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Host: We continue our North Carolina Rising series which looks at rural economic development in our state.  Tonight we focus on Hookerton, a community located between Goldsboro and Greenville.  Hookerton is a community trying to hold onto its roots and reinvest itself.  The goal is to attract new businesses and new residents.  Elizabeth Wilder gives us a tour.

Wilder: Welcome to Hookerton, a town community leaders say is on the brink.  The former mayor keeps watch from his front porch.

Luckett: With the demise of the tobacco allotment system and the price support system, farmers and businesses have had to look for other revenues to sustain themselves.

Wilder: And like those farmers, Hookerton is trying to find a way to survive.

Luckett: Well, Hookerton is like a lot of communities in North Carolina or throughout the United States that have seen better days.  It has been on decline for quite a few years.  In the ‘50s people moved out, have moved away from here, businesses have closed down and—

Wilder: The only bank in Hookerton called it quits in June.  Dilapidated buildings hover along Main Street.

Taylor: My fear is that, you know, it could just dry up and wither away.  As long as I’m around, I’m not going to let that happen.

Wilder: There’s traffic, but few vehicles even slow down to give the town a second look.  Highway 123 cuts right through the heart of town.  All day long cars and trucks rumble through on their way somewhere else.  Community leaders are trying to find a way to make folks stop and see what Hookerton has to offer. Danny Taylor has a picture of what he wants for Hookerton.

Taylor:  You see pictures and all, I’ve got pictures of myself personally of the town when it was like cars parked on both sides of the road, I mean businesses everywhere.  And I want to see that return again.  I want to see the small town atmosphere where everybody knows everybody.

Wilder: With fewer than 500 residents, the small town feel is not a problem.  Attracting new business is more of a challenge.

Albritton: We can change, but change in the right way.  Just don’t put something up there just to have something.  That’s one thing I’ve been very passionate about.  Just don’t let just anything come.  Let’s do some planning.

Wilder: And so far, thanks to an $113,000 grant from the North Carolina Rural Economic Center, Hookerton is seeing some success.  Two older buildings have been restored, bringing in new businesses and securing ten new jobs.

Biggs:
You’ve got to really sit down and think within yourself, is this going to work.  I mean you could go, you could have a master’s degree and you could fail.  But then I had a gut feeling about Hookerton, a real gut feeling.  I said, “I believe this is going to work, I really do.”  And we went for it.

Wilder: So did this family doctor and part-time minister.  After he got rid of the spirits, Dr. Donald Ribeiro ended up treating patients in an old ABC store.

Ribeiro: Well I needed something to be able to draw me to this community where I would not have to upfront all the risk.  So this building, when you know we could make this available at a very low cost through the town to me was the lynchpin in getting me to seriously consider coming here.

Albritton: It is inspiring because I feel like that we’re providing a service to the people of this community.  You have to go to Snow Hill, you have to go to Kinston.

Wilder: Still town commissioners like Doris Jones know there’s a lot of work ahead.

Jones: Everything that we have accomplished, I want to see it in full.  You know we are just beginning to get new business.  I want to walk down Main Street and see all the stores full.

Albritton: I want it to be a little small town.  I want it to cash in on its historical background.  I want to provide needs of the people while I’m doing this, but you can do both at the same time and still have it a little bedroom community.

Walls: That’s where the planning comes in.  And you can keep what you’ve got, but you need a tax base to offset the taxes, you know, for your housing and those type things.  But if you have businesses to come in to offset some of that, it doesn’t have to be a smokestack.

Wilder: In this case, Hookerton is banking on a nearby golf development and industrial growth in the Kinston area to lure new residents to the small community along the banks of Contentnea Creek.  Florist Dana Pittman  has planted her business here, waiting for Hookerton to grow.

Pittman: It was somewhat of a risk, definitely it was a risk.  But I think it is a risk worth taking.  I mean it is a small town, but it has a lot of warmth, a lot of character, and a lot of plans for growth.  If I can help it grow, and it has helped me grow in turn, then I’m willing to take the risk.  I live in the community, so I’d like to support it any way that I can.

Wilder: Support from the building re-use plans is the first step for Hookerton; who knows what could be next.

Matthews: Well I manage a Starbucks in Goldsboro, North Carolina.

Wilder: Can you imagine ever having a Starbucks here in Hookterton?

Matthews: Maybe one day.  Maybe many moons from now if the town was to grow.  But yeah, I’d love to see it.

Vickery: Hookerton’s project is just one example of the building reuse initiative happening across the state.  Log onto our website, unctv.org/ncrising, to find out more about other rural development plans in North Carolina.

