Level Cross 
Exchange by November 
of 1954. Three more 
exchanges were serviced 
by 1957 to incorporate 
nearly 1,100 people 
in the communities of 
Beulah, Westfield, and 
Zephyr. Members used 
party lines at this time, 
putting nearly eight par-
ties per line.

Modern technology 
seems to be evolving 
every day. New products 

that were unimaginable 
a decade ago are now 
commonplace in most 
homes. The same was 
true as the coooperative 
grew. Whether it be for 
leisure, convenience, 
or just to connect the 
world, the need to con-
stantly evolve is what 
drove the company 
forward as the times 
changed.

Chief Executive Offi-
cer Curtis Taylor has 
been with Surry Commu-
nications for 38 years. 
Now, just two months 
away from retirement, 
Taylor has reflected 
on the company’s pro-
gression and gave his 
input on what kept the 
organization motivated 
to provide the latest 

and greatest service as 
technology progressed. 
For Taylor, the peace 
of mind provided by the 
company is one of the 
main reasons for its suc-
cess in its early days.

“My thoughts would 
be just the ability to call 
for help,” Taylor said. 
“You think about it in 
the 50s time frame: you 
live a long way out and 
you’re either there by 
yourself or have limited 
access. What do you do 
if you need help? What 
if you’re having a heart 
attack? What if you can’t 
drive the two or three 
miles to your neigh-
bor’s house. With the 
telephone you can pick 
it up and get help a lot 
quicker than you could 
otherwise.”

Our current world of 
smart phones and near-
universal internet access 
makes these issues seem 
almost other-worldly. 
This peace of mind 
wasn’t a luxury afforded 
to our ancestors, how-
ever. This is why Surry’s 
innovations such as the 
first digital loop in 1972, 
touch dialing in 1973, 
and fiber-cable and optic 

transmission in 1984 
had such a big impact on 
the rural community.

The Internet Explo-
sion and Beyond

“In my mind, high 
speed internet today 
is very similar to what 
those people went 
through in the 50s and 
60s because younger 
generation have to have 
that connectivity.”

None of the founding 
members of Surry Com-
munications could’ve 
predicted how much the 
internet would alter all 
facets of life in the future 
when the company was 

founded. Just as Taylor 
said, it’s nearly impos-
sible to picture a world 
without internet con-
nection today because 
of its profound impact, 
with previous genera-
tions feeling the same 
way about telephones or 
televisions.

The 1990s ended with 
the cooperative imple-
menting broadband 
services and an upgrade 
to the switching network 
infrastructure. This was 
designed to help the 
cooperative be a leader 
in telecommunications 
in various counties with 
state-of-the-art technol-
ogy.

By the early 21st 
century, the company 
began a new adventure 
into providing network 
expansion for internet 
and cellular services. 
This included the 
introduction of Digital 
Subscriber Line (DSL) 
for Internet and Surry 
Long Distance in 2001. 
DSL transitioned inter-
net speeds from 56 
kilobits up to 1.5 mega-
bits as well as reduced 
the need for additional 
telephone lines for dial-

up modems.
The year 2003 saw 

the creation of a new 
subsidiary in the form of 
Surry Telecommunica-
tions Inc. This expanded 
the cooperative’s cov-
erage to customers in 
Dobson as a Competitive 
Local Exchange Carrier 
(CLEC). The company’s 
reach continued to grow 
when the company 
joined video service 
provider Visions West in 
2004 and again in 2005 
when Surry Telephone 
merged with Piedmont 
Telephone Membership 
Corporation, The 2009 
merger meant the com-
pany would serve more 
than 500 square miles 
in Surry, Stokes, and 
Davidson counties.

What was once a com-
pany created to connect 
rural areas of the county 
via telephone was now 
a provider of landline, 
cellular, internet, and 
television services 
across three counties. 
The focus of the 2010s 
decade as been the addi-
tion of fiber-optic cables 
for broadband internet 
connection. From 2011 
to late 2018, the cooper-
ative installed more than 
1,500 miles of fiber-optic 
cable.

