
Mayor Jonathan Williams

develop an innovation hub for supporting 
entrepreneurship, business development, 
and community engagement while turning 
big ideas into bigger realities for Spencer 
and our county. We believe that to attract new 
restaurants, hospitality, retail, professional 

services, and more, that we must start by 
growing our own, right here in Spencer.
So, until then, let’s think of this effort in terms 
of a railroad crossing sign, where the “R”s 
represent Spencer’s unique ability to reinvent 
and reimagine our town over the years. And 
remember, we are at the crossroads of turning 
something good into something great!
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Over the last three years, 
the Town of Spencer has 
aggressively pursued 
grant funding to help us 

fund transformational community projects, 
with over $2 million in grant awards from 
federal and state programs as well as several 
local foundations. This does not include the 
approximately $1 million in Federal ARPA 
funding that was described in my last column. 
The simple take away is we have an infusion 
of resources to leverage our local revenues 
and help us achieve some of the big things 
envisioned by the Mayor and Board of 
Aldermen on behalf of the community.

We have not had 100 percent success in 
our grant applications but have come close. 

Unfortunately, we recently learned that our 
$500,000 NC Parks and Recreation Trust Fund 
grant application for the proposed central 
Town park did not receive funding in this 
year’s cycle. We are working to learn from the 
state Parks staff what could have improved 
our application, and are determining the best 
path forward for the park project overall. This 
project has already received $1 million in 
contributions, including a $900,000 NC Rural 
Transformation Grant. We will continue to 
keep the community updated on this process.

We continue to learn of new grant 
opportunities and are working to pursue 
them. One example is a new $82 million grant 
fund established by the NC Department of 
Environmental Quality. Although storm water 
is an issue that touches every community, and 

particularly growing municipalities, statewide 
funding sources have not been available. This 
grant program is the first time that significant 
levels of funding has been available for 
community to plan and construct solutions to 
storm water needs.

A significant storm water issue in Spencer 
exists along 17th Street, with undersized 
infrastructure not able to handle runoff during 
storm events. The Town has been working 
with the Rowan Soil and Water Conservation 
District and the NC Department of Agriculture 
to plan improvements in a small portion of 
17th Street near the intersection with Pickett 
Avenue. For the remainder of 17th Street 
uphill to Salisbury Avenue, we included 
planning funds in the FY23 budget. The 
announcement of the State storm water 
grant program presents an opportunity 
for enhancing our local funding to plan 

broader improvements, and secure funding 
to construct solutions. We have partnered 
with Hazen, an engineering firm specializing 
in water/storm water infrastructure, to pursue 
up to $400,000 in planning funds and several 
million in construction funds. The potential 
impact if we are awarded these grants is truly 
exciting.

Several additional grant-funded program 
updates are described throughout this 
Newsletter. Please take some time to review 
them and let us know if you have questions 
or ideas as we move into implementation. 
One is the $750,000 CDBG neighborhood 
revitalization grant, which we are partnering 
with the Salisbury Community Development 
Corporation to administer.

You should also know that we recently pre-
qualified several engineering, architecture, 
and design firms to work with the Town on 

future projects as well as development plan 
review. The selected firms will coordinate with 
town staff, as needed, to provide analysis, 
design, and expertise to implement a variety 
of public projects. This is another example of 
pro actively establishing the resources need 
for us to plan and implement improvements 
to community infrastructure and facilities.

One example of a project moving from 
the planning to implementation stage is the 
Trailhead at the Yadkin River. The Town has 
awarded a contract with Hall Construction 
Company to build a landscaped plaza 
connecting to the Wil-Cox bridge and 
Davidson County’s Yadkin River Park, along 
with about 1,100 feet trail, the first piece 
of our long-planned greenway connection 
between the heart of Spencer and the river. 
The trail head will also add vehicle parking 
on the Rowan County side of the bridge, 

with the goal of creating a seamless park for 
visitors to enjoy on both sides of the river. The 
visual connection across the river represents 
the collaboration among both Davidson 
and Rowan Counties, and the variety of 
funding partners, to establish a truly original 
experience for locals and visitors.

