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14 People look at urban renewal, but it was Negro removal. That's all it was. 9§
William Hackley

e
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“That’s my brother’s bike. I got one too, and it was too big for me. I wouldn't let anybody else ride it. I wouldn’t let anybody else sit on it. We had so much free-
dom. You didn’t have to worry about getting shot, and no drugs. I don't think Roanoke has ever been the same.”
— Arleen Ollie, on growing up on Raleigh Avenue Northeast. This picture was taken abour 1954,

Loss still stings

Black Roanokers lament the taking of their communities

PN _!‘T_"Ei' . By MARY BISHOP, Staff Writer Hill ;nlrd the steep slopes that surmund_cd their house.

Little grocery stores dotted the neighborhood. Selma Saker
and Sadie Millehan each had one just around the corner.
GAINST the odds. Olivee and Arthur Eventually, Olivee Tyree managed to add on to her house. “I

¢ enjoyed the house we had,” she says. ""Had it all fixed up, a fence

Tyree fashioned a life for themselves and  around it and all painted.”
their children in old Northeast Roanoke. In those days, she still had to drink from the “colored™ water

fountain at the Kress five-and-dime downtown; the newspaper

Polio had kept Arthur Tyree in a wheelchair since his teens. He wouldn't have run her daughter’s engagement picture.
earned money fixing radios in their dining room. In 1955, when her elder son, Lewis, was about to go into the
Army, the city announced it was going to take the Tyrees” house
— and all their neighbors’, too.

It didn’t sound bad at first. “They promised they'd build new
houses there and we could buy them back. They said they were
going to fix it up and make it beautiful for the people.”

Little did the Tyrees know that their home stood in the cross

When you walked up their steps, you could look through the front
door and see him sitting at the antique table and buffet, fixing
somebody’s old Philco.

Olivee Tyree cleaned white people’s houses by day and nursed by
night at Burrell Memorial, a black hospital. She was grateful that the

CINDY PINKSTON/Staff

“You know, I loved Northeast,” Olivee Tyree
said. She misses those neighbors. “They all got
along and their children got along just like

white families she cleaned for gave her milk and hand-me-down sl o’ e ial exveri : they were brothers and sisters.” Tyree, outside

e e T [8 5 - hairs of one of America’s most massive sumal.cxpu_nments. In e eReRRE B o0 Fatsoves i Benne North.

clothes for their daughter and two Sons. Roanoke, it would force the migration of thousands of black wast S lankoi by sons the Revt Beniamin
The Tyrees owned their cottage in Northeast Roanoke at 1109 4'4 men. women and children. It would tear down 1,600 of their Tyr t:e on left, amyi Lewis T ree. J

St. They knew all their neighbors — Will Gaither, Eddie Wallace, homes. It would level more than 200 of their businesses and 24 P : e

Rulley Allen, George Smith. The kids rode their sleds down Diamond of their churches.
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HOW URBAN RENEWAL UPROOTED BLACK ROANOKE

1 The people are not here no more. The closeness — the black-people closeness. Y9

ODAY, Interstate 581 slices

through the oldest part of

Roanoke, cutting through the

heart of what once were two hilly
and densely populated black neigh-
borhoods.

Gainsboro, the one that survives, sits to
the west of the interstate. What little
remains of it is nestled among the spires of
St. Andrew s Catholic Church, the pent-
house of the Hotel Roanoke and the two-
story stacks of red plastic crates at the Cola-
Cola Bottling Co.

Before the interstate, before the Civic
Center, before McDonald's and all the
industries and parking lots that now pave
the way into town. Gainsboro sat cheek-
by-jowl with Northeast.

Jefferson Street was the north-south
boundary between the two communities, but
life blurred any mapmaker’s distinctions.

It was all one big black community,
with every social class and personal philos-
ophy packed tightly together — prim-
and-proper churches towering near gin
joints, solid old brick homes whose lawyer-
and doctor-owners tipped their hats to the
laborers and domestics who lived down the
row in clapboard shotgun houses and tin-
roofed shacks.

Northeast was the poorer of the two
communities. The city’s incinerator was
there, and kids played in the fly ash and
begged stale doughnuts when the Krispy
Kreme man came to dump them. The city's
gasworks was there, too, with its 156-
foot-tall holding tank that gave that part of
Northeast the nickname *“Tanktown.”

Some streets still were unpaved, “and
the paved ones were very poorly main-
tained.” said retired plumber Walter
Wheaton, who installed many black fami-
lies® first bathrooms.

