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BLOWING ROCK — More than a 
million dollars — $60,000 to $80,000 
annually in recent years — has been 
raised by St. Mary of the Hills Epis-
copal Church with its Tour of Homes 
special event, now in its 63rd year, to 
make community funded contributions 
to various special needs in the area. 
Thanks to modern Internet technology 
and the innovative minds of the church 
planning committee, the event survived 
the pandemic and lives on even in 
uncertain times.

The Virtual Tour of Homes launches 
July 23 and will showcase four Blowing 

Rock homes selected by the planning 
committee of the church — and thanks 
to the generous largesse and coopera-
tion of the homeowners.

Loy McGill, chair of the planning 
committee explained that the group 
began its work early in the spring 
still facing a lot of uncertainty about 
COVID-19 and its impact in the High 
Country and beyond.

“Given current information from pub-
lic health officials and the need to plan 
in the weeks ahead, we determined that 
the 2021 summer Tour will be virtual, 
showcasing the beautiful homes of Otis 
and Jean Sawyer, Jeff Roberts, Richard 
and Polly Gambill, and Lee Rocamora 
and John Thompson,” said McGill.

As a real estate broker in Winston-Sa-
lem, McGill brings firsthand knowledge 
about what makes a residence special, 
but each member of her committee 
brings a unique skillset and perspective 
to the task of raising money for the 
community, including their overcoming 
the challenges the pandemic limitations 
presented and the group’s use of tech-
nology in furthering the mission.

“These four Blowing Rock homes 
have a variety of interior designs, art 
and antiques, and each have spectac-
ular views that the homeowners are 
generously sharing on the virtual tour,” 
said McGill. “Their united commitment 

Tour of  Homes features residences with art foremost in mind
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Owls Roost, Nan and Edgar Lawton’s Home from the 2018 Tour 
of Homes.
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BLOWING ROCK — Getting 
town services to pay for them-
selves on a stand alone basis so 
they are not subsidized by revenue 
from property taxes and sales 
taxes is the mission, but when it 
comes to water and sewer it may 
take the Town of Blowing Rock 
some time to catch up.

One of the things that town 
manager Shane Fox and his staff 
recognized upon his being hired 
in May of 2019 was a disconnect 
in the town’s billing for water and 
sewer vs. the operating expenses 
for providing the service, as well 
as needed capital spending for 
water plant upgrades and water 
and sewer line replacement.

“Somewhat ironically, it was 
COVID-19 that allowed us to do a 
more comprehensive study of our 
residential and commercial usage, 
the revenue being produced on 
a more granular level, and what 
our capital needs are,” said Fox. 
“What we found was that the 
usage of water was actually de-
clining from year to year as people 
responsibly installed appliances, 
faucets and sinks, and bathroom 
facilities that are more efficient. 
At the same time, though, the 
infrastructure to supply that water 
was costing more from ongoing 
operations, including current 
repairs to the system to maintain 
the service. Then you have the 
looming capital needs for replac-
ing lines and making significant 
capital improvements to the 
water plant. Water and sewer 
revenue should be paying for all 
of that, not drawing so much from 
property tax and sales tax revenue 
going into the general fund.”

So part of the changes imple-
mented July 1 are to get the water 
service to be more self sufficient. 
Another objective was for it to be 
fairer vs. the water being con-
sumed.

“What we found was that 70 
percent of our users are not 
coming close to the 5,000 gallon 
minimum usage threshold. A 
3,000 gallon breakpoint made 
more sense. It didn’t seem fair 
for the 1,500 gallon user or even 
3,000 gallon user to be paying the 
same amount of money as some-
one using almost twice as much or 
more water.”

Fox said that there are two 
distinct groups of water users in 
Blowing Rock. First there are the 
residential and retail store users, 
then there are the restaurants and 
lodging users.

“Collectively, the residents and 
retail shops use the most water,” 
said Fox, “but individually, the 
restaurants and lodging business-
es are our largest customers. Both 
groups use significantly more in 
the summer and fall than in the 
winter and early spring.”

Even with the changes in billing 
and the relatively small increas-
es to the rates, Fox pointed out 
that Blowing Rock remains well 
behind its peers in its rates.

“Any time we consider changing 
rates for services, it is important 
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BLOWING ROCK — With a 
nod to the Cinemascope world 
in which we live, artist Waitsel 
Smith produces all of his paint-
ings using a 1:2 or 2:1 aspect 
ratio. His visually stunning 
imagery is on display — and he 
is available to talk about it — 
this week at Edgewood Cottage 
as part of the ongoing Artists in 
Residence series produced by 
Blowing Rock Historical Society.

It is not surprising that a 
former creative director in 
advertising would create stark 
imagery that might well be used 
in promotional campaigns if not 
in fine art. The impact is some-
times surprising.

“That painting over there,” 
Smith says in pointing across 

Working, playing 
in a widescreen world
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It may look like the blonde woman is viewing the painting, but look closely and find that she is actually in the 
painting, viewing the lighthouse. This is just one of the Waitsel Smith paintings on display, July 19-26 at Edge-
wood Cottage for the Artists in Residence series produced by Blowing Rock Historical Association.
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This painting by Waitsel Smith, whose paintings are on display July 19-26 at Edgewood Cottage for the Artists in Residence series, could very well be 
part of an advertising campaign for a Scottish company. The stark imaging reflects his background in advertising creative design.
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BLOWING ROCK — Blow-
ing Rock has the assets — and 
challenges — that 99.9 percent 
of the towns and cities in North 
American wish they had, said 
Roger Brooks of Destination 
Development Association and 
Roger Brooks International. He 
told a nearly full town hall audi-
ence that Blowing Rock does not 
have an over-tourism problem, 
but severe shortages in parking 
and wayfinding.

In the July 15 presentation of 
his observations and suggestions 
after a three-week assessment, 
Brooks was candid in laying 

out the numbers for the biggest 
problem area, parking. And he 
did that not just for identifying 
the problem, but how to fix it as 
well.

The problem is clear, Brooks 
said in spelling out a parking 
shortage of at least 600 publicly 
available spaces and possibly as 
many as 1,500. Looking primari-
ly at the almost 90 businesses 
downtown that rely on public 
parking — retail shops, restau-
rants, and real estate offices 
– Brooks counted 428 public 
parking spaces in the downtown 
area. Those businesses, which 
are all open at approximately 
the same times, are conserva-
tively estimated to have 413 

employees, almost all driving 
their own cars. So after those 
businesses’ employees find a 
place to park, that leaves just 15 
spaces for everybody else that 
might want to be downtown.

Much of the traffic and con-
gestion issues, he suggested, are 
due to far too many people driv-
ing around looking for a place to 
park — at the same time.

It is important to note that 
Brooks’ numbers do not include 
town government employees 
(administrative, public works, 
parks and recreation), the Blow-
ing Rock Chamber of Commerce 
(staff and visitors), the Blowing 
Rock Tourism Development Au-
thority (staff and visitors), Blow-

ing Rock School, the Communi-
ty Library, banks, or churches, 
some of which have their own 
parking but most of whom also 
add to parking demand.

Brooks’ suggested solution is 
for the town to add a large re-
mote parking structure (capable 
of parking 400-600 cars) as 
soon as possible and introduce 
a daily shuttle with a frequency 
of at least every 15 minutes. 
In addition, he said, the town 
should adopt paid parking in the 
downtown area using one of the 
newer digital payment, monitor-
ing and collection technologies. 
He provided several names of 

Roger Brooks defines parking problem, solutions 
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