It is a pleasure to partner with our Town 
officials, staff, and community members to 
continue to lay the groundwork as we build 
a model small town community. Please reach 
out if you would like to learn more or get 
involved in any of these efforts.
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Laying the groundwork
by Peter Franzese

Vintage Sign Restoration
Have you noticed a colorful change in some 
of Spencer’s historic buildings? In August, 
talented artists Earle Kluttz Thompson and 
Raines Kuppin were hard at work restoring 
three vintage signs on the side of the Nebulux 
Music School. This was the first of a series of 
vintage sign restoration projects in Spencer. 
Although the Town planned to accomplish 
this restoration project over several years with 
modest budget appropriations, we are now 
able to proceed with all identified signs at 
once through the efforts of LFNC Fellow Skye 
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With humble 
beginnings in 1896 
and later incorporated 
in 1905, the Town 

of Spencer was founded on the premise of 
innovation. During this period, Southern 
Railroad’s (now Norfolk Southern Railroad) 
mechanical shops were sited to be located 
approximately at the midpoint of the railroad’s 
line between Atlanta, GA, and Washington, 
DC. At its peak, “Spencer Shops” as it was 
known, was the largest steam locomotive 
repair facility in existence and employed 
nearly 3,000 workers (the largest in the area) at 
its peak in the 1940s.

The railroad built the Town of Spencer, just 
as the people who worked in Spencer helped 
build the railroad. According to the fascinating 
history of Spencer presented on the website 
livingplaces.com (https://www.livingplaces.
com/NC/Rowan_County/Spencer_Town/
Spencer_Historic_District.html), “development 
was a key theme for our community which 
grew around the shops, as it evolved from 
an open field holding workmen’s shanties to 
a bustling consumer service-oriented town 
in the short period of five years. Unlike other 
railroad maintenance facilities which were 
envisioned, built, and owned by the railroad, 
Spencer was created by those people who 
themselves needed lodging and by those 
merchants from neighboring towns who saw 
the opportunity in Spencer and brought their 
services The railroad partitioned 85 acres 
into 500 lots for housing, selling the lots for 
$100 each to workers, instead of creating 
the traditional “company” town, where the 
company owned housing and rented it to 
employees.”

Our History of Innovation
From the late 1890s to today, Spencer’s legacy 
has been one built on big ideas, innovative 
solutions, and dedicated work to achieve 
them. Examples of this are also presented in 
the livingplaces.com recollections. Here’s a 
short summary of innovation in action:

• On the town side of the tracks, Dr. Tom 
Stanback embarked on the production of 
his headache powders in Spencer. After 
receiving a degree in pharmacy from the 
University College of Medicine (later the 
Medical College of Virginia) and working 
in Thomasville, In 1911, “Dr. Tom” Stanback 
moved to Spencer from Thomasville to 
manage the Rowan Drug Store. Small-
scale production of Stanback’s innovative 
headache remedy was begun in his home 
(403 South Rowan Avenue) and in 1924, 
in partnership with his brother, Fred, he 
began active promotion of the drug known 
as Stanback Headache Powder. Operations 
were later moved to the two hundred block 
of Fifth Street and later to Salisbury in 1932.
• A group of citizens raised $6,000 in 1926 
to create a beautiful park on the vacant 
square block at the center of town owned 
by the railroad in order that residents and 
visitors alike could better enjoy the area. 
One could walk the paths radiating from 
the central fountain which served as a 
monument to railroaders. Cared for by the 
local church congregations, the displays 
of flowers attracted statewide attention. 
Citizens of our community had a big idea 
and work diligently to make this park a 
reality. This location, now Park Plaza, is soon 
to be home to a park once again.
• Despite the impacts of the Great 

