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319 Palmer Street, Albemarle, NC
(704) 982-4217 • www.brh.org/taylor-house

TAYLOR  
HOUSE  

 Quality, Compassionate Care Since 1951

Rev. Lowell Brown (Chaplain) – 17 years, Laura Curcio (CNA/Med Tech) – 22 years.

319 Palmer Street, Albemarle, NC
(704) 982-4217 • www.brh.org/taylor-house

   
 Quality, Compassionate Care Since 1951

Come Join Our Family!

TAYLOR HOUSE

From Our Home
To Yours

Wishing You A Very 
Merry Christmas!

Front row left to right: Ginger Harris, Lillie Cato, Cecila Smith, Aaliyah Grady, Ava Ratliff, Diana Dessellier
Second row: Amber Duncan, Frances Spivey, Mohammed Radwan, Gina Cooper

Back row: Lashica Johnson, Lowell Brown, Ernie Vanhoy, Laura Curcio
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MAZDA
6735 E. INDEPENDENCE BLVD

CHARLOTTE, NC 28212

FORD
738 NC-24

ALBEMARLE, NC 28001

CDJR
200 HIGHWAY 740 BYPASS EAST,

ALBEMARLE, NC 28001
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435 Willow Street, Albemarle, NC 28001 
www.allowderinc.com
704.982.4456

As we celebrate our 50th anniversary, this has been a year of reflection 
for our family. We are full of thankfulness for the customers,  

vendors and relationships that have been built over the last fifty years. 
From our family to yours,  

We wish you a happy and healthy Holiday Season! 
The Lowder Family
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Hospice of Stanly County will once again host its Angel Tree Lighting 
ceremony and Festival of Trees this December.

The Angel Tree Lighting ceremony, which will be 4-6 p.m. Dec. 5 at 
Stanly Commons in Albemarle, honors the memory of friends and loved 
ones. Hospice volunteers hand-craft a uniquely designed angel to adorn 
the trees each year.

The Angel Tree Lighting ceremony is a way to share in the Hospice’s 

mission of caring for patients with an advanced illness while delivering 
compassionate support.  

Purchasing an angel helps provide funds to support Hospice’s programs 
and services.

A special event for the Festival of Trees will be 5-7 p.m. Dec. 8 at Stanly 
Commons.

Individuals can visit https://hospiceofstanly.org/angels/ to complete an 
online form to purchase an angel. Forms may also be printed out and 
mailed with a check to Hospice of Stanly, 960 N. First St., Albemarle, NC 
28001. Angels are available for a $10 donation.

The trees will be up Dec. 1-Dec. 31 in the Commons. 

About the Cover

ELECTRICAL | RESIDENTIAL | COMMERCIAL
ELECTRICAL | RESIDENTIAL | COMMERCIAL

Thank you  
for voting us Best Electrical 
Contractor in Stanly County!



November 25-27
December 2-4
December 8-11 
December 16-23 
December 26-27

2022 • 14th Annual

Train Rides
See The Lights!

Come See Santa!
Food Available

Check Our Website or  
Call for Details  

336-859-2755
4259 Handy Rd., Denton NC

www.dentonfarmpark.com

at Denton Farmpark, Denton, NC



Every year, in early October, Austin and 
Megan King begin decorating for the 
holiday season. But they are not getting 

out ghosts and goblins for Halloween; the Kings 
are preparing for Christmas.

And unlike many people, who often wait un-
til after Thanksgiving and decorate only certain 
portions of their home, the Kings, whose house 
on North 3rd Street in Albemarle has been fea-
tured on the Holiday Tour of Homes, go all-out.

“Everything’s intentional,” said Austin. “So 
the wrapping paper will match what’s on the 
trees. There’s a method to the madness.”

Megan added that she does not buy wrapping 
paper that will not complement the decor.

There are typically at least two full-sized 
Christmas trees in the house and most of the 
family’s pictures and other items on the walls get 
temporarily replaced with all kinds of Christ-
mas decor. The couple enjoy looking for vintage 

items, especially antiquing.
Over the years, the couple, who married in 

2015, have accumulated lots of holiday deco-
rations, especially on the day after Christmas, 
when Megan enjoys shopping at Target.

“If we see something, we want to get it and 
then we want to use it and showcase it,” Megan 
said.

One of the signature pieces is a large Santa 
Claus painting created by Eli Williams that was 

Decking the halls
Families decorate homes with lots of Christmas cheer

STORY BY CHRIS MILLER | SUBMITTED PHOTOS

The King 
family’s home is 
decked out for 

Christmas.



commissioned by Atrium Health.
Both Megan and Austin come from families 

that liked to decorate for the holidays, but they 
took it to another level once they came together. 
Utilizing weekends to set up both the interior 
and exterior of the home, the Kings typically 
have their house fully decorated for the Christ-
mas season by the beginning of November. They 
like to watch the classic “National Lampoon’s 
Christmas Vacation” while getting everything 
set up.

