Lenoir earns top civic honor
By Paul Teague, Local News Editor (www.newstopic.net) 
Mission accomplished.
In its first competitive attempt, Lenoir was named an All-America City in Tampa, Fla., Friday night during an awards ceremony at the Marriott Waterside Hotel and Marina.
The recognition caps an effort that officially began in February, though Lenoir has been laying the groundwork for several years as it sought to recover from the loss of thousands of manufacturing jobs in the furniture industry.
Lenoir had advanced to the final round, along with 15 other cities from across the country. The Lenoir contingent had to endure an excruciating wait while nine other cities were recognized, leaving only one spot left, when the city's name was called.
“I was getting extremely nervous,” Lenoir Mayor David Barlow said about the building drama. “We are thrilled to death. The people and our community have plenty of reason to be proud and have confidence that this community is on the right track.”
Barlow accepted the award on behalf of the city.
Since 1949, the National Civic League has offered the All-America City program, which is designed to recognize communities whose citizens work together to identify and tackle community-wide challenges and achieve positive results.
During its presentation, Lenoir highlighted its downtown revitalization and economic recovery efforts, the Community Health Assistance Program (CHAP) - a partnership between Caldwell Memorial Hospital and the Helping Hands Clinic - that provides free health care to needy individuals and families, and the James C. Harper School of Performing Arts for its outreach in providing musical programs to children and adults.
More than 50 Lenoir residents, ranging in age from 3 to 81, made the trip to Tampa and gave a 10-minute presentation to the jurors on Thursday. Lenoir Economic Development/Main Street Director Kaye Reynolds described the performance - which included children involved in the music program, along with residents who have been assisted by the CHAP program - as “hitting one out of the ballpark.”
Barlow said that he was informed privately by the judging committee after the announcement that Lenoir had been its top choice for the honor.
“It's unbelievable,” Harper School Executive Director Janet Bloom said. “For our students who spoke, it was such a great experience for them. These children have worked so hard.”
Lenoir City Manager Lane Bailey, who credited Reynolds for her preparation leading up to the event, said the honor confirms that the city is making progress.
“This is just wonderful news for the community,” Bailey said. “We've had some tough issues, but we are headed in the right direction. Our community will come together to solve any problem.”
Lenoir joins Hickory, which won for the third time last year, in gaining the All-America recognition.
“We are just so excited,” said Debra Philyaw, a representative from the Helping Hands Clinic. “We knew Lenoir needed this.”
Downtown Lenoir business owner Ben Willis admitted, “It was getting nail-biting going down to the end. But it made the victory yell all the more meaningful.”
And after a night of celebrating, the Lenoir group will make a triumphant return to the city today.
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