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What’s more important — paying rent or buy-
ing groceries? What’s more important — put-
ting gas in the car to get to work or making 

a payment on your health insurance plan? What’s more 
important — paying the electricity bill or buying school 
clothes for the kids?

For some of us, these 
are no-brainers.

“Easy. They’re all neces-
sary, so I will pay them all.”

For many of us, the reality 
of prioritizing our expenses is 
a lot more challenging than 
that. Living paycheck-to-pay-
check means we have to make 
tough decisions, because 
working 40, 50, 60 hours a 
week still doesn’t make ends 
meet.

For many of us, living 

in rural communities in the Appalachian Mountains means our 
jobs are not stable, our rent is more expensive, driving to and 
from work costs more, public transportation is not available and 
we don’t have access to buying the things we need at affordable 
prices.

Add to that the fact that we’re living in the wake of a suf-
fering economy and working 
in industries that depend on 
tourism, and the hypothetical 
questions about what matters 
most take a backseat to harsh 
reality. We’re working hard 
for our families, but expenses 
continue piling up until what 
was once black and white on 
paper fades into a veritable 
sea of gray area.

In Avery County alone, 
nearly 20 percent of approxi-
mately 17,700 residents live 
below the poverty line. More 
than 700 local families lie 

The High Country Charitable Foundation
and Its Work in Avery County

By Jim Swinkola and Alison Azbell

There is no denying that poverty and hunger exist in Avery County, even debilitating levels  
of both. Often, however, unless you look closely, these issues are hidden behind the 

mountains and down in the hollows across the mountains of North Carolina.

Making A Difference
Down The Roadways

of Avery County 
“We realized that there was 
a lot of need, and we knew 
that we wanted to give back 
to the community and help 
with some of those needs. 
And I was soon surrounded 
by like-minded Elk River 

residents with the courage 
to start the High Country 
Charitable Foundation.”

Foundation Founder and Chairman 
Jim Ward

High Country
Charitable Foundation
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within 40-75 percent of the county’s me-
dian income, which was less than $40,000 
per household and less than $22,000 per 
capita according to the latest census re-
ports, qualifying them to purchase a Habi-
tat for Humanity home.

Of residents under the age of 65, 20 per-
cent are without health insurance coverage.

Of the more than 2,200 students en-
rolled in Avery County Schools, more than 
60 percent qualify to receive free or re-
duced lunches, and at least 200 of those 
have little to eat at home on days when 
school is not in session.

With stats like that, there’s no deny-
ing that poverty and hunger exist in Avery 
County, even debilitating levels of both. 
Often, however, unless you look closely, 
these issues are hidden behind the moun-
tains and down in the hollow.

Although not all challenges stemming 
from poverty can be solved with money, 
a growing number of members in Banner 
Elk’s prestigious Elk River Club have seen 
many of these issues at work firsthand in 
the community and have decided to use 
their financial resources to “take the edge 
off ” of these needs in the High Country.

“We realized that there was a lot of 
need, and we knew that we wanted to 
give back to the community and help with 
some of those needs. We are commanded 
by Scripture to feed the poor and help 
people in need,” said Jim Ward, one such 
resident of Elk River Club. “As I talked to 
neighbors and friends in the community, 
the need to ‘do something’ grew and I 
prayed for a solution. My prayers were 
answered and I was soon surrounded by 
like-minded Elk River residents with the 
courage to start the High Country Chari-
table Foundation.”

As the needs of the less fortunate have 
become more apparent to its membership, 
the HCCF continues its work to combat 
the issues impacting local families and in-
vest in future generations of Avery County 
citizens.

The Foundation
The HCCF is a recent addition to the 

vast network of charitable foundations in 
the mountains of western North Carolina, 
which facilitate fundraising for charitable 
purposes and later determine how best to 
allocate the funding.

In many of these organizations, the 
HCCF included, board members often 
wear many hats as administrators, as well as 
high-level contributors who provide a large 
percentage of the funding themselves.

Home to one of North Carolina’s top 
ten golf courses, Elk River Club is a private, 
pristine, member-owned equity club that’s 
nestled along the Elk River in the moun-
tain getaway town of Banner Elk. Many of 
its residents are second homeowners with 
strong philanthropic connections to their 
home cities, which often lead them on a 
natural path toward giving in the High 
Country just as they do in their own out-
of-town or out-of-state communities.

