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Vickery: Here’s a North Carolina trivia question.  What is our state’s smallest county by population?  If you say Tyrrell, you’re correct.  In our ongoing North Carolina Rising series focusing on rural economic development, Elizabeth Wilder takes us to Columbia, Tyrrell’s county seat where art enthusiasts are cooking up big plans.

Wilder: Tyrrell County leaders like to say the community is unspoiled, uncrowded, uncomplicated, just the ingredients Mayor Michael Griffin hopes will draw explorers to check out his hometown of Columbia.

Griffin: The name of the town was originally a settlement called Heart’s Delight.  This was back in the late 1600s.  Then it was incorporated as a town in about 1777 I believe it was, as the town of Elizabethtown.  It stayed Elizabethtown until about 1801, and in 1801 we changed the name to Columbia because we decided to honor Christopher Columbus.  We’d heard enough from the Elizabeth England.

Wilder: Wedged between the Scuppernong and Alligator Rivers and the Albemarle Sound, this water town is rich in history, and on this night, rich in support for the Pocosin Arts Folk School on Main Street.

Philips: The auction is a fundraising event, it is a program, it is an exhibit, it’s an opportunity for our supporters and the artists who donate to come together physically.  Virtual community is great, but there is nothing like being in the same place at the same time, banging on a bunch of steamed hard crabs.

Furr: Columbia is such a small town and has a few festivals, but this just brings out a lot of people and it is normally a great day.  I mean you couldn’t ask for a better location.  It’s just, it’s perfect.

Brumfield: This is our second year coming and we just so thoroughly enjoyed it last year.  It’s fantastic.  The art is beautiful, great people, great food.

Wilder: Most of the operating money comes from this annual crab cook and auction held in September.  The seafood industry helped sustain the area over the years.  And now, like many other world communities, Columbia needs something else to boost the local economy.

Kenney: We don’t want the town to dry up and blow away, so we don’t want the town to be boarded up.

Kenney: Every community has something that they can create a buzz about.  It is the naysayers that keep knocking you down, saying, “Nobody is going to come.  Nobody is going to—,” that’s just not true.

Wilder: Buses bring guests from the Outer Banks to the Pocosin Arts fundraiser.  The idea is to get other visitors headed to or from the coast on busy Highway 64 to turn into town.

White: Well, we’d like to think that Pocosin Arts is a magnet to attract arts, crafts kind of people and hopefully arts and crafts businesses.

Wilder: The Pocosin Gallery showcases local talent as well as artists from other states.  Weekly classes lure other would-be artists.  As his knife chews into the wood, Rick Smith explains the Columbia Pocosin connection.

Smith: When you say “Columbia” and you say “Pocosin Arts,” it’s pretty much synonymous.  I think that it’s the one thing when people think of Columbia, if you have any knowledge of Columbia at all.

Wilder: Smith’s training at Pocosin is helping him transform his hobby into a sideline business.

Smith: There’s a sense of accomplishment.  It’s nice to be able to work in the wood and to be able to do something that you can look back on and say that, you know, something tangible.

Wilder: It is all about stress relief for this middle school principal.

Rawls: When rural communities are able to provide things other than hunting and fishing and farming, it offers something absolutely beautiful for people to see that even though a community doesn’t have all the big businesses and the high-rise buildings, it still has character.

Wilder: And it adds value for the people who live and work here, says visionary Feather Phillips.  It all started on the second floor of a dilapidated building in 1994.

Philips: I saw this great, open, wet place as a place of wonder and beauty.  However, I found a, kind of a cultural negativity.  It is a very poor region of the state, hard for people to see their lives, their homes, their place in a positive light.

Wilder: A little less than a quarter of the population according to the US Census lives below the poverty line here in Columbia.  Unemployment is over 9%.  Pocosin Arts has added three jobs to the area.  The overall community impact Phillips insists is much greater.

Philips: It isn’t only measuring how many jobs have you created or how many, what percentage of how many waitresses’ salaries are you directly supporting?  But it is what are you doing to make this community an attractive and healthy place to visit, an attractive and healthy place to live, possibly an attractive and healthy place to settle?

Wilder: Like a ripple on the water, neighboring communities feel that impact, too.

A. Kenney:: And you have to think about it as statewide.  You know, when one area prospers, the other areas around it prosper and the spin-off business can come from that.  I think going back to that, that’s the same with Pocosin Arts.  If you can get an art gallery, you can get that going, somebody else says, “Why can’t I do that?  Let us get something started here.”

Wilder: Getting started isn’t always easy.

A. Kenney: Just keep trying to take that vision and actually to persevere, because you are not going to be told, “Yes, yes, yes, oh sure, this is a great idea.”

Wilder: At Pocosin Arts they’re focusing on the positives the community has to offer.

Philips: Pocosin, swamp on a hill. The challenges are there, but there’s this capacity to see the positive, see the richness, take care of each other.  It is a whole that I think is becoming fractured in many other communities.

Vickery: To find out more about the Pocosin Arts Folk School or any of the programs that are being offered, log onto our website at unctv.org/ncrising.

