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Building blocks
Pitt County is creating its future on a solid 

foundation of economic assets.

T
he 10th Street Connector has a complex 

price tag — $37 million — but a basic goal: 

uniting Greenville. It will connect Vidant 

Medical Center, Pitt County’s biggest em-

ployer, East Carolina University and the heart of the city. 

It will have lanes for pedestrians, bicyclists and motor-

ists, along with transit stops, when it opens in spring 

2019. There also will be a unique piece of art. A 16-foot- 

tall sculpture by internationally recognized artist and 

ECU professor Hanna Jubran will stand at what locals 

consider the city’s entrance, the intersection of 10th 

and Evans streets. “We’re sending a signal to visitors and 

residents that this place matters,” says Bianca Shoneman, 

director of Uptown Greenville, a nonprofit dedicated to 

revitalizing Pitt County’s seat. 

Jubran’s creation — Into the Future — has two verti-

cal stainless-steel forms that are perforated. The holes 

look like stars in a constellation when illuminated. Each 

form will be topped with a 5-foot diameter globe filled 

with components that turn with the wind. One will be 

placed on each side of the intersection. “The two forms are 

visually connected to make a gateway,” he says. “The globe 

represents economy, industry, technology and celestial 

motion. It is a new generation, a new way of thinking. We 

selected stainless steel because it is a modern material and 

rust-resistant, so it represents industry and technology. 

And the way I sand the surface, it will become reflective 

at night, and that’s another reason we decided on stainless 

steel. That was the goal of me and [his wife, Jodi, a fellow 

artist and ECU professor]. How do we see Greenville and 

Pitt County moving into the future?”  

     That future is unfolding nearby. American Tobacco 

Co. opened offices in Greenville in 1893. At that time, it 

was a community of blacksmiths, shoemakers and mari-
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Downtown Greenville is finding new life as former tobacco warehouses are converted to 21st-century uses.
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ners who plied the Tar River, which winds 

its way to the Pamlico River and eventually 

the Atlantic Ocean. It had six tobacco fac-

tories, along with knitting and grist mills, 

six churches and a dozen barrooms a de-

cade later. Export Leaf Tobacco Co. built a 

Greenville plant in 1911. The massive brick 

building has a towering smokestack, and its 

long façade, which is adjacent to railroad 

tracks, is covered with color in spring and 

summer, when a row of dogwoods and 

crape myrtles bloom. It has a new name 

— Haynie Building — and a new owner — 

East Carolina University. The building joins 

neighbors, the former American Tobacco 

Co. and Prichard-Hughes warehouses, on 

the National Register of Historic Places. 

They are part of the Tobacco Warehouse 

Historic District, a more than 20-acre por-

tion of Greenville that’s a block from where 

Jubran’s sculpture will stand. 

The Haynie Building became part 

of ECU’s East Carolina Research and 

Innovation Campus in April 2015, when 

the UNC Board of Governors made it 

the statewide system’s eighth Millennial 

Campus. It provides a place where edu-

cation, industry, government and other 

partners intermingle and innovate. The 

research campus comprises four sites: 

the health-sciences portion of campus 

in downtown Greenville; the Stratford 

Arms and Blount Fields properties near 

Dowdy-Ficklen Stadium, where 50,000 

fans gather to watch the university’s 

NCAA Division I football team play; and 

the warehouse property. “The historic 

warehouse district will probably be the 

piece of property where the first facili-

ties are constructed,” says Ted Morris, 

ECU’s associate vice chancellor of in-

novation and economic development. 

“We’re going to restore the Haynie 

Building and make it into an economic 

and development hub.” 

ECU’s Millennial Campus is part of 

an economic transformation that’s un-

derway in Pitt County. Economic staples 

are being harnessed for new opportuni-

ties in advanced manufacturing, health 

care, education and entrepreneurship. 