In 1950, there was the Uneeda Lunch,
the Modern Barber Shop, George Murray's
grocery, the Citizens Undertaking Estab-
lishment, Roy J, Waller’s blacksmith shop
and Morning Star Baptist Church.,

Altogether, more than 80 institutions
and private businesses hugged the curbs of
Northeast’s streets.

[t was home to people like Leroy
Campbell.

VERY workday morning for 32
years, Leroy Campbell walked
from his home at 322 East Ave.
NL.E. to his job at Woods Brothers
coffee company in Southeast. He
smelled the roasting beans as he
crossed the Randolph Street Bridge
over the railroad and hung a left on
Campbell Avenue to work, where
he dumped bags of coffee beans
into huge bins built into the floor.

He and his wife, Dorothy McDaniel
Campbell, raised four boys and three girls
on East Avenue. Practically everything
they needed was nearby.

Gilmer Elementary School was across
the street. A fire station was next door.
Their church, Mount Zion Baptist, was
around the bend on Fourth Street.

“There was a grocery store on almost
every corner,” said Melvin “Terry” Camp-
bell, Leroy Campbell’s son. “Assaid’s,
Moses', George's, they were mostly oper-
ated by Syrian people,” or families of Leb-
anese descent.

Few black people had cars when Terry
Campbell was growing up in the 1940s, so
all he knew of Roanoke as a kid radiated
from his home by only a few blocks. He
played on the school fire escape at day’s
end, read comic books by the radio before
bedtime, and on hot summer afternoons
solicited cool fire-hose squirts when fire-
fighters cleaned their engines.

In those years, he and other black
Roanokers still were barred from most
downtown theaters, although they could go
in the back door of one and sit in a segre-
gated balcony. He couldn't sit at the lunch
counter at Peoples drugstore. If he got sick,
he would not be admitted at Roanoke
Memorial Hospital because he was black.

*We were just normal people,” Terry
Campbell says. I didn’t have a rough time
growing up as a child. I was very secure. I
didn’t have to worry about clothes, I didn’t
have to worry about food. I didn’t have no
worries.”

His grandmother, Lula Campbell, lived
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Leroy Campbell with a photo of his home before it was demolished at 322 East Ave., N.E., and another of some of his
seven children. “I had just finished paying for the house and I had to up and move again *“ He was forced back into
debt to buy another house, *“We fought it, but that didn’t do nothing.”

N’.nﬂt Roanoke

Gilmer, City's First School,
Stands In Path Of Progress
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“The schoolyard was full almost every day with kids,” says Melvin *“Terry” Campbell, who grew up across from Gilmer

Elementary School in Northeast. “I never ventured further than, say, 11th St. I thought downtown was like going to
Christiansburg.” The school, built in 1885, was torn down in urban renewal.

on the other side of their duplex. Leroy
Campbell has pictures of their old
wooden house with ten rooms and new
siding.

Older white Roanokers often talk
about Northeast’s backyard privies as
justification for urban renewal, but Leroy
Campbell and his family had a bathroom.

It wasn’t long after he made his last
house payment that he got word in 1955
that his house would be demolished.
Eventually, everything fell: his house, his
church, his children’s school, the stores,
everything.

The first families forced out were
stunned by how white Roanoke officials
saw their homes. “I do remember when
they first started talking about urban
renewal,” Terry Campbell says, “and
how they had to get rid of these ‘ram-
shackles." And we thought, “What are
they talking about?" "

About this report

This special section comes three years after readers started telling
reporter Mary Bishop, a relatively new Roanoker, the newspaper should
write about the black neighborhoods that once stood north of downtown.

Old Northeast Roanoke's first reunion in 1991 provided the initial
accounts of life in a part of Roanoke swept away years ago. Reginald
Shareef, a Radford University professor who had studied urban renewal
in Roanoke, and Dr. Walter Claytor, who has been collecting information
on Gainsboro all his life. were resources for the story.

Bishop. the newspaper’s minority affairs and neighborhoods writer,
and staff photographer Cindy Pinkston gathered more material covering
Gainsboro’s unsuccessful 1992-93 campaign against two four-lane
roads. For this section, Bishop interviewed more than 100 people,
including scholars, government workers and 65 people who lived in the
neighborhoods.

Old photographs came from Roanoke families, the Harrison
Museum of African American Culture, the Roanoke Valley History
Museum, the Roanoke Redevelopment and Housing Authority, newspa-
per files and the Norfolk and Western Historical Photograph Collection
at Virginia Tech.

The section was produced by layout editor Tim Van Riper. staff
artist Rob Lunsford, picture editor Keith Graham and Pinkston.

T the beginning, the city said
people could move back
once Northeast was cleaned

up.

