Won’t You Be

OUR

neighbor?
By Kelly Roberson

Clockwise from upper left:
Alan Graham and a Community
First! Village resident;
artist Bill Renzulli (right) chats
with ceramics artist Michael Terra;
Demi Kolke looks over Kenny’s
Homewood plans with residents.

From Texas to Kentucky, Pennsylvania, and every state
in between, neighborhoods tackle big problems in
small ways to make life better for everyone.

O

N A LATE-SUMMER

night, fireflies flit,
temperatures cool,
and the sun fades, as Demi Kolke
watches residents gather for a
concert in a former unkempt lot
in the Homewood neighborhood
of Pittsburgh’s East End.
Two states away in a restored
home in the Lower Town neigh-

borhood of Paducah, Kentucky,
physician-turned-artist Bill
Renzulli washes out brushes from
a day painting in his home studio.
And in the Community First!
Village neighborhood in Austin,
Texas, Tracy Krause leashes her
dog for a walk, closing the door
on the first home she’s had in over
two decades.

The stage at Kenny’s
Homewood is free to
residents for everything
from concerts to
community yoga.

Every
neighborhood has its own
characteristics, strengths,
and weaknesses, and those ebb,
flow, and change over decades.
But while our neighbors and
streets look different—from
Paducah to Pittsburgh—the
people in those communities
want the same things: a safe,
vibrant place to work and
live. Residents, nonprofits,
businesses, and government
officials know that, and they’re
re-shaping how we think and
what we do to revitalize and
sustain neighborhoods. These
are three of those stories.

In Memory of Kenny
The weeds were waist-high,
the fence was falling down,
and Kenny Stubbs was leery of
Demi Kolke’s enthusiasm: Why
did his vacant lot across from
an elementary school matter?
What Stubbs may not have
realized back in 2011 is that
the simple act of cleaning
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up empty lots isn’t just about
neighborhood aesthetics; it’s a
proven way to substantially cut
violence and improve mental
health. Kolke—a graduate
student in social work who
worked for a program called
Operation Better Block—realized that to convince skeptics
such as Stubbs, she’d have to
give them the tools and support
to bring their properties up to
code on their own.
The challenges faced by
Homewood residents are a microcosm of those facing many
once-vital and now blighted
urban areas. Decades ago the
area was a thriving community
of 30,000, but race riots and
white flight ravaged its population; now just 6,000 people live
there. Half of all parcels are
vacant and one out of every
three buildings is abandoned,
says Kolke.
But Homewood also has
what many communities lack:
long-time residents who share
a strong sense of connection. And Kolke believed in
Homewood and in Stubbs. “Mr.

Stubbs did not want to hear it,
but I was pretty tenacious, and
let him know [revitalization]
was a community effort,” says
Kolke. “I wasn’t singling him
out, and he came around and
we were able to work with him.
He became a huge advocate for
the program.”
Three years later, Stubbs
was murdered; the case remains unsolved.
By that time, Kolke’s commitment to the neighborhood
had evolved—she wanted to
help create a space for the
community. So she tried to buy
Stubbs’ lot, with support from
two friends, Nisha Blackwell
and Marteen Garay, plus
crowdfunding and grant writing. If successful, they would
finish what Stubbs had started.
For a grant, they turned to
Pittsburgh nonprofit Neighborhood Allies. Its Love My
Neighbor! program allows
residents to apply for smaller
grants up to $2,500, which
are evaluated by a Grassroots
Grantmaking Committee,
made up of members from

each of its target communities.
Applicants must present their
ideas and their context, as well
as existing assets, practical execution, and achievable results.
“In the last few years, we’ve
recruited specific types of leaders, breaking down traditional
neighborhood boundaries and
developing authentic relationships with neighbors,” says
Shikha Jerath, who manages
the program and committee
at Neighborhood Allies. “We
don’t want to set them up for
failure.” Kolke received one of
the grants.
The lot, known as Kenny’s
Homewood, is now a community and cultural celebration
space. There’s a BYOC—“bring
your own chair”—vibe, with a
small stage and a fire pit. Residents can attend activities free
of charge, which might include
yoga and Zumba classes, DJs,
and spoken word events.
The name Kolke has for the
company that owns Kenny’s
Homewood is mayowa, which
is Yoruba for “brings joy.”
“It’s a constant reminder
to be the light in dark places,
which is what Kenny’s is
supposed to do,” says Kolke.
“Especially in a neighborhood
like Homewood, there are really
severe needs that are often overlooked, and when you’re worrying about where your next
meal will come from, feeling joy
is not even in your headspace.