Re-branding and the 
Future

The 2018 Annual 
Meeting of members 
featured a new brand 
name for the agency. 
Since the company now 
provides technologies in 
high-speed broadband, 
telephone, wireless, TV, 
security, and long dis-
tance service. To reflect 
the company’s growth, it 
was re-branded as Surry 
Communications.

Surry Communica-
tions has shown its will-
ingness to adapt with 
the times over the years. 
This has not come eas-
ily, however. With larger 
providers available able 
to offer services on a 
national scale, Taylor 
said the company focus-
es on giving exceptional 
prices and services to 
locals.

“We can do the fiber, 
we can do the high 
speed, and we’ve got a 
myriad of products and 

services that we give 
out. But so does every-
body else,” Taylor said. 
“All we can do, really, is 
provide service. Who do 
you trust? Are you doing 
people right? There are 
always people that are 
going to leave you for 
a dollar here or there, 
but you can never win if 
you chase the low price 
all the time. You just 
do your best and make 
sure you’ve got a good 
product and a fair price 
and exceptional service. 
That’s what I’ve always 
tried to live by on my 
part.”

The personal touch of 
Surry Communications 
is what sets it apart, 
according to Taylor. 
Unlike the faceless bod-
ies behind the customer 
support screens for 
larger corporations, 
Surry Communications 
employees are part of 
the community and all 
have the goal of improv-
ing the community.

“I’ve often joked that 
if I have to walk down 
the aisle in Wal-Mart or 
in church Sunday morn-
ing, you don’t want to 
have to change places 
because there’s a cus-
tomer sitting next to 
you and you did them 
wrong. By being a part 
of the community, all of 
our employees are the 
same way: You have to 
do people right and you 
have to treat people how 
you want to be treated.”

As for the future, 
Taylor wants to build 
a network that gives 
his children and grand-
children the best access 
available.

“Why should someone 
just out of college feel 
like they have to leave 
this area to get high 
speed internet or to get 
anything. We should 
have it here. You kind 
of feel like you owe it 
to the community to do 
some of those things. 
I’ve been blessed that I 
could stay and work 38 
years at the same com-
pany and in the same 
community and see it 
progress in my time.”

Reach Cory on Twitter @

MrCoryLeeSmith

Communicating the past and projecting the future

STMC’s evolution as the county’s 
source of rural communication

Contributed Photo

Surry Telephone Membership Corporation’s original line trucks.

Contributed Photo

STMC’s employee photo from 1982, featuring current CEO Curtis Taylor front and center in his first 
year with the company.

Contributed Photo

A switchboard from one of Surry Telephone Membership 
Corporation’s early offices.

Contributed Photo
The most recent Surry Communications company photo.

Contributed Photo
The Surry Communication office in Mount Airy.

Contributed Photo
The original Surry Telephone 
Membership Corporation logo.



By Tom Joyce
tjoyce@mtairynews.com

Mount Airy’s 
greenway system is 
a classic case of good 
arising from something 
bad.

The negative part 
of that equation was 
a major flood that hit 
the city in September 
1979, a precursor to 
more flooding the next 
year which collectively 
resulted in damages put 
at $45 million. The 1979 
event was described 
as a “100-year flood” 
— a historic, once-in-a-
century disaster.

Local officials knew 
something had to be 
done to prevent further 
calamitous flooding. The 
aid of the U.S. Army 
Corps of Engineers 
subsequently was 
enlisted, resulting in 
a major flood-control 
project along the 
two local waterways 
associated with the 
problem, the Ararat 
River and Lovills Creek.

The federal 
agency designed an 
intricate diking and 
channelization system to 
prevent the banks of the 
two from overflowing 
and causing further 
damage, which remains 
in place today.

“I think that (flood) 
project was really 
measured in decades,” 
said Todd Harris, a 
former member of the 
Mount Airy Board of 
Commissioners who 
served from 1999 to 
2011. “It took a terribly 
long time from ‘we need 
it,’ to ‘it’s here.’”

Another positive part 
of the equation of good 
coming from bad is the 
development of Mount 
Airy’s greenway network 
of walking, jogging and 

cycling trails looping 
around the city.