Depression, a watch repair school was 
established during this time in Spencer. 
Evolving from the need to have all railroad 
watches running correctly, one of the first 
of only five schools of watch repair in the 
United States opened in 1929 at 504 South 
Salisbury Avenue.
• The story of Mr. Gordon Brandt and his 
efforts to establish innovative ideas for 
retailing groceries in Spencer in the 1930’s 
emphasizes the reticence of its citizens to 
accept unfamiliar concepts. In 1932 Mr. 
Gordon Brandt opened what was to be 
the first supermarket in North Carolina at 
119 Fifth Street. Despite citizens’ reluctance 
to embrace this new and innovative type 
of store and its closure in 1936, Mr. Brant 
persisted and returned to Spencer in 1937 
to start an open-air market in the 300 block 
of Fifth Street.
• When the United States entered World 
War II in 1941, millions of pieces of freight 
for war use were being handled by the 
railroads. Employment and payroll at 
Southern Railroad’s local facilities increased 
accordingly, particularly at the Transfer 
Shed. Here, of the 375 workers, forty-
two women were hired in an innovative 
approach considered to be “new in the 
annals of freight handling.”
• Spencer Shops officially closed July 30, 
1960, with the construction of Linwood Yard 
hump station, located in nearby Davidson 
County. Yet, the closure of the Shops didn’t 
mean the end for Spencer but ushered in a 
reimagining of our future with the eventual 
establishment of the North Carolina 
Transportation Museum.

So, why the trip down memory lane? Because I 
want each of you to remember our community 
was founded by and continues to be rooted 
in people with big ideas and an even stronger 
work ethic to join together and make those 
ideas into bigger realities. In the coming 
months, we’ll share more on an initiative we’re 
hoping to start in partnership with community 
agencies in Rowan County and beyond, to 
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The Little Engine That Could
Where Big Ideas Come to Grow into Bigger Realities
by Jonathan Williams

FREE CLOTHING GIVEAWAY 
OCT 22
Spencer’s Calvary Lutheran Church is 
planning a free clothing giveaway on 
Saturday, Oct 22 from 9:30 a.m. until 
1:30 p.m. For more information about the 
Calvary Lutheran Clothing Closet, or if you 
have any questions, please contact Marylyn 
Koontz (Chairperson) at 704-213-3796. 
Calvary Lutheran Church is located at 303 
5th Street.

Allan, who secured $20,000 in funding for the 
Town from the Blanche and Julian Robertson 
Family Foundation and the Margaret C. 
Woodson Foundation. Keep an eye out over 
the coming months and you’ll see the artists at 
work on the remaining four locations.

Before After



home repair projects. The Town of Spencer 
has been awarded a $750,000 Community 
Development Block Grant – Neighborhood 
Revitalization (CDBG-NR) grant for the 
Spencer Housing Rehabilitation Project. The 
Town aims to complete approximately ten (10) 
substantial rehabilitations of owner-occupied 
homes in Spencer. Funds will be provided to 
low- and moderate-income (LMI) households 
based on the financial need of the household 
and the physical condition of the home. 
Please note that funds are limited, and not all 
households will be eligible for assistance. For 
more information, please call Kyle Harris at 
704-633-2231 ext. 20.
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COMMUNITY NEWS CONT.
the Streamflow Rehabilitation Assistance 
Program (StRAP) - a new program that 
provides grants to projects that help reduce 
flooding and restore streams across North 
Carolina. The program was created by the 
NC General Assembly, which approved $38 
million in funding for StRAP in the budget 
appropriations bill for the 2021-2022 fiscal 
year. StRAP allocates money for projects that 
protect and restore the integrity of drainage 
infrastructure of North Carolina’s waterways. 
The program is administered by the state’s 
Soil & Water Conservation Commission, 
working closely with the Division of Soil 
and Water Conservation within the NC 
Department of Agriculture and Consumer 
Services. No local, matching funds are 
required for the grant. 