“Our interest in the uptown area is how 

we might continue to impact develop-

ment for the city of Greenville in the part 

surrounding the main campus,” Morris 

says. “The Warehouse District will be a 

catalyst to Greenville’s assets and inno-

vation. We’ve been a natural resources-

based economy, and tobacco isn’t going 

away; fisheries aren’t going away. They’re 

being enhanced with technology. Our 

job is to grab that line of prosperity that 

ends in Raleigh and drag it one more 

link eastward. The line doesn’t go from 

Charlotte to Raleigh, but from Charlotte 

to Greenville. There has been a lot of 

change. You’re building an urban place 

that can attract millennials, but it’s in a 

region that can pull people out of town, 

to see the attractions of cities around it. 

I don’t see us getting to the point where 

you can live here without a car, but we 

are able to transform our downtown 

from a daytime community to a  

24/7 community.”

In 1957, the state legislature permit-

ted Pitt County to hold an election over 

whether a commission would oversee its 

industrial development. It passed, and 

today Pitt is the state’s only county with 

a tax — currently 0.7 cents — dedicated 

to industrial development. Pitt County 

Industrial Development Commission has 

recruited industry, including Greenville-

based U.N.X. Inc., Winterville-based 

Winterville Machine Works Inc. and a 

Formica plant in Farmville, and sup-

ported others in their work through 

the years. It welcomes a new breed of 

business today. Australia-based Mayne 

Pharma, for example, is investing  

$80 million at its Greenville plant, add-

ing a 126,000-square-foot oral-dose 

factory, visitor’s center, conference rooms, 

cafeteria, fitness center and training 

center. And Durham-based Patheon 

Inc., which manufactures prescription 

and over-the-counter medicines for 

400 pharmaceutical and biotechnology 
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Hurricane Matthewchurned over eastern North 

Carolina on Oct. 9, dumping as much as 7 inches of rain each hour. More than 

20 residents were killed, and damage was widespread. Pitt County wasn’t 

spared. Mandatory evacuations and curfews were ordered and roads closed 

as waters rose in the Tar River, Neuse River tributary Contentnea Creek and 

other streams. Power outages were reported, classes, including those at East 

Carolina University, were canceled and operations at Pitt Greenville Airport 

were suspended. A week later, more than 250 people were still at shelters 

countywide. Recovery is expected to take months. While federal assistance 

is available, you can help by making a donation at ncdisasterrelief.org or 

mailing a check payable to “North Carolina Disaster Relief Fund” to the 

governor’s office at 20312 Mail Service Center, Raleigh, N.C. 27699.
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companies, is investing $159 million at its 

Greenville factory and adding almost 500 

jobs by the end of 2019. 

Pitt County’s growing biomanufactur-

ing industry will need workers, and the 

Biopharmaceutical Work Force Develop-

ment and Manufacturing Center of Excel-

lence will train them. It’s being developed 

by ECU and Winterville-based Pitt Com-

munity College, which serves more than 

23,000 students, making it the seventh-

largest of the N.C Community College 

System’s 58 locations. Rocky Mount-based 

Golden LEAF Foundation, which invests 

a portion of the state’s national tobacco 

settlement in economic-development 

projects, awarded the schools a $1.75 mil-

lion grant for the center in March 2015. 

“It’s going to be statewide pharmaceuti-

cal training,” says Kelly Andrews, county 

Industrial Development Commission’s 

associate director for marketing and re-

cruitment. “There’s nothing like it  

on the East Coast.” 

The center is one way that Pitt 

County is making its mark. “Greenville 

is trying to put itself on the map. We’re 

looking for some kind of identity making,” 

Andrews says. “You have to stress you’re 

Greenville, N.C., not South Carolina, and 

we still get confused with Greensboro. 

We have people from all over the world 

come here. ECU is growing. Greenville 

has hundreds of millions in investment 

[dollars] coming in. It’s going from a small 

[metropolitan statistical area] to midsize. 

The city is diverse, culturally, racially, cre-

atively and everything else. It moves you 

along.” In 2015, Greenville ranked in the 

top 10% nationally for prime workforce 

indicators, including average hourly 

earnings and percentage of workforce 

aged 18-44 with a bachelor’s degree or 

more education. 

Greenville-based Vidant Health, 

which operates its hometown Vidant 

Medical Center, and ECU’s Brody School 

of Medicine are collaborating on Project 

Unify. The venture aims to transform 

care by improving education, patient 

care and service quality. Vidant CEO 

Michael Waldrum calls it “a progressing 

and emerging model of care.” The first 

move is integrating ECU Physicians, 

Brody’s medical practice, with Vidant. 