It is no accident that 
those 10-foot-wide 
asphalt pathways are 
situated along the Ararat 
River and Lovills Creek, 
the latter being the 
location for the first leg 
of the greenway system 
nearly 20 years ago.

This stemmed from 
a requirement by the 
federal government 
that the flood-control 
project be accompanied 
by a recreational use 
of the affected area (a 
greenway), for which it 
was footing most of the 
cost.

Harris remembers that 
the Feds were putting 
up several million 
dollars, which required 
a 10-percent local match 
— or investing a dime 
in order to receive 90 
cents.

“There was some 
opposition to that,” 
he said of the expense 
involved.

“By the time you 
matched 10 percent, 
it came up to some 
serious money,” Harris 
explained regarding the 
dark lining inside the 
silver funding cloud.

Along with the cost, 

there were questions 
about whether the public 
would use the trail, and 
its length.

“It was brought 
up, ‘well, how much 
walkway do we need?”’ 
Harris said. “There were 
people who did not think 
it would be used.”

Neither of those fears 
proved to be true, based 
on the heavy numbers 
of people now using the 
greenway system.

“It is probably the 
most-utilized outdoor 
recreation facility in 
Mount Airy,” city Parks 
and Recreation Director 
Darren Lewis said.

And as for the 
length, the greenway 
system now contains 
6.6 continuous miles 
along the waterways, 
stretching from West 
Lebanon Street south 
to the Ararat and then 
heading northward to 
Riverside Park. There 
are additional plans 
to extend it further 
north, to J.J. Jones 
Intermediate School.

More than 
recreation

Harris, the 
former South Ward 
commissioner, said 
this was a result of 

Mount Airy officials 
gradually warming up 
to the greenway concept 
that represented new 
territory for them.

And they came to 
realize that it offered 
benefits other than 
a facility for users to 
get some exercise and 
improve their health.

Harris says this 
became apparent 
in conversations he 
had with former city 
Planning Director Jeff 
Coutu about what the 
greenway could offer. 
“Not only recreation, 
but giving people a way 
to get from one area 
of town to another by 
walking,” he said.

“There were still a lot 
of people back in the 
day who were used to 
utilizing taxicabs to get 
from Point A to Point B 
around here.”

The Emily B. Taylor 
Greenway provided 
safe and easy access to 
grocery and other retail 
establishments rather 
than walking or cycling 
along busy streets 
with no bike paths or 
sidewalks.

“We wanted to make 
Mount Airy a very 
walkable city,” Harris 
remembered. “The 
greenway provided the 
ability to accomplish 
that in a meaningful 
way.”

However, all of this 
did not occur overnight.

An initial phase of the 
Taylor Greenway, which 
follows Lovills Creek on 
the west side of town, 
opened in 2001. Phase II 
came in 2004. In all, that 
greenway is two-and-
three-eighths miles long.

The fact this stemmed 
from the disastrous 
flooding is not lost on 
Lewis, the parks and 

recreation director. 
“The effects of Mother 
Nature helped spur the 
initial greenway which 
has evolved to what we 
have today,” he said, “an 
unbelievable outdoor 
recreational resource.”

On the heels of 
the Emily B. Taylor 
Greenway — named 
for a recreation-
minded former city 
commissioner and 
mayor — came the 
Ararat River Greenway 
at the eastern end of the 
city. It opened in late 
2009, covering a 2.2-mile 
distance.

Then in 2011, Mount 
Airy received a $2.2 
million grant from 
the N.C. Department 
of Transportation 
to connect the two 
greenways. The 
connector opened in 
2016.

The greenway system 
and related streambank 
restoration to address 
erosion issues also 
opened the door for 
another recreational 

pursuit that has grown 
in recent years: trout 
fishing in both the 
Ararat River and Lovills 
Creek.

Harris says the trails 
allowed access by 
anglers to well-stocked 
streams, adding to the 
overall recreation and 
tourism picture.

“For a long time when 
I was on the board, we 
discussed the ability 
to make our creek and 
river system here an 
additional means to 
attract people to the 
area,” he said.

“On any given day, 
you’ll see walkers, 
joggers, cyclists, 
mothers with strollers, 
anglers and individuals 
on roller blades and 
skateboards,” Lewis said 
of the greenway system.