Each of the main rooms are usually color-co-
ordinated (the formal living area, featuring vin-
tage pink tweed furniture, is typically set with 
silver and gold decor) while the exterior includes 
multi-colored lights and wreaths along the the 
windows and old Albemarle street bells.

While their teenage son Khi has largely out-
grown wanting to help his parents — Megan 
jokes that he thinks the family is “ridiculous” 
— their daughter Ellison, who is 3, still really 
appreciates the magic of the holiday season.

“She just gets so excited,” Megan said. “She 
just has so much joy that it’s worth the work that 
we have to put into it.” Megan and Austin Smith with their dautghter Ellison, and son Khi.

The Smiths’ bedroom and fireplace with Christmas decor.
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Having always had an eye for design, the fam-
ily had an interior design business a few years 
ago, helping people decorate their homes, espe-
cially during the holidays. Between juggling two 
kids and their own jobs, they could not sustain it 
though they still find time to decorate a house in 
the community each year for Christmas.

Both have a passion for interior design and 
have certain skills that complement the other. 
Austin, for example, can often visualize what a 
room will look like before the decorations begin.

“We work tougher well, which makes the 
process a little easier,” Megan said. “It’s a team 
effort.”

And despite the notion that interior design 
is often more associated with women, Austin is 
just as passionate about getting his home deco-
rated.

“He cares just as much about what things 
look like as I do,” Megan said.

Some of the Kings holiday traditions include 
hosting Christmas breakfast or lunch with both 
of their families along with driving around look-
ing at lights and getting Chinese food at night.

Another Albemarle resident who enjoys the 
holiday is Rose Smith, who regularly bedazzles 
her home with an assortment of Christmas trees 
and other items, including a life-size sleigh and 
numerous Santa figurines (she estimates she has 
around 25). The outside of her home, which is 

more minimal, tends to include wreaths on the 
windows, yellow lights and trees beside the door.

In a tradition that began in 2015, Smith in-
vites her friends and family to attend a lavish 
Christmas open house every other year in early 
December. With each iteration seemingly get-
ting more festive than the last, Smith finds ways 
to add more and more decorations. Smith had 
17 trees inside her home for last year’s event — 
her most ever.

“I love Christmas and I love decorating,” she 

said.
Smith had 189 people attend her party in 

2019, the most ever, though the number de-
clined to 132 last year.

After spending so much time over the years 
decorating her home, her sister Debbie suggest-
ed she open her home up to the public.

“She said, ‘Why don’t you do an open house? 
There’s people that would love to see this,’ “ Rose 
recalled her sister told her.

During off-years, Smith still enjoys decorat-
ing, but, like the Kings, she also enjoys helping 
others to spruce up their homes.

“I have a lot of people that reach out and ask 
if I will come and help them, and so my off-year, 
I’m at other people’s homes helping them, which 
usually is friends and family,” including her three 
daughters, Smith said.

Her passion for Christmas dates back to her 
childhood years, when she remembers being en-
amored with silver tinsel trees her family regular-
ly put up. Her father would mount a color wheel 
on the wall, behind the tree, which appeared to 
show the tree turning colors.

“As a child I was just fascinated that that tree 
would turn a different color,” Smith said. “The 
silver tree would turn whatever color it would 
come to — it would be blue and then it would 
be green.”

Smith also liked when her mother spent hours 

The Smiths’ breakfast table, above, and the Kings’ 
den, right, are ready for the holidays.

The Smiths’ gazebo sports a large wreath with 
lights.
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meticulously attaching icicles to the trees, which 
made them look frozen. It was this dedication 
and thoroughness to the craft of decorating that 
Smith said she inherited from her parents.

Smith did not go all-out when her children 
were younger. But now that they are married 
with kids of their own and she recently retired 
from a 40-year career as a pharmacist techni-
cian, she has ample time to purchase new dec-
orations and ornaments and methodically place 
them all around her home. She likes to be the 
only one decorating, because she often changes 
things a lot.

During the years when she hosts her Christ-
mas party (the next one will be in 2023), every 
room is decorated with a specific theme in mind. 
Her trees, which are about seven and a half feet 
tall, are each different: Last year, for example, 
she had a snowman tree, a gingerbread man tree 
and a red, black and white tree, among others.

At her parties, Smith lets people vote for their 
favorite Christmas tree, which she always enjoys.