“Elk River Club members over the 
years have shown a unique passion for 
charitable giving to help meet the needs of 
Avery County,” said foundation supporter 
George Koehn. “We had long talked about 
establishing our own foundation, directly 
overseen and administered by Elk River 
Club members to ensure maximum benefit 
is provided to chosen agencies and chari-

Core Values of HCCF
In addition to minimizing its own expenses, the High Country Charitable 
foundation has expressed the following as its three core values and primary 
objectives:
1. Community Involvement: to raise funds, along with donating time and talent 
to meet the critical needs of our neighbors and animals in need.
2. Excellence: to operate with integrity and transparency; to strive to generate 
the biggest impact for our community.
3. Value: to provide value to our contributors by distributing every dollar we 
collect to local agencies serving the needy; to provide value to the communities 
by maximizing our financial and volunteer resources.

HCCF Board Members

Jim Ward talks up the High Country Chairitable Foundation during one 
of their weekly fundraiser events that brings in a foodtruck  

every week to the stable grounds at Elk River.
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Part of the High Country Charitable winning team (from left to right):  Malcolm Sina, Sharon Sina,
Del Williamson, Barbara Smith, Stan Kirschner, Sandy Moss and Jim Ward.

Foundation Founder and Chairman 
Jim Ward

Food trucks are all the rage in the restaurant and dining world these days, and HCCF Chairman Jim Ward found a way to bring 
that fun outdoor food environment to Elk River Club in a way that could help the foundation, too. Ward covers expenses for 
the weekly food truck visit at the stables at Elk River’s Saddle Club, which sits on 40 acres of fenced pasture and paddock at 
the heart of the club’s community. Club members join him Monday evenings each week to grab a bite to eat and learn more 
about the High Country Charitable Foundation, often making financial contributions to the organization while they’re there.
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Avery High Key Club Enhanced Leadership Skills

The Crossnore Weaving Room opened in the early 20th century to  
preserve the Appalachian art of hand weaving. Today we employ 
women and students to keep the art alive and provide beautiful 
wearables, table linens, and home decor across the United States. 
Drop by for a visit on campus or check out our online store at: 

www.crossnoreweavers.org

Pictured here: Jerron Martin, student and Crossnore weaver, wearing a scarf 
handwoven in rayon chenille yarn. 

P.O. Box 249   |   100 DAR Drive   |   Crossnore, NC 28616 

 (828) 733-4305    info@crossnoreschool.org   

 www.crossnoreschool.org
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ties. The idea was doggedly pursued by Jim Ward, Hal Fenner and 
many others, and the foundation became a reality last year.”

Following its inception, the group pursued and achieved non-
profit status in order to accept tax-exempt donations. Members 
were soon able to create a mission and vision for the HCCF: to 
provide for needy Avery County residents and animals by sup-
porting local public charities and other private foundations.

“When Jim Ward brought the idea of starting a charity to bring 
help to our county, it was jumped on by all those who heard about 
it. Quickly, a board was formed and plans were put in place to raise 
money to assist our neighbors in unfortunate situations,” said Phil 
Myers, who moved to Elk River Club with his wife in 1999. “Prior 
to forming the HCCF, many of our members contributed to fund-
raising efforts or solicitations by friends in and out of our club. 
Our membership was ripe for an organized effort to help those in 
need in Avery County, and Jim’s idea flourished immediately.

“Many of the members are retired and were successful in their 
working lives, and who have been leaders in their communities 
from all over the United States. As such, they now have concern 
and love for their community at their new summer home location 
in the mountains. We feel good about helping others, as it is better 
to give than to receive. Sometimes, we just need a push from the 

HCCF board member Sandy Moss presented a grant check 
to John Cox of Feeding Avery Families.

In the heart of Avery County, adolescents are joining hands to 
make the community a better place. A charter organization 
of the Kiwanis Club of Banner Elk, the Key Club numbers 

several dozen bright, active, high-achieving members. Some of 
the core goals of Key Club are leadership and service. Thou-
sands of Key Club volunteer hours are spread across the county 
every year, supporting a wide variety of charitable projects and 
causes.