They filed an article of incorporation with 

the N.C. Secretary of State’s Office in June 

under the preliminary name VECU Med-

ical Group Inc. It’s temporary; a commit-

tee is creating a permanent choice that 

will acknowledge the university, most 

likely sporting a logo with ECU purple. 

“[But] before we create a company, we 

have to make sure that we share our mis-

sion and objectives, which is a prelude to 

making that company,” Waldrum says. “I 

call this an evolutionary process, and I 

think we will be evolving forever. Health 

care is rapidly changing in the state, so 

this will unify us in that future market. I 

don’t think there’s a specific time or goal 

[to complete the process]. We’re also in 
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the process of recruiting a new dean, and 

that person will have to understand their 

role in the process of this new company.” 

Paul Cunningham is Project Unify’s 

president. He stepped down as Brody’s dean 

at the end of September after about eight 

years, but he will remain on the university’s 

faculty. “If you ask people in the region, it’s 

hard for them to distinguish the line be-

tween the Brody School of Medicine and the 

clinical component of Vidant,” he says. “But 

we are distinctly different organizational 

structures. Vidant is a not-for-profit [that 

employs 6,560], and the Brody emphasis 

is on school. So when you’re trying to link 

components, it’s a tremendous amount of 

complexity. There are a lot of rules and regu-

lations at the federal level that prevent us 

from talking about our business, because 

we are separate.”

Of the 29 counties that Vidant serves, 

all but Pitt are rural. “Our curriculum at the 

medical school is evolving in a way that 

people are looking at,” Cunningham says. 

Vidant Medical Center is the flagship hospital for Vidant Health, which had revenue of 

$1.6 billion in 2015.



P
arking is free along Farmville’s 

Main Street, where Randy 

Walters watches the future roll 

by at 25 mph from the window 

of his Farmville Furniture Co. The two-

story brick building built in 1905 is at 

the center of its namesake 3-square-mile 

community of 4,800 people. It’s a patch 

of rural western Pitt County that wants 

to grow without chain stores and multi-

level condominiums.

Farmville’s economy was tightly tied 

to tobacco and sweet-potato farming 

before U.S. 264 tethered it to Greenville, 

home of Vidant Medical Center and 

East Carolina University, more than 75 

years ago. Walters grew up in Farmville. 

He serves on Pitt Community College’s 

Board of Trustees and has served on the 

county’s Development Commission. He 

also is one-fourth of The Farmville Group, 

a grassroots organization that he and his 

hometown buddies formed with the intent 

of improving their community.

 The group meets at Plank Road Steak House on Tuesdays, when 

it’s closed. Its other members are steakhouse owner Bert Smith, con-

struction company owner Todd Edwards and Jamin Dixon, who owns 

Dixon & Associates Real Estate. The foursome envisions Farmville as 

an arts hub, a day-trip destination where visitors enjoy galleries, his-

tory and good meals. It’s taking three steps to get there. The first is the 

Glass Station, a partnership with ECU’s College of Fine Arts. It will 

open a glass-blowing studio this fall in a former Gulf service station. 

It was built in the 1940s, and Edwards is helping renovate it. ECU will 

pay about $14,000 annually to lease the property, where it will hold 

classes. The second is a collective of five or six ECU art professors who 

will have studios adjacent to the Glass Station. The third phase will be 

an eSTEAM — entrepreneurship, science, technology, engineering, 

art, math — lab in a former farmers market and hardware company. 

The space has been donated, and the plan is for Farmville students to 

visit daily and other Pitt County students monthly when it opens.

The Farmville Group hasn’t gotten this far on its own. “Dr. Chris Bud-

do, dean of [ECU’s] College of Fine Arts, helped us immensely,” Edwards 

says. “He said, ‘I have the largest school of fine arts [in North Carolina], 

but I can’t retain talent because I can’t give them a place to cling to.’ So 

we in Farmville decided to become one of the creative centers in eastern 

North Carolina, where arts abound. Literally, in the last year, instead of 

recruiting businesses for downtown, we actually have people coming to 

us now. People are excited about buying and renovating buildings.”