“And with all of those 
things, it’s just a huge 
tourism draw for our 
area.”

Tom Joyce may be reached at 
336-415-4693 or on Twitter @
Me_Reporter.
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Major flooding now distant memory
City engineer: Dike-channel system has ‘held up well’

By Tom Joyce
tjoyce@mtairynews.com

When local folks think 
about major flooding, 
it’s usually from the 
safe vantage point 
of listening to news 
coverage of events such 
as the recent devastation 
in the Midwest or 
hurricanes Katrina and 
Harvey in years past.

Or they might 
recall the story of the 
Great Flood of biblical 
proportions from the 
days of Noah.

Yet there was a time 
when citizens of Mount 
Airy and Surry County 
faced their own flood 
crises posed by the 
Ararat River and Lovills 
Creek — and this was 
never more apparent 
than during one fateful 
weekend in 1979.

The flooding began 
on Friday, Sept. 21, 
during a period of heavy 
rainfall and continued 
over the next couple of 
days, leaving a trail of 
destruction behind.

It was the most severe 

flood in the memory of 
local residents. Water 
spilling from the banks 
of the Ararat River 
in the city reached 
heights of 5 to 6 feet 
in nearby industries 
along Riverside Drive, 
including Renfro Corp. 
and Quality Mills Inc.

Other businesses 
and homes also were 
flooded, most notably 
in the Hamburg Street 
and East Bluemont 
Road sections, the 
Mount Airy High School 
football field, Cross 
Creek Country Club and 
additional parts of town.

As a result, the 
greater Mount Airy 
community was declared 
a major disaster area. 
Before it could fully 
recover from the 
September 1979 event, 
another flood came in 
1980, causing further 
damage to commercial 
and municipal facilities.

City was “helpless”
Local officials reached 

their wit’s end, as 
evidenced by a letter 

from Surry County’s 
congressman at the 
time, Rep. Steve Neal, to 
the Wilmington office of 
the U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers.

“The city of Mount 
Airy is helpless to do 
anything about this 
problem,” Neal wrote 
the federal agency that 
helps communities 
reduce risks from such 
disasters.

“I realize the potential 
for future additional 
flooding and would like 
to find some way to 
control this hazard,” the 
congressman urged.

The ongoing 
economic threat from 
that hazard was clear, 
with a total damage 
figure of $45 million to 
manufacturing and other 
property reported in the 
media at that time — 
which would be more 
than double in today’s 
dollars, maybe closer to 
triple that figure.

What resulted from a 
groundswell of political 
and citizen support for 
a solution was a system 
of dikes and channels 
along both the Ararat 
River and Lovills Creek, 
coupled with a dam 
being built upstream 
in Cana, Virginia. The 
method chosen reflected 
a concern that the 
flood project cause as 
little upheaval to the 
environment as possible.

The thousands 
of feet of diking 
and channelization 

improvements were 
designed to mitigate the 
effects of rising stream 
levels by spreading 
out and containing any 
water leaving the banks, 
thereby diverting it from 
homes and businesses.

No problems now
Evidence of the 

project is barely 
noticeable today in 
different parts of town, 
where grassed-over 
man-made channels and 
elevated embankments 
blend in well with 
the natural landscape 
around the stream beds.

But perhaps most 
important is what is not 
visible: problems with 
further flooding along 
the two city waterways 
that are genteel in 
comparison with the 
scenario of 1979-80 as 
they meander serenely 
through the area.

The diking/
channelization system 
prescribed by the 
Corps of Engineers 
has proven to be an 

effective solution, one 
that continues to pay 
dividends.

“I think it’s held 
up well,” said Mitch 
Williams, engineer for 
the city of Mount Airy.

“It’s performed as it 
was designed,” he said 
of the system, “to hold 
stormwater within the 
banks.”

Though the city 
engineer, who has 
been employed by the 
municipality since 1997, 
was only a youngster 
when the big flood 
of September 1979 
occurred — having 
been born in 1970 — 
he maintains a vivid 
memory from that event, 
related to manufactured 
housing.

“I remember riding 
down (U.S.) 52 and 
seeing single-wides in 
the creek,” Williams 
recalled.