“That to me is the most fun of all of it,” she 
said, adding after people leave, many will reach 
out, wanting to know which tree received the 
most votes. “Everybody is very inquisitive about 

what tree wins.”
Whenever her trees are lit up and she is at a 

vantage point where she can sit and enjoy them, 
the magic sets in, and she said it feels like she has 

just entered a department store, such as Macy’s, 
during the holidays.

“It makes you feel like a child again, and you 
just hope you can inspire other people.”

The Residences at the Albemarle Hotel features 29 beautifully designed one-, two-, and three bedroom apartments.

All units equipped with range, refrigerator, microwave, dishwasher, and stackable washer/dryer. Granite 
countertops with subway tile backsplash. Over and under counter lighting in kitchen.

All utilities included: electricity, water & sewer plus basic internet.  Building and apartment accessibility are by 
keyless locks. A secured package room for you to pick up your deliveries. On-site fitness room and onsite bicycle 
storage included. Storage lockers available for rent. 

Christine’s Wood Fire Restaurant from Scratch Made Hospitality Group will be occupying the lobby area and 
original dining room.

Contact Stanly4Rent for more information or application info@stanly4rent.com 704-983-2149

The Residences at the Albemarle Hotel features 29 beautifully 
designed one, two, and three bedroom apartments.

All units equipped with range, refrigerator, microwave,  
dishwasher, and stackable washer/dryer. 

Granite countertops with subway tile backsplash.  
Over and under counter lighting in kitchen.

All utilities included: electricity, water & sewer plus basic internet. 
Building and apartment accessibility are by keyless locks.  

A secured package room for you to pick up your deliveries.  
On-site fitness room and onsite bicycle storage included.  

Storage lockers available for rent.

Christine’s Wood Fire Restaurant from Scratch Made Hospitality 
Group will be occupying the lobby area and original dining room.

Contact Stanly4Rent 
for more information or application  

info@stanly4rent.com

704-983-2149

The Kings’ fireplace 
with stockings.

S
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“Christmas comes sooner every 
year!” 

It is a perennial sentiment 
echoing through the aisles of big box stores from 
late September on. 

By now, Christmas cards made from fami-
ly beach trip pictures are waiting to be mailed, 
and children’s wish lists are waiting to be filled. 
Brown cardboard boxes of in-demand toys, 
games and gadgets arrive daily on doorsteps all 
over Stanly County. 

One Albemarle resident recently opened a 
Christmas box before Christmas. 

She’s a member of an exclusive club of most-
ly anonymous women and men who will soon 
begin popping up at malls, parades, children’s 
hospitals and tree-lightings wearing head-to-toe 
garb in various shades of red. 

Known around town as Diane Jordan — Nana 
to her grandkids — she’ll soon don her newly 
purchased velvet dress complete with white fur 
trim, and voila! She’ll be somebody else — the 
beloved Mrs. Claus. 

Jordan’s “Mrs. Claus” first appeared in 2013 
at The Marketplace Vintage Store because owner 
Christy Wood called on Jordan to fill the role at 

a seasonal event for her customers. As they say, 
the rest is history. 

“She is the most loving and sweet spirited lady 
I have ever met,” said Wood. “She was a perfect 
Mrs. Claus for us for many, many years and with 
more to come.” 

For 14 or so years, Jordan and her daugh-
ter, Ingrid Wyrick, have managed their vintage 
booth, Southern Style Clutter, at The Market-
place, and now have a booth at White Owl An-
tique Mall in Mount Pleasant. 

The mother-daughter duo spends a lot of time 
stocking both locations. 

Mrs. Claus comes alive
Diane Jordan relishes role as iconic character

STORY BY JO GREY | PHOTO BY CHRIS MILLER

Mrs. Claus, aka Diane Jordan, and her 
daughter, Ingrid Wyrick. The wooden book 

Jordan is holding is a vintage piece 
that belonged to her grandmother.
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“We travel every direction and collaborate on new ideas to change things 
up a bit,” said Ingrid. “Mom is my Wonder Woman image. A Christian 
woman with a heart of gold, and the glue to our family.” 

Christmas has always been Diane Jordan’s favorite time of year because 
of the birth of Jesus. Family traditions still include reading the Christmas 
story from the Bible on Christmas Eve, a birthday cake for Jesus and lots of 
Christmas music. She also recalls the classic “Twas the Night Before Christ-
mas” was a favorite of her kids and grandkids. 

From the start, this new tradition of being Mrs. Claus has included In-
grid as helper. 

“She is truly my best friend,” says Jordan. 
Ingrid encourages the children to talk to Mrs. Claus, she greets and chats 

with parents or takes pictures as needed. Ingrid also watches as children sit 
in Mrs. Claus’s lap or stand next to her for a picture, noting the compassion 
and sincerity shown to the children. 