Despite its work, The Farmville Group wants to remain low-key. “As 

a group, I can’t say we can take credit for a lot of stuff,” Smith says. 

“But a lot of merchants have come in. Farmville has a very good story 

to tell.” Pitt Community College holds classes in a former Bank of 

America Corp. building that it leases and renovated in Farmville. The 

Duck-Rabbit Craft Brewery has been in Farmville since 2004, a couple 

of blocks from Carraway — a locally owned service station whose 

attendants wear throwback uniforms while checking oil, washing 

windshields and wishing good days. Visitors come for the Dogwood 

Festival and Christmas parade.

From the center of Main Street, in front of the furniture store and 

beyond the historic buildings, Walters is surrounded by residential 

neighborhoods. “One of the nicest things, and one of the most unusual, 

is that fact that we have walkable neighborhoods completely circling 

downtown, and I don’t know of any town in the east that can say 

that.” Farmville is a mixture of older, longtime residents and young 

commuters, some in turn-of-the-century homes. “We jokingly say 

that you knew everybody who lived here, and 10 years ago that might 

have been true,” Dixon says. “We’ve had enough newcomers where it’s 

tough to know everybody now, and I mean that in a good way.” Smith 

says soon visitors may choose to join them. “We’re not going to appeal 

to someone who’s looking for big-city life,” Dixon says. “We offer a 

great quality of life for someone who’s looking to be close to a big city. 

We have more to offer than any small town I can think of.”

Farmville plots to retain its historic charm

PHOTOGRAPHY BY TODD EDWARDS

76 B U S I N E S S  N O R T H  C A R O L I N A

Above: Plank Road Steak House, left, and an East Carolina University student’s art project are 

part of downtown Farmville. Below: A former Gulf service station is being transformed into an 

arts collaborative, left. It’s one change that Randy Walters is watching from his Main Street 

business, Farmville Furniture Co.
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“Eastern North Carolina is the size of the 

whole state of Maryland, and Vidant has 

been able to survive in that environment. 

And that has required strategic growth. So 

the medical school, through its genetics, 

has also tied into this environment. People 

have been looking at us as leaders. So hav-

ing a system of care across those counties 

and marrying that to a school of medicine 

that produces primary-care physicians 

and family practices, we believe it’s our 

obligation to promote a system of care for 

that environment. People are running away 

from rural America, from the care that’s 

delivered, but we are meeting that chal-

lenge and crafting a solution and model for 

the nation.”

ECU is planning more than $320 mil-

lion in development by 2020, including a 

$122 million student union, $15 million ho-

tel and alumni center, and a $55 million 

expansion of Dowdy-Ficklen Stadium. 

ECU students will have more residence 

choices with a planned $54 million stu- 

dent housing project, which includes 

20,000 square feet of retail space. The 

university is making room for an inno-

vative and entrepreneurial collabora-

tion among industry, the military and 

education. “We’re putting some of 

those pieces together in the Innovation 

Design Lab, which recently opened,” 

Morris says. “We’re the only one in North 

Carolina and only the 12th in the world. 

It focuses on 3-D design and printing  

of new products.”

IDL’s Advanced Visualization & Per-

formance lab is run by retired U.S. Navy 

Master Chief Jim Menke, who works 

in ECU’s Office of Innovation and 

Economic Development. It is working 

with Brody School of Medicine on the 

MV-22 Osprey Task Trainer and Clini-

cal Simulation Center. It’s a full-scale 

mock-up of the cargo bay of the Marine 

aircraft, whose most recognizable feature 

— rotating wings — allows it to take off 

and land like a helicopter. It can trans-

port wounded service personnel faster 

and farther. Inside the simulator, Navy 

corpsmen and nurses will learn the pre-

clinical trauma care that will be needed 

on longer evacuation flights.

Not everything new in Pitt County 

is technology-related. Uptown Brewing 

Co. is opening this fall in a two-story 

brick building that was built in the 1930s 

and has been vacant for 30 years. It’s 

Greenville’s first full-production brewery. 