This gives people an outlet, a
safe space to experience that. A
common theme I kept hearing
from long-time residents is
that this reminds them of what
Homewood used to be.”

The Art of Attraction
New York City without
Broadway? Nashville without
country music? Washington,
D.C., without its museums?
Life is remarkable in so many
neighborhoods because of the
arts. But very often, the cultural
draw that those cities provide
makes daily life untenable for
the so-called creative class.
The challenge facing many
civic leaders is how to draw
and sustain artists. Cities across
the country, from New Orleans
to Nashville, have come up
with a variety of programs. One
of the most innovative helped
Maryland resident Bill Renzulli
and artists like him make a new
life in Pacudah, Kentucky, in
the state’s southwest tip.
In 2000, Paducah looked at
the Lower Town neighborhood;
just west of where the Ohio
River forks to create the Tennessee River. Although it was
blighted by crime and drugs,
landlord apathy and neglect,
it was also on the National
Register of Historic Places and
adjacent to downtown. The
city formed a partnership with
a local bank and created the
Paducah Artists Relocation

Program, says Melinda Winchester, Downtown Development Specialist and Paducah
Main Street Director.
“It was a combination of
blight-fighting ordinances
such as rental licensing to keep
rental properties up to code and

Bill Renzulli and his wife
relocated to Paducah thanks
to an innovative artist
relocation program.

rezoning of the neighborhood
for mixed use, coupled with
aggressive recruitment of artists
as homeowners and incentives
for artists to obtain one of the
properties for gallery, studio,
and living space,” she says.
Renzulli was one of those

artists. The retired physician
had long pursued art even
while he practiced medicine,
and when he saw an ad for the
program in an art magazine, it
piqued his interest.
“The premise was if you
came here, you could get one of

“

“

Passion

Anyone with
can make something happen here.

these places cheap, fix it up, and
own it, so as the values went
up, you would benefit,” says
Renzulli, who visited in 2000. “I
was impressed with the energy.”
Renzulli and his wife were
the first out-of-towners to
commit to the program. They
bought the fire-gutted shell of
an 1890s home with no doors
and windows and spent a year
renovating it, adding on a
studio and small gallery. And

– Bill Renzulli

the couple saw the popularity
of the program explode. “Artists from out of town would
come in, stay with us for the
weekend, go back, and put
their home on the market.”
Part of why they were so assured was because of the fabric
of the community: Although
just over 24,000 people live in
Paducah, the city has a rich
cultural fabric—the National
Quilt Museum in Lower Town,

a film society, and a large performing arts center.
“It lives much larger than it
is,” says Renzulli. “There’s this
dynamic energy. And then
there’s the fact that when you
visit, suddenly you see artists
two doors away, and you identify
with the neighborhood.”
Shortly after the loss of
several galleries and shops,
the highly visible and colorful
commercial art district began

to transform into a quiet, creative community, with a strong
mix of young people, as well
as families with children. But
also, new artists came to Lower
Town, not to sell their works
but to create and live. Over
20 artists live and work there,
and a few have regular gallery
studio hours or are happy to
schedule private appointments.
The district began to expand
into new artistic avenues in
2013, when it attracted the
attention of the West Kentucky
Community and Technical College, which established a new
regional campus, the Paducah
School of Art and Design.
“I’d do it again, and I have
no regrets,” Renzulli says of
his move to Paducah. “Anyone
with a passion can make something happen here.”

Alan Graham greets a
resident in one of the
shotgun-style houses
in the community, which
feature architectdesigned floor plans.