“She listens and writes down what they wish for and gives them mini-can-
dy canes to enjoy while walking around the store with their parents.” 

Jordan thinks for a moment, then recalls that the children’s lists over the 
years have included Tonka trucks, dolls, tricycles, bicycles, action figures, 
Legos, go-carts, pets — even a pony. 

“Of course, the children from my church always recognize me,” she says.  
The rest of the year, grownups from all over the county may recognize 

Diane Jordan as a charter member of Stanly County Singing Americans, or 
as a friendly face in Atrium Health Stanly’s Cheer Shop, where she works 
several times a month. Even when she’s not with people, she’s cheering 
others from a distance by sending cards to shut-ins, to people who’ve been 
sick or just need to know they’re thought of. 

“My mom sends more cards than anyone I know,” said Ingrid, “to in-
clude family and close friends for every holiday.” 

Back before Covid showed up, Atrium Stanly had a Christmas party 
for medical staff and their families in the hospital’s Magnolia Room where 
Mrs. Claus again spread her special brand of cheer. 

“I’m a people-person,” says Jordan, an obvious fact to everyone she meets. 
This year, The Marketplace is again hosting “Milk and Cookies with Mrs. 

Claus” from 11 a.m. to 1 p.m. Dec. 17. In addition, Mrs. Claus will make 
her first appearance at White Owl for similar events Dec. 10, 11 and 18. 

All Christmas-loving grownups and children are invited for refreshments, 
picture-taking and making Christmas memories with Mrs. Claus. S

Bringing locally grown healthy and 
affordable foods to Stanly County and the 

greater Charlotte region.

33643 Old Salisbury Rd., Albemarle, NC 28001 
(Across from Bethany Woods Nursing Home) 

Mon-Wed 8 - 4:30 | Thurs-Fri 8 - 6 | Sat. 9 - 5

(704) 985-6041 | www.springlakefamilyfarms.com



Most people go their whole lives with-
out stepping foot inside the White 
House or having any type of con-

nection with a presidential administration. The 
closest they get to seeing the president or his 
official residence is watching the news on TV.

Claude Harwood Jr., though, is unlike most 
people.

Harwood, 90, an Albemarle florist who has 
worked in the industry for more than 70 years, 
has amassed a litany of impressive accolades, 

including representing the United States in the 
Interflora World Cup Competition in Australia 
in 1979.

But the most memorable moments of his 
career have centered around his many trips 
to Washington, D.C., where over the years 
he helped decorate the White House for the 
Christmas season during the presidencies of 
Gerald Ford, Jimmy Carter, Ronald Reagan and 
George H.W. Bush and helped with the floral 
arrangements as part of the inaugurations of five 

presidents, including John F. Kennedy, Lyndon 
Johnson and Richard Nixon.

“You get to thinking about how privileged 
you were to be able to do this,” Harwood said.

In honor of all that he’s accomplished and the 
many customers he has helped over the decades 
— whether it be for weddings, funerals, anni-
versaries, proms, birthdays or other occasions — 
the City of Albemarle honored Harwood with 
a special recognition during a council meeting 
in October, including a resolution detailing his 

A rosy career
Florist Harwood looks back on 70-plus years,
including helping decorate the White House

BY CHRIS MILLER

Claude Harwood Jr. arranges 
a flower bouquet at Blooms 
Royale Florist in downtown 

Albemarle. (Chris Miller 
photo)
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many accomplishments.
“Claude Harwood has been a trea-

sure to our city for decades,” Mayor 
Ronnie Michael later told The Stanly 
News & Press. “His skill and artistry 
have served families for generations 
in times of sorrow, joy and everything 
in between. His work decorating the 
White House was a source of immense 
pride for our community.”

ESTABLISHING HIMSELF 
WITHIN THE FLORAL 

INDUSTRY 
In many ways, Harwood was always 

destined to enter into the floral indus-
try. His maternal grandfather operat-
ed a floral shop in Tarboro. In 1942, 
his father opened Harwood’s Florist 
in Albemarle, along what is now U.S. 
Highway 52 South, where he orig-
inally sold tomato plants.

“My father always loved garden 
work,” especially growing gladio-
lus, Harwood said.

As a young kid, Harwood did not necessarily 
enjoy working in the garden, but he did help 
his father with the business, where he delivered 
flowers and worked in the greenhouse.

After high school, Harwood spent one year 
at N.C. State University, where he took several 
courses learning about plants and insects typi-
cally found within greenhouses.

Following his short stint in Raleigh, Har-
wood came back to the family business, where 
he discovered a love for the art of flower ar-
rangements.

“I just liked to work all the time and the older 
I got, the more I liked the designing part,” he 
said.