“You can hear the hammers, and they’ve 

poured the concrete to hold the heavy 

brewing equipment,” Uptown Greenville’s 

Shoneman says. “We have three brew-

eries that have been announced in the 

urban core in the next year, with more 

in the pipeline. All three are taking over 

former buildings that were underutilized, 

so it’s great historic preservation coming 

to the urban core with a modern use.”

On Greenville’s north side, where 

the Tar River parallels First Street, is 

21-acre Town Common. “We look at it 

as our Central Park,” says city Recreation 
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and Parks Director Gary Fenton. “We 

have about 25 other parks in the city, 

but they’re associated with a district 

or an area that wouldn’t attract people 

from other areas of the city. So we look 

at this as everybody’s playground. It’s on 

the river, and we’ve come to realize that 

Town Common hasn’t begun to reach its 

potential. You can only look at the river 

for so long.”

Some renovations were recently 

completed at the park. A 1-acre play-

ground — with rubberized surfaces 

and equipment designed for children in 

wheelchairs, including a low-riding zip 

line and swing — opened in October. 

Fenton says Town Common could see 

more renovations over the next five 

to 10 years, including boating access, 

kayak and canoe rentals, and returning 

the riverbank to its natural slope by re-

moving a 20-foot-tall bulkhead. Picnic 

shelters and a civic building with river 

views that’s perfect for weddings are 

planned, too. “Or a fountain, where  

you can push a button and water will 

shoot up. There’s an amphitheater 

there, and we’d like to update that, too. 

It isn’t just a matter of tax dollars. We’re 

looking for public partnerships that 

can benefit a company or individual.” 

He hopes to have a cost estimate this 

month. “Let’s just say, in excess of  

$10 million. When the master plan 

comes out, it doesn’t mean we’ll actu-

ally do them all. Lots of cities would 

love to have this opportunity. And we’ll 

be able to, over time, make it a more 

dynamic and inviting environment.”

Greenville is centrally located in 

Pitt County. It’s a short drive to other 

communities and their longtime attrac-

tions, such as Ayden’s Collard Festival 

the week after Labor Day, Farmville’s 

Dogwood Festival in April and the Shad 

Festival in Grifton. Pitt County’s popula-

tion was 168,148 in 2010 and estimated 

at 175,842 in 2015, though Simpson and 

Grimesland, just east of Greenville, each 

have fewer than 500 residents. Simpson 

has one part-time police officer, a one-

East Carolina University is emphasizing economic development and collaboration with 

Vidant Health, the region’s biggest employer. 
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building fire department, three part-time 

city council members and two churches. 

“We have about 420 people or there-

abouts, but since Greenville has grown, 

we’re surrounded by about 30 major 

subdivisions,” says David Boyd Jr., the  

village’s mayor for the last 13 years. “We 

do not have a lot of business here and 

rely mainly on residential taxes. Most 

people that settle here like the small-

town atmosphere.” 

A railroad runs through Simpson, 

and train whistles blow about a dozen 

times daily. Some residents commute 

to Greenville for work; others are 

former industry workers enjoying their 

retirement. Simpson’s tax rate, which 

hasn’t been raised in 25 years, is Pitt 

County’s lowest. 

“We had a bond referendum for sew-

age, but it didn’t pass,” Boyd says. “We 

don’t have as much infrastructure as I’d 

like for it to be, but it can be done and 

still have the small-town atmosphere. 

We have a very low crime rate, and we 

look out for each other. It’s more like a 

family-type community. People more or 

less tend to their own business.”

Blending rural heritage and a 

high-tech future takes a group effort. 

“What’s great about this transformation 

is that leaders from industry, the city, the 

builders — we’re all on the same page,” 

Shoneman says. “We’re moving forward 

in partnership and collaboration. In our 

central business district alone, we have 

about a half a million [dollars] in public 

and private investment. ... Throughout 

the city, there’s $1 billion in construction 

not only in the urban core, but through-

out the city as officials have opened the 

door to mixed-use development and 

speeded up the permit process to make 

sure development moves smoothly. Our 

leadership is interested in Greenville 

taking its rightful position as the capital 

of the east. Back in the ‘80s, Greenville 

was known as the Emerald City. We want 

the Emerald City to shine once again.”  

Kathy Blake is a freelance writer who 

lives in eastern North Carolina.