Each Key Club meeting opens with a pledge: “I pledge to 
build my home, my school and community; to serve my nation 
and God; and to combat all forces which tend to undermine 
these institutions.”

Over the last three years, female students have been elected 
to lead the club, and this elite group of leadership has fondly 
become known as “the gaggle of girls.”

Several community leaders recognize the excellence of this 
club. Avery County Schools Superintendent Dr. David Burleson 
said, “Our Key Club has been outstanding in their dedication to 
community and their performance of service activities.”

Avery County Sheriff Kevin Frye agreed.
“The Key Club is an exemplary organization with outstand-

ing young men and women who go above and beyond to make 
our county better,” he said. “They show leadership and become 
role models to other young men and women, often taking the 
lead or being the driving force to make something happen in 
Avery County which otherwise would not be accomplished.”

For the last two years, the Avery High Key Club has been rec-
ognized as a Distinguished Diamond Club. The Carolinas Dis-
trict averages 250 Key Clubs in North and South Carolina, and 
only two clubs in the district received the coveted Distinguished 
Diamond recognition in 2016. Only 62 out of more than 5,000 
clubs worldwide have received this award.

Whether volunteer or paid, charitable causes need strong 
leadership, and the HCCF believes that the more skilled the 
leadership, the more likely a charitable cause will achieve its ob-
jectives. Therefore, grants of $5,000 in both 2015 and 2016 
were awarded to enhance leadership skills of members of the 
Key Club. A new focus in 2016 will teach how to use a “moral 
compass” when making leadership decisions.

Visit keyclub.org or kiwanis.org to learn more about the 
overarching international organizations and contact the high 
school at 828-733-0151 for information on this chapter.

HCCF chairman Jim Ward stands with Avery High  
Key Club President Maddi Daniels.

Maddi Daniels, President of the Avery High Key Club, 
addresses the Kiwanis Club of Banner Elk

Ellie Kitchin of the Avery High Key Club.  Within the 
Carolinas District of Key Club she holds the office of 

Lieutenant Governor of Division 2.

“The Key Club is an exemplary organization 
with outstanding young men and women 
who go above and beyond to make our 
county better. They show leadership and 
become role models to other young men 
and women, often taking the lead or being 
the driving force to make something happen 
in Avery County which otherwise would not 
be accomplished.” Avery County Sheriff Kevin Frye

A team of volunteers packs boxes of food inside the Feeding 
Avery Families center in Newland. An estimated 600 boxes of free 
food items are distributed monthly to the hungry of Avery County.
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Yellow Mountain Enterprises
Boone’s Original Bagel Shop Since 1988

Serving Breakfast and Lunch All Day

14 Varieties of Freshly Baked Bagels

Vegetarian & Gluten Free 
 Options Available

Featuring Deli Sandwiches, Fresh Salads, 
Home made Flavored Cream Cheeses,

  Omelettes, Pancakes, French Toast,  
Burgers, Gyro

Featuring Boone Bagelry 
Bagels

Espresso Coffee Bar  
serving Bald Guy Coffee

Gourmet Lunch Menu 

Breakfast Served All Day

Check Out Our Menu 
Online at:

bbwaterwheelcafe.com

OLD DOWNTOWN LOCATION

www.boonebagelry.com

Free Delivery!
AT THE 105 WATERWHEEL

www.bbwaterwheelcafe.com

This long-time Avery agency is a day vocational program that serves adults with developmental disabilities, providing work 
scaled to the unique abilities of each person. Social and recreational activities, which can be difficult for persons who can-

not drive and live on small fixed incomes, also are provided.
Its enterprises include:
• Trophies and Tees: creates custom designed trophies, plaques and 

T-shirts using a laser engraver
• Yellow Mountain Treasure Box: a bargain thrift store in downtown 

Newland that offers quality items at reasonable costs
• Yellow Mountain Christmas Bows: used to decorate a Christmas 

tree, wreath or wrapped present for that special person
• Yellow Mountain Mail Processing: will put together mass mailing 

projects at a minimal cost
• Yellow Mountain Crafts: creates an assortment of items and is 

known for its Tin Man
• Yellow Mountain Yard Service: can maintain yards by mowing, 

raking and trimming 
Yellow Mountain Enterprises operates under the umbrella of Avery As-

sociation for Exceptional Citizens and a nonprofit organization. AAEC also operates the Avery County Group Home, an adult 
supervised living facility.