Harwood soon began taking days-long floral 
designing programs offered across the country, 
including in Florida, Georgia and California, 
where he became a sponge, soaking in as much 
knowledge as possible about the latest industry 
techniques such as utilizing styrofoam for arti-
ficial flowers, making sure stem placements are 
parallel to each other (known as parallelism) 
and high-style arrangements.

Wanting to stay on top of the latest trends 
within the industry, Harwood attended as many 
programs, he called them schools, as he could 

before applying what he learned back at Har-
wood’s Florist. He estimates he attended more 
than 100 such programs during his career.

“We introduced a lot of the new products in 
Stanly County,” he said.

Perhaps more important than what he learned 
was who Harwood was able to network with. 
These programs — sponsored by the Florists’ 
Transworld Delivery (FTD), the country’s first 
floral wire service — helped Harwood establish 
long-lasting relationships with florists in the 
United States and across the world.

“It was beautiful because you got to meet a lot 
of people,” he said about the programs. “These 
design schools would have designers from other 
states and sometimes other countries and that’s 
where you really learn from...people from other 
places bringing in their techniques.”

Among the many people he met over the years 
was the German designer and author Gregor 
Lersch, one of the giants of the industry, whose 
grandfather was one of the original founders of 
Interflora, which later became FTD in the Unit-
ed States. He competed against Lersch during 
his time in Australia and even spent a few weeks 
with him at his home.

“They confiscated some of his material for the 
competition and I gave him some of my ma-

terial, which was unheard of in Eu-
rope,” Harwood said.

In his late 20s at the time, Har-
wood took over the family business 
along with his mother in 1963, after 
his father unexpectedly passed away. 
At that point, Harwood’s Florist, 
which had numerous greenhouses 
and six employees, had become a 
fixture in the community.

“It was overwhelming,” he said 
about taking over the family busi-
ness, “but I had been working in the 
shop long enough that I knew what 
to do.”

Due to his deep connections 
within FTD as a result of the many 
design programs, Harwood gradu-
ally became a major player within 
the industry. Throughout his mem-

bership with FTD, he delivered 
flowers across the country and 
the world, including to Canada, 
Germany, Australia and New 
Zealand.

MR. HARWOOD GOES 
TO WASHINGTON 

His national profile rose even more in late 
1960, when FTD contacted him and his wife 
Cathryn about the opportunity to come to 
Washington, D.C., to help decorate for the in-
auguration of John F. Kennedy.

A designer was already in place to coordinate 
everything; Harwood and the other florists se-
lected and helped arrange the flowers.

“They got it all lined up, what they want done, 
but they got to have somebody that knows how 
to do it to put it together,” Harwood said.

He spent about five days in Washington, and 
when a major winter storm occurred the day 
before the inauguration, Harwood remembers 
many of the flowers froze.

Though he never got the chance to meet 
Kennedy, he did briefly meet the new first lady, 
Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis, though he doesn’t 
remember any details of the interaction.

Harwood would make six additional trips 
to the capital over the years, decorating for the 
inaugurations of Lyndon B. Johnson, Richard 
Nixon and Jimmy Carter and, later on, going 
to the White House to help set up Christmas 

A photo with Claude Harwood, left, and wife Cathryn, right, with First Lady
Rosalynn Carter. (Submitted photo) 
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decorations. As was the case with his first vis-
it, Harwood never met the presidents, but did 
meet their wives — Lady Bird Johnson, Pat Nix-
on, Betty Ford, Rosalynn Carter, Nancy Reagan 
and Barbara Bush.

FTD also selected Harwood and his wife to 
travel to the White House, where they, along 
with other florists from around the country, 
helped decorate the official indoor Christmas 
tree, located in the Blue Room. Harwood helped 
decorate the tree for four presidents, beginning 
with Ford and ending with George H.W. Bush.

The first indoor Christmas tree was installed 
in the White House sometime in the 19th cen-
tury and since 1961 the tree has had a themed 
motif at the discretion of the First Lady.

“They put a scaffold around the tree and we 
put up the ornaments,” Harwood said, noting it 
took several days to decorate the tree each year.

Whenever the president was walking into 
the Blue Room, which happened on occasion, 
Harwood and the others would have to clear the 

room.
Harwood has several pictures of himself dec-

orating at the White House, including one with 
Cathryn and First Lady Rosalynn Carter, who 
wrote: “To Cathryn and Claude Harwood, with 
best wishes.”

“I was very honored,” he said about being se-
lected multiple times to help decorate for several 
administrations, spanning about 30 years.

ACHIEVING INTERNATIONAL 
RECOGNITION 

As wonderful and noteworthy as it was spend-
ing time in Washington, arguably the biggest 
moment of Harwood’s professional career came 
in 1979, when he represented the United States 
in Melbourne, Australia as part of the World 
Cup Competition.