Lewis Lionberger, a contractor
who began his three decades on the
Roanoke Redevelopment and Housing
Authority board around 1954, said the
city did intend to build houses there.
His memory was cloudy on why that
wasn’t done.

“I guess the highway coming
through there, for one,” he said of
Interstate 581, built in the mid-1960s.

Yes, it was the interstate that had
the biggest impact on the Common-
wealth project, said businessman Fred
Mangus, on the authority’s board 39
years, “It changed the whole purpose
of it."”

When residents learned they
would be shut out of their old neigh-
borhood forever, “We were criticized
quite severely for that, and justifiably,
I think,” Mangus said. “But it was out
of our hands,” because the highway
had to go somewhere.

As for residents, “I think we
treated them as fairly as we could.”

One by one, Olivee Tyree watched
the houses go. Her church, Morning
Star Baptist, was demolished.

Where her house stood is now the
Holiday Inn on Orange Avenue.

At first, she said, the city was
going to pay her nothing. She had
spent $2,500 for her house, paying it
off gradually. She still owed on a loan
for the addition she had built for her
children,

Driven out of her home and with
no money, Olivee Tyree could not get
a loan for another one. Finally, she
borrowed $1,200 from her mother-
in-law, who inherited a little money
when another son died in Detroit. With
that, Tyree got a loan on the cheapest
house she could find, at 424 14th St
N.W. She got it from whites who were
fleeing as black families poured across
the old color line and farther into
Northwest.

Finally, the housing authority paid
her $2,200. She repaid her mother-
in-law, paid off the loan for the addi-
tion, and paid back her husband’s dis-
ability benefits that the government
was disputing.

Tyree, now 73, was in debt for 20
years to pay the remaining cost of her
second house. She then moved to
Hanover Avenue, where she now
operates Tyree's Home for Adults.

The children and grandchildren of
people driven out of Northeast are still
in public housing, even though the
housing authority®s objective, as
voiced by former director Roy Henley
in 1960, was to “get them in here, gel
them on their feet and get them out.™

Kathy Alexander was a baby in
the mid-1950s when her parents were
forced out of their home on Raleigh
Avenue Northeast and into the Lincoln
Terrace project. Now 37, she still lives
in the apartment at 1818 Dunbar St.
that her parents, now dead, moved her
into as a child.

Mattie Williams, 80, moved into
Lincoln Terrace 40 years ago from a
rental house. The project’s apartments
were shiny and new, unlike the old
Northeast house with its toilet on the
back porch. “Of course, we couldn’t
do no better, I don’t think.”

One of the last people to leave
Northeast was Kathleen Vaughn Ross,
former secretary at Northeast's Gilmer
Elementary School.

For years, she refused to give up
the house at 510 Third St. N.E. that her
parents had moved into in 1927. She
insists Northeast was no slum.

“That’s a lie. Now, Northeast had
some undesirable sections just like
every neighborhood has, but there
were nice residences in Northeast, just
like in Southwest or any part of
Roanoke. They had nice homes. they
had real nice homes, and were
uprooted from it.”

She watched her neighbors move
out, and lose their next homes because
they couldn’t afford the payments in
more expensive Northwest. She and
others claim whites jacked up prices
because they knew displaced blacks
had nowhere else to go. “Some of the
older residents never did ever get
established,” she said. “They got sick;
they died.”

Ross wouldn’t budge until she got
enough money for her home to afford
her next one. “They called me the
feisty one, that’s what they called me. [

CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE
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Gainsboro library, organized in 1921 and
one of the South’s earliest black libraries . . .
First Baptist Church, organized in 1867 and
in its brick building on North Jefferson
Street in 1900 ... and Fifth Avenue
Presbyterian’s first 1898 church at 303 Pat-
ton Ave. N.W.

Famous Roanokers came out of Gains-
boro, such as Edward R. Dudley, U.S.
ambassador to Liberia under President Tru-
man and later the president of the borough
of Manhattan and a candidate for New York
state attorney general. He was the son of a
Gainsboro dentist.

“Right now, we don’t have but one or
two black dentists in Roanoke,” said Charles
Davis, a retired housing authority official
who grew up in Gainsboro. “Back then, you
might have had a dozen,” and more black
physicians and pharmacists than that.

HE 1950 city directory shows 900

homes and 165 small businesses in

Gainsboro. The Off Beat Pool Par-

lor, the Day & Night Taxicab and
the Dumas Ice Cream Bar & Foun-
tainette were just a few. There was
a savings and loan, an insurance
company, a cleaners, a drugstore
and more hairdressers than you
could shake a hot-comb at on
Gainsboro’s densely populated
streets.