In general, StRAP funds are intended to 
support efforts to restore and protect drainage 
infrastructure of both natural streams and 
small watershed structural projects. The goal 
of the program is to prevent future flooding, 
restore streams, and reduce risks to life and 
property. The Spencer / Grant’s Creek Project 
will focus on the removal of vegetative debris 

from the primary creek channel and the larger 
100-year flood plain. The materials will be 
extracted in a manner that debris will not 
pose a future risk of blockage or significant 
impairment of normal streamflow during 
a subsequent flood event. It is anticipated 
that work will begin on the project in early 
2023. A timeline for completion is yet to be 
determined, as access to the floodplain is 
dependent on weather and the soil moisture 
conditions. For more information, please 
contact Joe Morris, Special Projects Planner at 
jmorris@spencernc.gov

Financial Assistance for 
Home Repairs
Qualifying households may be eligible for 
federal financial assistance to complete urgent 

COMMUNITY NEWS
Have news to share for an upcoming issue? 
Contact us at townclerk@spensernc.gov or 
704-633-2231.

SWC Seeks New Members 
The Spencer Woman’s Club will host an open 
house and membership drive on October 13 
from 6pm-8pm.  The club house is located at 

101 Third Street (behind the fire station.)
Since the 1940s, the Spencer Woman’s Club 
has been an active community organization 
that has not only brought women together 
but has devoted much time and energy to 
community services and outreach. We have 
been active with fundraisers, scholarships, 
missions, family assistance, and social events, 
and provide support for the local schools. We 
meet on the second Thursday of each month. 
All are welcome. We hope to see you soon! 
For more information please contact Beth 
Morris Nance at 704-239-3729.

Announcing the Community 
Garden’s Fall Fundraiser
Spencer’s Community Garden continues 
to grow at a healthy pace thanks to the 
outpouring of support, volunteer sign-ups, 
and donations following a successful Spring 

fundraising campaign. Those funds facilitated 
the construction of several new garden beds 
and the installation of picnic tables for folks 
to rest, play, and mingle. For those involved, it 
has been an incredible joy to see the garden 
grow and flourish over the summer. But 
even more inspiring is seeing just how much 
passion folks have for Spencer, how keen they 
are to get involved in community projects like 
the garden, and how optimistic they are about 
our future.
Building on that momentum, the Community 
Appearance Commission is setting its sights 
on the garden’s next major improvement: 
a gazebo or pavilion structure, plus related 
amenities to help enhance the overall 
appearance of the site and its functionality 
as a true community gathering place. The 
pavilion is an ambitious idea – but with a price 
tag to match. Therefore, we are once again 
turning to the community to help us turn this 
vision into a reality. We need your help!
Please join us at our Fall Fundraiser on 
Sunday, October 9, from 2-5 PM at the 
Community Garden (located at the corner of 
2nd Street and S. Salisbury Avenue). We are 
planning a variety of family-friendly activities, 
including pumpkin carving/painting, a raffle 
competition, seasonal drinks and snacks, 
games, and more! Lunch will be provided with 
a donation.
To learn more about the garden, or if you’re 
interested in volunteering, donating materials, 
or making a restricted donation, visit our 
website at www.spencernc.gov/garden or 
email us at 
SpencerCommunityGarden@gmail.com. 
You can also find us at Spencer Community 
Garden on Facebook. Thank you! 

Halloween Decorating 
Contest!
Let’s make this Halloween one to remember! 
This October, the Community Appearance 
Commission will award two (2) prizes for Best 
Halloween Display. Awards will be chosen 
based on overall creativity and artistry. 

Decorations can be spooky or family-friendly, 
without special preference given to either 
approach. 
Nominations are due by Wednesday, Oct. 19, 
by submitting the nomination form available 
at  www.spencernc.gov/halloween. Or you can 
email your nomination to the Town Planner 
at kharris@spencernc.gov. Please include 
your name, the name of the person you are 
nominating, the address of the display, and 
digital photographs of the display. You can 
nominate yourself or a neighbor. Winners will 
be announced on Wednesday, Oct. 26, in time 
for Halloween Day. We can’t wait to see this 
year’s decorations – Happy Halloween!
 Get Involved on an 
Appointed Town Board
Are you interested in participating in Town 
government? All the Town’s boards and 
commissions currently have vacant seats. 
If you’re interested in Spencer’s unique 
architecture and history, consider joining the 
Historic Preservation Commission (HPC). If you 
want to participate in appearance projects 
like downtown beautification, murals, and 
community gardening, consider joining the 
Community Appearance Commission (CAC). 
To inquire, please contact the Town Planner at 
kharris@spencernc.gov or 704-633-2231 ext. 
20.”