The competition, which was sponsored by In-
terflora, the international arm of FTD, featured 
20 nations and included six categories.

“The entries,” Harwood said in an interview 

with the SNAP ahead of the competition, “have 
to be dramatic, different and very showy.”

Harwood became the United States’ represen-
tative after he won the national title for floral 
design, known as Americas Cup, in Atlanta the 
previous year. Before that, he took first place in 
the statewide competition.

Following his victory in Atlanta, Harwood, 
who had been president of the North Carolina 
Florists and was North Carolina designer of the 
year in 1970, went on a national tour sponsored 
by FTD-Interflora, where he created floral ar-
rangements on television and was interviewed 
by scores of newspapers. He also participated in 
floral shows in 14 major cities promoting Inter-
flora, according to the SNAP article.

In preparing for the World Cup, Harwood 
told the SNAP he received inspiration from all 
kinds of sources including “plants, people, build-
ings, cars, our environment.”

FTD-Interflora paid for Harwood’s Australian 
trip and awarded him $1,000 for winning the 
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national competition.
“A lot of good designers never enter the competition,” Harwood said at 

the time. “It simply takes a lot of time and it is not a money making thing. 
You have to love it and love competing.”

Harwood did not win the competition (he does not remember exactly 
how well he did) as a French florist took the top prize. In the roughly 50 
years since the World Cup was first created, no American florist has won 
the competition, according to the FTD World Cup website.

HARWOOD AS AN ARTIST
As an operator of his floral shop, Harwood has been a businessman, but 

as a florist, he views himself more as an artist, coming up with new and 
exciting combinations each time he is given an order.

“Floristry is a curious combination,” he said. “It is a business, but then 
again you need the artistic ability to come up with different designs all the 
time.”

Most of the time when receiving orders, customers typically tell him 
what colors they would like to see and Harwood has the freedom to be as 
creative as possible in the arrangement and decide which flowers would 
best achieve his vision.

He typically reserves certain flowers for certain occasions. For marriages, 
for example, he tends to include roses and orchids, while with funerals, 
common flowers include roses, carnations and gladiolus.

Harwood has also made numerous creations out of artificial flowers, 
including John Deere tractors, tractor trailer trucks and mailboxes.

Besides being a well-known florist, Harwood is a talented sculptor, as he 
spent time in the greenhouses creating ceramic snails and ceramic mush-
rooms, among other creations. His interest with ceramics began as a result 
of his attraction to masks.

In a 1972 Salisbury Sunday Post article, Harwood estimated he had 
made about 1,000 mushrooms of different varieties. He started making 
them about two years earlier.

“I thought it was a good commercial type thing since interior decorators 
had been using mushroom designs for about three or four years at the 
time,” he told the Post.

CONTINUING TO WORK 
Even though Harwood closed his family’s shop in 2010, he did not retire 

from his career as a florist. After having worked for a wholesale florist in 
Thomasville, he has been working at Blooms Royale Florist in downtown 
Albemarle for the past four years, creating the same type of arrangements 
that have made him a beloved fixture in the community.

When asked why he still continues to work, Harwood said he likes to 
stay busy and continue helping people. 

“I’ve enjoyed being with the designers here and the people who work 
here,” he said. “It’s a real pleasure to continue working.”

The most rewarding part of the job for Harwood has always been the 
relationships he has cultivated with his customers. And there have been 
many over the years. He estimates he has helped more than 2,000 people 
during his time in the business.

That was why the honor of being recognized by the city council, in front 
of many of his customers in the audience, meant so much to Harwood.

“I am speechless,” Harwood said, holding back tears, as he sat next to 
Mayor Ronnie Michael. “I appreciate the opportunities that I have had.

“It all boils down to the maker upstairs keeping me here this long to be 
able to help other people,” he added.
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Claude Harwood has helped decorate the White House for Christmas on 
several occasions. (Submitted photo) 
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More than 60 people eagerly waited in 
line in Stanfield for the thrift store, 
operated by West Stanly Christian 

Ministries, to open on the morning of Sept. 24. 
The excitement in the air was palpable, like the 
feeling one gets waking up on Christmas morn-
ing.

And that was exactly the point, as that day 
marked the opening of WSCM’s well-known 

Christmas room, a place people can shop for 
all sorts of holiday decor from Santa figurines, 
wreaths and ornaments, to stockings, mugs, 
plates and stuffed animals.

The opening of the room each year signals the 
beginning of the holiday season for many in the 
community.

“People look for it and people start calling us 
in August, asking when the Christmas room will 

be open,” said WSCM executive director Robert 
Britt, noting the line on opening day this year 
stretched to the parking lot. “The anticipation 
is incredible.”