“No, ma'am, they were not slums,”
William Hackley, a retired Roanoke public
schools administrator, said as if he had been
asked that about Gainsboro many times
before,

His father, Brennie E. Hackley Sr., was
Gainsboro's letter-carrier for 44 years.
Every kid in Gainsboro knew “Mr.
Hackley.”

Brennie Hackley grew up on
Gainsboro's Wells Avenue and raised his
10 children at 206 Wells N.W. Every one of
them graduated from college.

The Hackley children didn't leamn the
lessons of life just from their parents. They
learned from people like a neighbor who
had a dirty, sweaty railroad job.

*Mr. Harvey, he lived down the street.
Every mom?{. he went to work in a shirt
and a tie, and he went to work at the freight
station. What we learned was, ‘No matter
what you did for a living, you don’t have to
be dirty or {lress shabby.” ”

man who grew up in Gainsboro
didn’t want to offend old friends,
but he thought he could offer a
more balanced picture of Gains-
boro than what he’s read in recent
years. He refused to be quoted by
name.

The man loved Gainsboro. His father
was in business there. But, he says, Henry
Street “has been glamorized and romanti-
cized. Henry Street was a street of hustlers.
A lot of those places were fronts for gam-
bling, bootlegging.” He said there were
murders, prostitution and all kinds of vio-
lence on Henry Street.

“Some called it Little New York,” he
said.

He acknowledges there were legitimate
businesses — a doughnut shop, a theater,
drugstores, doctors’ offices, an ice cream
parlor, restaurants.

“Just realize one thing” about Gains-
boro, he said. “'Life was nice, but life was
hard.”

“The largest and best-stocked drug
store in the state owned by a colored
man,” In 1897, that’s how The Rich-
mond Planet, a black newspaper,
described the Burrell Pharmacy on
Gainsboro Road. Owner-physician
Dr. Isaac David Burrell fell ill in 1914,
and local histories say Roanoke’s
white-run hospitals refused to admit
him because he was black. His family
put him on a cot in the baggage car of
a train and sent him to Freedman’s
Hospital in Washington. “He did not
survive the operation,” Dr. L.C.
Downing, another black Roanoke
physician, wrote in 1965,

Photo courtesy of J.H White

“When Burrell was founded, more than one-half of Roanoke’s colored babies were being
delivered by midwives,” Dr. L.C. Downing, hospital superintendent, wrote in 1965. Five
black doctors opened Roanoke’s first black hospital in a Gainsbore gottage in 1915, It was
named for Dr. Isaac Davis Burrell. The non-profit hospital mov
Alleghany Institute (below), a boys’ home on McDowell Avenue Northwest and later built
a modern addition. Burrell Memorial closed in 1978 and reopened two years later as Bur-
rell Home for Adults, a subsidiary of Roanoke Memorial Hospitals.
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¢,..he told families, ‘don’t pnt everything in the ground. You've got to live after them,” * Mary Williams

said of her husband, C.C, Williams, when she was interviewed as part of a Harrison Museum of African
American Culture oral history project two years ago.
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Photo courtesy of the Roanoke Valley History Museum

“Children would mostly go there on Saturday” for serial films staring Hoot Gibson, Tom Mix
and other cowboy stars, A.L. Holland Sr. said of the Lincoln Theater. Above, the ““Colored
Division” of the Norfolk and Western Veterans® Association holds its convention at the Lincoln
Theater in the late 1930s. The theater became night clubs the Club Morocco, then the Ebony
Club. The building, now deserted, is one of the few still standing on Gainsboro’s Henry Street.

RADUALLY, skittish Gainsboro resi-
dents began to warm to what City Hall
and the housing authority were saying
they would do to Gainsboro.

“It’s a matter of rebuilding the neighborhood with
the same people, the same institutions and the same
businesses, but in new quarters,” Wesley White, who
later oversaw the acquisition and demolition of homes
for the authority, said in a 1972 newspaper story. “All
we can say is, "Give us a chance,” ™

By then, the U.S. Department of Housing and
Urban Development required each urban renewal
project to have a citizens® group, called a Project Area
Committee.

The idea was that people living in the area or
running businesses there would have a say in how
urban renewal was done. But things were changing
quickly. Late in 1969, President Nixon reduced fund-
ing for the first HUD initiative proposed for Gains-
boro, the Neighborhood Development Program.

Former City Council member Mary Pickett says
Gainsboro got caught between conflicting philoso-
phies of urban planning: One said save and restore a
neighborhood; the other said tear it down and build
something else. “"Gainsboro people got mixed up in
the two theories,” she said.,

City leaders still pushed for redevelopment,
though. Roanoke won a $1.2 million federal grant for
Gainsboro in 1972. By then, some in the neighbor-
hood feared that Gainsboro’s renewal wouldn’t be all
that different from Northeast's.