Making a New
Neighborhood
In 1998, Alan Graham felt a calling: He wanted to help provide
sustenance to the homeless
population of Austin, Texas. He
began with a truck—filled with
fresh food—and took meals to
where the community lived, not
to a shelter. That effort became
Mobile Loaves & Fishes.
But the more Graham devoted
his life to learning about and
learning from the city’s homeless—whom Graham calls his
“friends on the street”—the more
he realized that food, however
vital, wasn’t going to be enough.
“All of them, virtually without exception, had experienced
some form of catastrophic loss
of family or had the lack of a
family safety net,” says Graham.
Homelessness isn’t just
a problem affecting those
struggling with mental illness
or addiction; rising rents and
declining or stagnant incomes
are two of the problems facing
low-income people. Although
standard wisdom says that
housing costs should take no
more than 30 percent of a budget, a quarter of all low-income
people dedicate 70 percent of
their income to housing costs,
and most have to allot over half.
After a decade providing
food for the homeless, Graham
began questioning the viability
of the support network, including creating a community for
the people he served. His answer was Community First! Village, a 27-acre, master-planned
parcel of land that offers a
mix of tiny houses, RVs, and
canvas-sided homes for single
residents. The neighborhood
opened its doors in 2016 and
has about 150 residents, with
room for nearly 100 more.

Community First! Village is
both unique and ordinary in a
variety of ways. For starters, everyone has to pay rent but there
is a range of affordable housing
types. Although sobriety is not
a requirement, services exist for
those who would like help. Because the tiny houses and canvas
homes don’t have kitchens, communal cooking and eating spaces
fill the vacuum. Buildings include
worship and meditative spaces,
and the community has walking
trails, a community garden, and
an outdoor movie amphitheater.
Replacing the lack of a family
network is what many neighborhoods do for residents, and
Community First! Village is
no different. It is a welcoming,
accepting place filled with homes
and people—their struggles, their
successes, their support—and
that is its true genius.
“Our number-one goal,” says
Graham, “was to transform the
paradigm as to how people view
the homeless—I can’t fix you:
You are who you are. With our
palliative approach, we want to
relieve suffering so that their lives
are better, and that has a collateral
impact—because others’ lives are
better in the wider community.”
Tracy Krause moved into one
of the canvas-sided homes in
early 2017. “I basically had been
homeless off and on since 1992,”
says Krause, who has battled
both mental illness and addiction
but has been sober for over two
years. “I have honestly never really had my own place.”
Today, she has a dog and her
neighbors in Community First!
Village and that intangible—the
American dream—we’re all
striving for. “There are so many
different people here that are
from different environments and
have different struggles,” she says.
“I don’t ever have to worry about
being homeless again. This is
home to me.”

How to

BUILD UP

comm
-unity
Your

WHAT CAN YOU DO—especially when needs in your
community feel overwhelming? Try these four ideas to
help your neighborhood improvement efforts.
GET LOCAL: Who’s working on the ground in your
neighborhood to address issues specific to your
community? How much of their budget goes to actual
programs—and how much pays salaries, rent, and other
expenses? Charity Navigator is a good place to help
evaluate groups.
CHECK IN AT SCHOOL: Funding for public schools
continues to face cuts; at least 31 states provide fewer
dollars per student than in 2008.1 And over half of public
school students qualify for free or reduced-price lunch.
Ask about needs at your local school, or identify a school
with a need for mentoring or other assistance.
KNOCK ON A DOOR, WITH A MEAL: The elderly in your
neighborhood may be at particular risk for both hunger
and loneliness. The former affects nearly 16 percent of
adults age 60 and older in the United States, while the
latter—experienced by over 40 percent of that population—
may lead to a faster health decline.2 Who lives alone on
your street and may need a regular check-in or a meal?
SHOW UP AT LOCAL GOVERNMENT MEETINGS:
School board, city council, zoning, and planning—all of
them make a direct impact on the quality of life in your
community. Reach out with issues, find out who is in
charge, and establish relationships.
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