The flood-control 
efforts have rendered 
such scenarios non-
existent.

“Rarely do we have 
any severe localized 
flooding,” the city 
engineer continued, 
“nothing on the scale of 
1979.”

Willams says this 
has even been the 
case during severe 
rainstorms occurring 
recently as part of an 
abnormally wet pattern 
gripping the region.

There seems to be 
only one lingering 
presence from Mount 
Airy’s earlier flood-
prone days: by the 
agency that designed the 
system.

“The Corps of 
Engineers comes up 
once a year to inspect 
(it),” said Williams, who 
added that “very few” 
maintenance problems 
have emerged since 
the flood-prevention 
features were 
constructed.

Tom Joyce may be reached at 

336-415-4693 or on Twitter @

Me_Reporter.

Evidence of a major flood-control project from decades past is visible along Lovills Creek in Mount 
Airy near The Hollows motel. Channels such as this along the stream collect excess water when 
levels become high and prevent damage to property nearby.

Lovills Creek along U.S. 52 rarely leaves its banks, which wasn’t 
the case 40 years ago when the area was prone to severe flooding.

Greenway system rooted in disaster

David Taylor, left, gets in a recent morning run along the Emily B. 
Taylor Greenway in Mount Airy, also occupied by a pair of walkers.
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Hospital has rich past, offers cutting edge care
By John Peters
jpeters@mtairynews.com

For more than six 
decades, Northern Hos-
pital of Surry County 
has been meeting the 
emergency and long-
term health needs of the 
greater Mount Airy com-
munity.

But the medical facility 
had its roots more than 
half a century earlier than 
that.

The Martin Memorial 
Hospital, founded by Dr. 
Moir S. Martin, opened 
its doors in 1915. With 
75 beds, it served as the 
primary medical care 
facility for Surry County, 
offering services to 
county residents, as well 
as those in Southern Car-
roll and Patrick counties 
in Virginia.

The hospital was lost 
in a fire in 1953, but local 
residents quickly moved 
to fill the void, voting 
later that year to create 
the Northern Hospital 
District of Surry County 
along with the Martin 
Memorial School of Nurs-
ing.

Four years later, in 
1957, Northern Hospital 
of Surry County opened 
its doors to the com-
munity, with the Martin 
Memorial School of 
Nursing next door in the 
Martin Memorial Build-
ing. The nursing program 
closed in the early 1970s, 
helping to establish the 
successful nursing pro-
gram at Surry Commu-
nity College.

Northern Hospital is 
still active, having grown 
over the years, expanding 
both in size and in utiliz-
ing newer and newer 
technology, bringing 

cutting edge care to local 
residents.

Heart care and rehabili-
tation units, orthopedic 
and internal medicine, 
and many other care 
options, along with the 
latest in emergency 
medical care technology, 
have been added over the 
years.

Advanced Systems
Among those was 

the recent installation 
of what the hospital is 
calling “one the most 
advanced and innovative 
cardiac monitoring sys-
tems in the nation.”

The $1 million Distrib-
uted Monitoring System 
— manufactured by Min-
dray — captures, stores, 
and visualizes in real 
time the cardiac function 
and other lifesaving data 
for patients, which allows 
caregivers to more rap-
idly assess and respond 
to the individual clinical 
needs of their patients.

“We are very pleased 
to offer a state-of-the-art 
monitoring system that 
will further enhance 
patient care and com-
fort,” said Chris A. 
Lumsden, president and 
chief executive officer 
of Northern Hospital 
of Surry County. “The 
implementation of the 
sophisticated Mindray 
system in key clinical 

areas of the hospital 
is another step in our 
ongoing commitment to 
patients and the commu-
nity to remain a world-
class leader in the provi-
sion of high-quality care 
supported by cutting-
edge technology.”

The dual-band wire-
less system incorporates 
proprietary software with 
fully integrated hardware 
components – including 
a ‘Passport’ series of bed-
side monitors, spot-check 
and telemetry monitors, 
and lightweight T1 trans-
port monitors/modules. 
Because the multi-faceted 
system is synchronized 
with other hospital-based 
networks, it permits the 
seamless movement of 
patients – from room to 
room or floor to floor – 
without any interruption 
in the critical monitoring 
function.

