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Chair Ernst, Ranking Member Markey, and members of the Committee, thank you for the 
opportunity to testify today. 

My name is Peter O’Leary. I, along with my wife Ann, have owned and operated Bubba 
O’Leary’s General Store in Chimney Rock Village, North Carolina for 34 years. I also have the 
honor of serving the citizens as Mayor, and have been in this position for 22 years.   

This is not unusual as about 32% of America’s Mayors are small business owners.  

While I am here on behalf of small business owners and my own community, I am also 
representing a regional coalition of local leaders from communities impacted by Hurricane 
Helene. Nearly 25 communities have joined together through the Western North Carolina 
Recovery & Resilience Partnership, with support from the American Flood Coalition. This 
Partnership is advocating for our region’s recovery and resilience while also developing policy 
recommendations that reflect the growing risk posed by flooding and other natural hazards. On 
behalf of those leaders, I would like to specifically thank Senator Budd and his staff for their 
strong work on behalf of our region post-Helene. 

Small businesses are the backbone and fabric of America, definitely of Chimney Rock. Our 
Village is 100% made up of small businesses with no franchises or corporate-type ownership. It 
is primarily “Mom and Pop” style businesses, often with both mom-and-pop working in the 
business as well as other family members. 

Small businesses impact our Village community tremendously. Our five-person Village Council is 
composed of four small business owners and one retiree who also works part time for a small 
business. Our volunteer fire department, of which I am a member, is manned primarily by small 
business owners. All of our Village boards and our community groups and organizations are 
made up of and run by small business owners. Small business runs in our blood and runs our 
community.  

The impact is literally from top to bottom. Chimney Rock State Park soars 1,000 feet above our 
Village. When the State of North Carolina bought the Park from the Morse family who had 
owned it for over 100 years, they recognized how unique this park was, so they asked the 
employees to stay on and run the park. The employees then formed an LLC to manage and run 
the tourism part of the park. Literally a small business, in partnership with the State, was 



formed to operate the park. Small businesses are able to adapt to tackle issues and situations 
that bureaucracies cannot.  

Outside the park gates sits Chimney Rock Village. It is a collection of shops, restaurants, and 
lodging establishments, built over the last 125 years, to serve the needs of the thousands of 
daily tourists and visitors who come here. These businesses are almost all family operations, 
some run by the same families for several generations. Their children grow up working in the 
shop and all of their parents’ friends own businesses. Our residents are shaped by their daily 
activities of ringing up customers and making change, setting up merchandise, preparing meals, 
sweeping floors, and marketing their goods to the public. 

America gives people the freedom to take their ideas and pursue a dream. If you want to start a 
business, America doesn’t tell you no. It says go ahead and take your idea, flesh it out, and let 
the market decide.  That is what I did 34 years ago. 

I loved old timey General Stores and I saw the need for one in Chimney Rock Village. So, with 
the help of an uncle, my wife and I took the plunge and started Bubba O’Leary’s General Store. 
It was a struggle for many years.  I had to spend several winters working as a hired hand for my 
brother-in-law’s construction company (another small business) to make ends meet. 

Ann and I worked hard, raised our family, and poured ourselves into making our dream 
successful.  We served on various boards, councils, and organizations for the Village.  We 
helped other small business owners put up Christmas lights, respond to fire calls, and govern 
the Village forward.  

My story is familiar to countless small business owners across America.  Many have a similar 
story but all of them began with an idea that was theirs, and theirs alone. They took that idea 
and, with a lot of hard work, built it into a successful business. 

Chimney Rock Village reflects that attitude, and it was on full display after Hurricane Helene in 
2024.  Thirty percent (15 out of 45) of our businesses were destroyed, with the others having 
significant financial impacts and damages.  The Village was completely shut down for 10 
months.   Amazingly, almost everyone stayed and vowed to rebuild. It has been an incredible 
story of perseverance and will power. I am amazed and honored to be surrounded by such 
mountain fortitude.   

After the storm the Village came together and supported each other. We held community 
suppers in the volunteer fire department. We reached out to neighbors and friends to provide 
aid and assistance. A temporary “pop up” Village was created at the Tryon Equestrian Center 
with their help and generosity.  

Small business owners and residents came together to form a task force to create a plan to 
rebuild the Village (raisetherock.com). Chimney Rock businesses opened their homes to 
neighbors to provide lodging quarters. They used their savings to temporarily pay their 
employees to help them clean up and get up and running again. This is not surprising as 
nationwide 75% of small business owners are involved in supporting local volunteer 
organizations.  



Many American communities across our country are similar to Chimney Rock Village. There are 
more than 36 million small businesses in the United States and they employ almost half of all 
American workers. Small businesses create the majority of the new jobs in our country and 
their owners and workers are disproportionately represented in local volunteer organizations 
and local politics. 

As a member of the Western North Carolina Recovery & Resilience Partnership, I have been 
able to work with other Helene-impacted communities to not only bring attention to the 
immediate needs of our region, but also to the underlying problems with the federal disaster 
recovery system as a whole. The WNC Partnership has raised the need to address issues related 
to the FEMA Public Assistance reimbursement process, SBA disaster loans, and other federal 
programs to not only help our communities and small businesses recover more quickly and 
resiliently, but those across the country.  

In closing I would like to reemphasize the importance of small business to all of us. Small 
business is innovation. Small business is jobs. Small business is American. Small business is 
Chimney Rock Village. It defines us, it supports us, it is us. 

Thank you again for the opportunity to testify today.  

 