“When you open it up, the room fills up with 
people,” he added. “It’s just crazy how busy it 
gets.”

It makes sense why people are so passionate 
about the space. The room serves as a lifeline for 

Community staple
West Stanly Christian Ministries’ Christmas Room

has become a fixture for many
STORY AND PHOTOGRAPHY BY CHRIS MILLER

Dianne Williams, 
Karen Morton and 
Cynthia Sanders 

restock a portion of 
the Christmas room at 
West Stanly Christian 

Ministries.
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customers, eager to get a head start with their 
Christmas shopping, who might not have the 
ability to shop at larger retail stores, where items 
would typically be more expensive.

“I love the Christmas room because you can 
get anything here,” said Concord resident Jane 
Downes, who has been coming to the thrift store 
during the holidays for the past 15 years. “And 
when you’re on a fixed income, you can get really 
nice things for a reasonable price.”

During her most recent trip, in late October, 
Downes discovered a 500-piece Cobble Hill hol-
iday puzzle that would normally cost about $20, 
but at this store it was only $2.

“We have people that shop here because they 
want a good deal, we have people that shop here 
that are even resellers, but then there are also 
those who shop here because this is where, with 
dignity, they can provide for their own families,” 
Britt said.

It is both the quality and the diversity of the 
items — holiday-themed dinner plates, part of 
the Norman Rockwell Collection, were recent-
ly on sale for $10 — that have kept customers 
coming back since the Christmas room stared in 
the late 1990s, shortly after WSCM was found-
ed in 1996. The thrift store is at 100 S. Love 
Chapel Road in Stanfield.

“To my knowledge, the Christmas room has 
been a part of the ministry since we had a thrift 
store operation,” said Britt, who has been with 
WSCM since 2013.

As much as the thrift store is a revenue gener-
ator for the organization, it is also a key outreach 
opportunity to connect with and help local fam-
ilies. And the Christmas room is a big part of 
that.

“At our core we’re a crisis assistance ministry, 
that’s what we do, and the thrift store provides 
about 85 percent of our budget,” Britt said, not-
ing the funds derived from the store, including 
from the Christmas room, allow the organiza-
tion to be able to serve the community in nu-
merous ways, including its annual Day of Giving 
campaign.

“I come in here and I feel like I’m used, I feel 
like I can meet and greet and it’s just wonderful,” 
said volunteer Karen Morton.

The large majority of Christmas items donat-
ed to the store arrive shortly after the holiday 
season, during the first few months of the year, 
though staff and volunteers continually collect 

donations as they come in. The items are boxed 
and left on pallets in the basement until around 
September, when the room, which is usually a 
space to sell furniture, transforms again for the 
holidays.

“Just on the volume, when we started this 
year, I think we had around 50 pallets of Christ-
mas merchandise,” Britt said, “and as of today, 
we have 20 pallets worth of merchandise that we 
still have to work through.”

The most common items collected each year 
include wreaths, artificial Christmas trees, nativ-
ity scenes and holiday clothing, including sweat-
ers and socks.

While WSCM staff members, including Britt, 

oversee the Christmas room, there are many vol-
unteers who spend their time each day pricing 
the inventory and making sure shelves continu-
ally get restocked.

“We’re just trying to work through each pallet 
one at a time,” said volunteer Dianne Williams.

“Our volunteers really do drive the Christmas 
room,” Britt said, noting a few hundred peo-
ple help out at some point during the season, 
though only about 10-12 work each day.

Since the shelves are constantly being re-
stocked, even if people don’t come out during 
the first 30 days, which is usually the busiest 
stretch, there are still plenty of items to be pur-
chased throughout the season.
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“Because of the way we keep our stuff year-
round, there are as much great merchandise go-
ing out today as there was opening day,” Britt 
said. “There’s never a bad time to shop.”

The Christmas room has become an institu-
tion during the holidays for many loyal custom-
ers, several of whom come from outside Stanly 
County to find a good deal. A tour bus of 50 
senior citizens from Lincolnton, more than an 
hour away, came to shop at the store a few weeks 
ago.

Michael and Wanda Allred are among the 
thrift store’s most dedicated customers. Every 
Friday for the past three years, the couple make 
the 60-mile drive from their home in Robbins, 
in Moore County, to the store. They shop in the 
morning, have lunch in Locust and come back to 
the store in the afternoon before heading home.

“We found out about this place through a pa-
tient of ours,” said Wanda, who used to work in 
the dental field. “Her mother lived in Locust and 
she told me about the thrift shop.”

In addition to purchasing merchandise, Wan-
da especially enjoys looking for Lennox prod-

ucts, the couple regularly brings in donations, 
including dinnerware, small trees and wreaths.