“The robust features 
and integrated nature 
of the Mindray system 
gives doctors and nurses 
instantaneous access to 
the detailed information 
they need to provide 
superior care and achieve 
better outcomes,” said 
Jason Edsall, MD, chief 
medical officer of North-
ern Hospital. “Continu-
ous cardiac monitoring is 
needed for many patients 
– especially those who 

present initially to the 
Emergency Department 
[ED] and are then admit-
ted to the Intensive Care 
Unit [ICU]. With this 
new system, we have 
doubled our cardiac-mon-
itoring capability within 
the ED, and increased 
productivity in all clinical 
areas.”

Enhanced Features
During the two-month 

installation process, hos-
pital clinicians – includ-
ing doctors, nurses, and 
allied-health technicians 
— were trained in the 
functionality and features 
of the comprehensive 
system.

“My staff and I are 
excited about the 
quantity and quality of 
vital-signs information 
we can easily access at 
each patient’s bedside 
– including heart rate, 
heart rhythm, blood pres-
sure, oxygen level, and 
more,” said Karen Hagen, 
RN, BSN CEN, CPEN, 
director of emergency 
services at Northern 
Hospital. “In addition, 
the easy portability of the 
stored data ensures con-
tinuity of care because 
there is no interruption 
or loss of data when a 
patient is transferred 
from the ED to a patient-
care floor.”

Hagen emphasized 

that cardiac-monitoring 
is warranted for the 
majority of patients she 
and her staff see in the 
Emergency Department. 
“Continuous cardiac 
monitoring is important 
for patients with a wide 
variety of symptoms, not 
just heart attacks,” she 
explained. “For example, 
we also monitor patients 
suspected of having a 
stroke, those who may be 
having drug interactions, 
and even some who pres-
ent with the flu.”

The Mindray system 
has developed devotees 
in the intensive-care 
setting, as well. “The 
system automatically 
converts vital-signs data 
into medical documenta-
tion and produces more 
‘actionable’ alarms – all 
of which improve our 
work efficiency and 
permit us to spend more 
time with patients,” said 
Patty Creed, RN, director 
of the 10-bed ICU and 
12-bed Step Down Unit.

Older monitoring sys-
tems produced frequent 
and loud ‘alarms’ for 
every minor alteration 
in signals, Creed said. 
Although most of those 
noisy “beeps” required 
no medical intervention, 
they typically caused 
panic or concern among 
patients and family mem-

bers – who felt that some-
thing must be wrong. 
“The new system alerts 
nurses to only those 
changes that require our 
review or some level of 
intervention,” said Creed. 
“The noise reduction also 
helps to create a more 
healing environment.”

Other patient-friendly 
features of the new sys-
tem include ‘Night Mode’ 
and ‘Privacy Mode’ con-
trols, as well as a ‘Lead 
Placement’ indicator.

The ‘Night Mode’ 
reduces the amount of 
light emanating from the 
Passport monitors and 
screens during evening 
hours; while the ‘Privacy 
Mode’ temporarily shuts 
off visualization of the 
alarms in the patient’s 
room while maintaining 
such visualization at the 
central Nurses’ Station. 
The “Lead Placement’ 
indicator pinpoints on 
the system’s screen which 
of the 12 leads (or wires) 
attached to a patient’s 
body may have fallen off 
or become dislodged. 
“That’s a great help in 
maintaining patient dig-
nity and comfort because 
it eliminates the need 
for nurses to have to feel 
around until they locate 
the unattached lead,” 
Creed said.

Later this year, North-
ern Hospital plans to 
further enhance the 
Mindray system with 
a complementary EKG 
Management System. 
“We remain commit-
ted to researching and 
acquiring proven, top-of-
the-line technology that 
improves clinical excel-
lence and patient safety,” 
said Dr. Edsall.

Courtesy Northern Hospital of Surry County
A modern exterior view of Northern Hospital of Surry County.

Courtesy Northern Hospital of Surry County
This photo shows Northern Hospital, circa 1960.
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