If Yellow Mountain did not exist for her, Krystal says, “I’d be at home playing video games.” Charlie said, “I would be 
home in bed” and Flo admitted, “I would be watching TV.”

The High Country Charitable Foundation provided a matching grant that allowed Yellow Mountain to replace an old van, 
which has racked up 250,000 miles of drive time, with a new model.

Contact Yellow Mountain Enterprises by phone at 828-733-2944, by email at ymetrophies@ymail.com or by mail at P.O. 
Box 548, Newland, North Carolina 28657. Visit yellowmountainenterprises.org to learn more.

right person or from the right direction to 
get the ball rolling.”

The Rev. Tee Gatewood of Arbor Dale 
Presbyterian Church sees a number of the 
foundation’s members in his congregation 
and sees their work firsthand.

“People who are grateful for God’s grace 
become generous. They give their time and 
the trust. They give their fun and their 
funds, and the neighbors are blessed,” Gate-
wood said. “One of the unique ways that is 
happening in our midst is the High Country 
Charitable Foundation.”

From day one, board members have 
made it a priority to underwrite any ex-
penses necessary to the foundation’s work, 
ensuring that every penny possible goes to 
people in need.

“All expenses are covered by board mem-
bers, because people want to see that money 
is given back,” Ward explained. “Other or-
ganizations might raise a million dollars, but 
have to spend a large amount of money to do 
so. All of our costs are covered so everything 
goes right back into our chosen charities.”

As the new foundation began to take 
shape, members began a comprehensive 
process to better understand surround-
ing communities and to see firsthand what 
issues are plaguing the people of Avery 
County. Additionally, they began to study, 
interview and vet local agencies and orga-
nizations to determine where their financial 
contributions might be most effective and 
how to maximize their impact.

Their studies quickly led them to real-
ize that, in addition to food and housing 
for children and families, opportunities 
in training, education and activities were 

Maralana Joe and David Krystal

Flora Mace Laken

Photos by Jim Swinkola 

C hristmas magic is found  
on the farm, not in a parking lot.

Make the trek to the Boone & Blowing Rock area in Watauga County 
to hand pick your family Christmas tree. Many farms o�er hayrides, 
farm animals, cookies and cocoa, and even Christmas Shops where 

wreaths and roping are also available. Visit the Choose and Cut 
Capital this season, and start your own family tradition.

To �nd a farm, visit:
wataugachristmastrees.org or call 828.264.3061

C hristmas magic is found  
on the farm, not in a parking lot.

Moving one of the 600 boxes of food 
distributed in September during the 

Feeding Avery Families "give away day" 
is volunteer Bobby Duke.

YME director David Tate (with hat) and Charlie
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needed for special 
populations, which 
included developmen-
tally disabled children 
and adults and abused 
women and children.

Members also 
learned of pressing 
needs in the area of 
improving lives for 
local animals and con-
trolling their popula-
tions, quickly seeing 
that their funding 
could make a great 
impact at the Avery 
County Humane So-
ciety, which reports 
that 579 cats and dogs 
have been vaccinated, 
tested for illnesses, provided necessary treatment and adopted so 
far in 2016. The humane society’s low-cost spay and neuter pro-
gram has also helped more than 600 pets so far this year.

To address specific issues and needs, they developed relation-
ships with local leaders and various agencies, relying heavily on 
these new community partners to help make a difference in the 
best ways possible. 

“The whole idea is to build charity,” said Ward. “We can’t 
cover the world, so we chose Avery County, because it’s ours. We 
live here and we should take care of it.”

Grant Funding
In preparation for distributing its first cycle of grant funding, 

the budding High Country Charitable Foundation began its fund-
raising process with a better understanding of the challenges that 
many local families face throughout the year.