“We take a lot of stuff up there because we 
know that it’s going to such a good cause,” Wan-
da said.

For the people who work there, the Christmas 
room represents much more than a shopping ha-
ven for customers.

“Sometimes when you get on the other side, it 
really just helps you remember what Christmas 
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is really all about,” Britt said. “It’s really not all about the decorations, it’s 
about the people.”

“It’s not the stuff of Christmas, it’s the joy of Christmas,” said Karen 
Morton.

“There’s just something about being here, being with the customers and 
finding that special something that somebody is looking for...it just makes 
me feel good,” said Dianne Williams.

The thrift store, including the Christmas room, is open from 8 a.m. to 4 
p.m. Monday through Saturday. S
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The following recipes were provid-
ed through the Stanly County office 
of North Carolina Cooperative Ex-
tension.

CANDIED PECANS

• 23/4 c. pecan halves
• 2 T. butter, softened, divided
• 1 c. sugar
• ½ c. water
• ½ t. salt
• ½ t. ground cinnamon
• 1 t. vanilla extract

Place pecans in a shallow baking 
pan in a 250° oven for 10 minutes 
or until warmed. Grease a 15x10x1 
inch baking pan with 1 T. butter; 
set aside

Grease the sides of a heavy sauce-
pan with remaining butter; add 
sugar, water, salt, and cinnamon. 
Bring to a boil, stirring constant-
ly to dissolve sugar. Cover; cook 2 
minutes to

dissolve any sugar crystals that 
may form on the sides of pan. Cook 
without stirring, until a candy 
thermometer reads 236° (soft ball 
stage). Remove from the heat; add 
vanilla. Stir in warm pecans until 
evenly coated.

Spread onto prepared baking 
pan. Bake at 250° for 30 minutes, 
stirring every 10 minutes. Spread 
on a waxed paper lined baking 

sheet to cool.

HOMEMADE 
CORNBREAD MIX 

• 1 c. flour 
• 3/4 tsp. salt 
• ¼ c. sugar 
• 2 tsp. baking powder 
• ½ tsp. baking soda 
• ½ c. dry milk powder 
• 1 c. plus 2 Tbsp. cornmeal 

In a large bowl, mix all the ingre-
dients. Place the mixture in a clean 
quart-sized jar. Cover the jar tightly 
with a lid, decorate it and attach a 
copy of the recipe card.

CHEDDAR-PECAN 
CRISPS

• 2 c. unsalted butter, softened
• 4 c. shredded sharp cheddar 

cheese
• 4½ c. all-purpose flour
• 1 t. salt
• ½ t. garlic powder
• ½ t. cayenne pepper
• 1 c. finely chopped pecans, 

toasted
In a large bowl, cream butter and 

cheese until light and fluffy. In an-
other bowl, whisk flour, salt, garlic 
powder and cayenne; gradually beat 
into creamed mixture. Stir in pe-
cans. Shape into eight 10-inch long 
logs. Wrap in plastic. Refrigerate 

until dough is firm, 2 hours. Pre-
heat oven to 350°. Unwrap and cut 
dough crosswise into ¼-inch slices. 
Place 1 inch apart on ungreased 
baking sheets. Bake until edges are 
crisp and lightly browned, 12-14 
minutes. Cool on pans 1 minute. 
Remove to wire racks to cool com-
pletely. Refrigerate in airtight con-
tainers.

FREEZE OPTION: Place 
wrapped logs in resealable freez-
er bags; place in freezer. To use, 
unwrap frozen logs and cut into 
slices. If necessary, let dough stand 
15 minutes at room temperature 
before cutting. Bake as directed, in-
creasing time by 1-2 minutes.

CRANBERRY-OATMEAL 
COOKIE MIX 

• 1 c. plus 2 Tbsp. flour 
• 1 c. rolled oats 
• ½ tsp. baking soda 
• ½ tsp. salt 

• ¼ c. brown sugar 
• ¼ c. white sugar 
• ½ c. dried cranberries 
• ½ c. white chocolate chips 

Layer the ingredients in a clean, 
quart-sized jar. Cover the jar tightly 
with a lid, decorate it and attach a 
copy of the recipe card.

FRIENDSHIP SOUP MIX 

• ½ c. dry split peas 
• 2 Tbsp. beef bouillon granules 
• ¼ c. pearl barley 
• ½ c. dry lentils 
• ¼ c. dry, minced onions 
• 2 tsp. Italian seasoning 
• ½ c. rice 
• ½ c. macaroni noodles 

In a clean, quart-sized jar, lay-
er all the ingredients except the 
macaroni. Place the macaroni in a 
sandwich bag and place it on top of 
the other ingredients. Cover the jar 
tightly with a lid, decorate it and at-
tach a copy of the recipe card.
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