Town of Spencer Awarded 
Funds for Grant’s Creek 
Streamflow Restoration
The Town of Spencer has been awarded 
$280,251 to remove woody debris, fallen 
trees and accumulated natural materials from 
Grant’s Creek, a tributary of the Yadkin River. 
Grant’s Creek follows along the land area 
of the Stanback Educational Forest and the 
northwestern boundary of the Spencer town 
limits. Much of Spencer’s stormwater drainage 
from neighborhood streets, rooftops, parking 
lots and other impervious surfaces flows 
directly to Grant’s Creek. 
The funds have been made available through 

WOULD YOU LIKE A SENIOR LUNCH 
CLUB SITE IN SPENCER?
Rufty-Holmes Senior Center is considering 
a new Lunch Club location in Spencer. 
Proposed hours are Monday - Friday from 
10 am – 1 pm and the site would be open 
to any Rowan County resident age 60 or 
above to enjoy programs, a hot meal, and to 
socialize with others. Funding is provided by 
a federal HCCBG grant so there is no cost 
for meals, but donations are encouraged. 
The Spencer site can open soon if there is 
enough interest from the community. Please 
call the Senior Center at 704-216-7714 with 
your name and contact information to be 
notified when the site will open and how to 
sign up. You can also email your information 
to frontdesk@ruftyholmes.org. For more 
programs and services offered through the 
Senior Center, visit ruftyholmes.org.

Checking in at the 
Spencer Public Library
The next few months will be full of entertainment, 
education and just plain old-fashioned fun at 
Spencer Public Library. On September 13th 
the Compass Nursing Home residents will be 
participating in a program of art and fall crafts. 
A local artist will share her story and some of 
her recent animal portraits. This artist will bring 
a special animal friend with her to the delight 
of the older guests. A group of four S.O. A. R 
students from Rowan-Cabarrus Community 
College will come and aid each older visitor with 
three different fall crafts. Everyone will be able 
to take these home with them. The event will 
take place from 11-12:30 am. On October 11th, 
a special program which is open to everyone 
of all ages will be called Winter Wishes. Two 
special people from Hanford-Dole and North 
Elementary, representing Communities in 
Schools, will share the purpose and scope of 
this unique organization. The library is inviting 
everyone who comes to this event and the 
rest of October to donate warm items such as 

hats, gloves,solid color sweaters for deserving 
children in all the North schools for grades 
K-8. Cynthia Rice and Treasure Washington will 
be the two main speakers for this event. If you 
have any further questions, call the librarian at 
704-636-9072. The event will be from 4-5:00 

and refreshments will be provided afterwards. 
The entire month of November the library 
will be featuring Native American Culture 
and History. Dolls dressed in Native American 
attire will be displayed in historic scenes. On 
November 15th from 11-12:30 a private school 

and several home-school families plan to attend 
the program on Navajo Code-Talkers. Catherine 
Ritch, author of a children’s book which resulted 
from her interviewing eighteen of the original 
code-talkers, will discuss this topic for the 
middle-school children. The second half of the 
program will feature Chief Fleming Otey, a chief 
of the Cherokee tribe. He will speak on the 
heritage and culture of this group. The students 
will check out our many new arrivals which focus 
on Native American stories and the subject of 
Navajo Code-Talkers. If you would like to join 
this group, please call the library at 704-636-
9072 by the eighth of November so that there 
will be enough seating. On December 9th, an 
Old-Fashioned Christmas Open House will be 
hosted in the library from 6-8 pm. Children will 
listen to Victorian Christmas stories, eat cookies 
and sing some Christmas carols. A Special 
guest and a friend will entertain the children. 
Visitors may come and go during this two hour 
period as music, food and fun will be ongoing. 
More details will be given later. Watch for more 
information on the Spencer Public Library’s 
Facebook page.

About the Masthead image: an artist’s rendering of the Yadkin River 
Trailhead, now under construction.