In addition to board member contributions, the group’s in-
augural Dinner Dance was held at the stunning Elk River Club-
house and yielded an impressive $155,000 in one night. Board 
members auctioned off personal items, such as a week’s stay in 

their own homes or 
trips on their private 
planes, and served as 
wait staff during the 
festivities.

The Dinner Dance, 
now the foundation’s 
primary annual fund-
raising event, brings in 
nearly 70 percent of 
the total it distributes 
to the community.

Six organizations 
requested grants in the 
first application pro-
cess, which brought 
to the foundation’s 
attention an array of 
services and programs 
that are known for 

their good works in the community. Nonprofits and charities 
were selected to receive funding based on their reputations and 
on their abilities to achieve objectives in meeting the needs of the 
people and animals of Avery County.

Among its first round of grant recipients were the Grandfather 
Home for Children, which boasts more than 100 years of his-
tory in serving local children, as well as the May Wildlife Reha-
bilitation Center at Lees-McRae, the only learning laboratory and 
wildlife rehab program of its kind in the country.

Other recipients included Habitat for Humanity of Avery 
County, the Key Club of Avery High School, the Avery County 
Humane Society, Blue Ridge Partnership for Children, Casting 
Bread Food Pantry, Children’s Hope Alliance, Feeding Avery Fam-
ilies, Hospitality House, Hunger and Health Coalition, Mediation 
and Restorative Justice Center, OASIS, Volunteer Avery County, 
WAMY Community Action and Yellow Mountain Enterprises.

“People who could come and go into and out of these moun-
tains and could keep what is theirs are giving,” said Gatewood. 
“They are sharing. They are providing much needed funds for peo-
ple with many needs. It has been fun to watch that at Arbor Dale.”

TANNER-DONCASTER OUTLET

NEW
FALL

ARRIVALS
Exclusive styling that takes you from  
work to evening & into the weekend

BLOWING ROCK, NC
537 N. Main St. - Across from Chetola Resort

(828) 295-4200

BANNER ELK, NC
Grandfather Center

3990 NC Hwy. 105 South, Suite 8
(828) 898-2155

Funding for the HCCF grants came from dinner dance fundraisers held at the stunning Elk River Clubhouse  
and yielded an impressive $155,000 in one night. Board members auctioned off personal items, such as

 a week’s stay in their own homes or trips on their private planes, and served as wait staff during the festivities.
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Avery County Special Olympics, 
the Crossnore School, Grandfather 
Mountain Stewardship Foundation, 
the Historic Banner Elk School, 
Mayland Community College, Par-
ent to Parent Family Support Net-
work, Reaching Avery Ministry, 
Williams YMCA of Avery County, 
The Hill Center and Western Youth 
Network.

Looking Ahead
As the foundation builds on its new 

role in the High Country, its member-
ship looks forward to serving more 
and more local people every year.

“Our community is and will be 
better off as we continue to raise 
funds for the support of the so many 
wonderful organizations already in 
place, but which must have finan-
cial support to continue their good 
works,” said Myers. “There is always 
more need than resource, but watch the High Country Charitable 
Foundation grow from here — and it will.”

The foundation’s goals for the future include continuing to 
meet immediate needs in Avery County, as well as to reserve fund-
ing for local emergencies.

This year, the HCCF was able to fund 20 of the 25 grant re-
quests. In the future, members hope to inspire more second hom-
eowners in the area to take a closer look at people in need and the 
agencies that serve them and find a way to make a difference.

“I would like to see other gated 
communities in Avery County get 
involved in the HCCF in order to 
meet even greater charitable needs 
in our community,” board member 
Hal Fenner said. “I have personally 
visited with each one of the chari-
ties requesting grants this year and I 
know the needs are greater than we 
could fund.”

As time presses on, they look 
forward to more contributions that 
will support the longevity of the or-

ganization.
“It’s hard to get this kind of 

group organized because it’s a 
major undertaking,” Ward said. 
“Simple things like getting statio-
nery, making connections and all 
that other stuff; but, I think there 
are other communities who want 
to give back but just don’t know 
how. Luckily, we are now struc-

tured enough to know the mechanisms of how things work.
“We want to make sure that, long after we are gone, there is 

still money going towards these organizations. Yes, we want to 
make a connection with other communities, but if we can make a 
difference on a local level, then we are doing our part.”

Agencies interested in applying for grants are encouraged to 
contact the foundation for more details. Grant applications for 
the 2017 cycle will soon be made available online at highcountry-
foundation.org. t

Open weekends starting the weekend prior
to Thanksgiving through mid December
Hayride & Refreshments, Gift Shop

Decorated Wreaths, Tree Stands
142 Tannenbaum Lane, Vilas, NC

www.cdtreefarm.com
Like us on Facebook

�e Cornett-Deal
Christmas Tree Farm
Providing the Choose & Cut Experience

to Families Since 1992

Allen Clark, vice president of the Chris-
tian ministry Feeding Avery Families, sees 
the foundation’s contributions at work ev-
ery day. Having been raised in a family of 
five children during the last four years of 
the Great Depression, Clark said his eyes 
were reopened to the need for food min-
istry when a young man at his church in 
Bristol, Virginia got involved in volunteer-
ing for a local soup kitchen.

“When we moved to Banner Elk, after 
our children were educated and out in the 
world, we became involved with feeding 
the hungry in Avery County. We found that 
there are many, many hungry children who 
go to school each day without breakfast,” 
he said. “There are also families who just do 
not have the money to buy food. Some of 
these people are hungry because of the lack 
of work in the county. Others are hungry 
due to advanced age and health problems.

“Feeding Avery Families was created to 
attempt to feed the people of Avery Coun-
ty who are in need of food on a continual 
basis. This service started by being able 
to give away 50 or 75 boxes of food each 
month. Today, we give between 550 and 
600 boxes per month.”

Funding allocated by the HCCF allows 
Feeding Avery Families to reach even more 
people as the ministry, and the communi-
ty’s need for it, grows.

“We have just found the right building 

that would enhance our growth greatly,” 
said Clark. “With God’s help and the gen-
erosity of our dear friends, we can begin a 
new era in Feeding Avery Families.”

By supporting programs like the Key 
Club at Avery County High School, the 
foundation is making a solid investment 
in the next generation of leadership in the 
High Country.

“When I first joined Key Club, I was 
a shy, introverted student who wasn’t sure 
what I wanted to do in the world; but Key 
Club has helped me become someone who 
can speak in front of thousands of people 
without fear and knows exactly what path 
I want to go down,” said 16-year-old Ash-
lin. “Wish me luck as a future leader of Sa-
maritan’s Purse!” 

Still in its infancy, the foundation car-
ried its work into another fiscal year dur-
ing the summer of 2016, during which 25 
charities applied for grants and the second 
annual Dinner Dance at Elk River Club 
raised another $200,000 in August. This 
added funding, along with donations col-
lected at the weekly food truck event on 
the Elk River stables, has permitted the 
board to support a number of additional 
causes in the High Country in its second 
grant cycle.

Each of the foundation’s 2015 grant 
recipients received additional monies in 
2016, and new recipients have included 

The foundation is also a strong advo-
cate in hunger relief and supports 

the work of Feeding Avery Families. This 
all-volunteer Christian organization is 
located in Newland and provides some 
600 boxes of food every month to the 
hungry people of Avery County. Staffed 
by 30-40 volunteers, boxes are packed 
with both canned and frozen foods and 
freely given to those in need.

“My four-year-old daughter would 
be so hungry that she would sit for 
hours crying and sucking her thumb,” 
shared Becca, a 28-year old mother of 
four. “Then we discovered Feeding Av-
ery Families.”

Feeding Avery Families is dedicated 
to eliminating hunger by any means 
possible including monetary donations, 
food donations and community service.

Go online to Facebook.com/feedin-
gavery for more information.

Feeding Avery Families

Stan Kirschner (left) of the High Country Charitable 
Foundation Foundation presented a grant award to 
Jim Swinkola, appearing on behalf of the Kiwanis 
Club of Banner Elk Foundation and the Avery 

High Key Club. The award will support enhancing 
leadership skills for key club members.

John Cox is the Director of Feeding 
Avery Families.  He's a "hand-on" 
volunteer as seen here moving a 
box of produce during the food 
distribution morning in Newland.