Gainsboro dentist Walter Claytor resigned as
chairman of the Gainsboro citizens’ group in Febru-
ary 1972. He warned residents that the group was only
advisory and did “not have the final say-so as to what
transpires in the project impact area.” The housing
authority and a “rubber stamp™ City Council were
firmly in command, he said, He advised residents to
“direct your energies toward ... protecting your
rights and your property.”

Any early desire by government to save
Gainsboro’s old buildings was fading. A Washington
consultant hired by the city said in 1973 that only 113
of 699 homes surveyed in Gainsboro were suitable for
rehabilitation. Housing rehab had been cut from the
federal budget.

Over the years, hundreds of Gainsboro residents
sold their houses to the authority and moved to new
neighborhoods. The authority ran a social-service
program to ease the transition,

It opened an office in the former Fizer Funeral
Home on Gainsboro Road and organized a food bank,
cookouts, coffee hours, trips to Fairystone Park and
other outings for kids. Gloria Martin counseled old
people who were being moved out. “We carried them
back and forth to doctors. ' We got very close to them.
These were people who had lived there 40 or 50
years,

The residents got three times the money that
Northeast families had received. Besides payment for
their homes, Gainsboro residents were given up to
$15,000 to help buy new ones, plus a few hundred
dollars for the move.

Looking back on the Gainsboro project, Lewis
Lionberger, on the housing authority’s board during
the project’s years, scoffed at the complaints of peo-
ple who were forced to move. “Well, I think it was
Jjust as good as it could be. They wanted something for
nothing, with some cake and pie to put on it.”

« #a
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11 I have come to the decision — the city and the redevelopment authority, any land that they want they will take eventually. 99

Kathleen Vaughn Ross

When compared to the 1940 photograph (below, right) this
one, taken early this month, shows just how much space was
cleared for urban and later used for Interstate 581,

, the city’s main post office, motels,

businesses, industries and offices.

the Roanoke Civic

;

ULA Campbell, Leroy Campbell’s mother,
bought a house at 413 Rutherford Ave. N.W.

in Gainsboro after she was forced out of
Northeast.

She had been an elevator operator at the State and

City Building 'downtown on Campbell Avenue.

“It wasn't much better than she had in Northeast,”
grandson Terry Campbell said. The windows were
leaking, the windowsills were rotting and the floors

were in bad shape.

Lula Campbell got tuberculosis and was treated at
Catawba Hospital. while her son, Walter, and his wife,

Cleo, stayed on at the Gainsboro house.

Lula Campbell had been on Rutherford about 14

years when she got the word for sure: She would have to
move again. Her side of the street was tom down; by
1974, she had bought a house deeper into Northwest
Roanoke, at 918 Palm Ave.

Terry Campbell never heard his grandmother com-
plain. “She wasn't upset about moving. She didn't dwell
on it. It was a nicer house for her to be cared for in. She
was glad to have a nice house.”

But his cousin, Sandra Jordan, believes her grand-
mother took it hard.

“Grandma was active and moving around on Ruth-
erford,” Jordan said. “By the time she got up to Palm,
she was pretty much staying in bed. She wouldn’t even
look at TV. All of a sudden, she did just get old. I think

she pretty much lost the will.”

Lula Campbell became an invalid; she died in 1979,

in her mid-80s,

Photo courtesy of the Norfolk and Western Historical Photograph Collection at Virginia Tech

This 1940 aerial photograph of Roanoke shows the density of housing in both Gainsboro and Northeast at the time.

OME people waited years for their
houses to be bought by the city so they
could find new ones. Many still complain
that the housing authority tore down the
best houses first and left the rest to deteri-
orate.

Old people who had lived in their houses all or
most of their lives stopped maintaining them
because the housing authority said the houses soon
would be torn down. The residents also were left in
a quandary: Should they buy oil or coal for the next
winter? Should they plant their gardens again?

By June 1974, City Manager Julian Hirst was
saying this was not the kind of redevelopment he
wanted, and the World-News editorialized that
Gainsboro had turned into just another bulldozing
project.

That October, 2 man named Daniel Jones
came to a housing authority public hearing. He had
lived at his home on Peach Road for 73 years.

He had been at one of the first meetings on the
Gainsboro project, five or so years earlier.

At that first meeting, Jones was quoted in a
hearing transcript, “They said they'd fix your
home up if it didn't come up with the standard of
the city. . . . And if you're retired, they'd loan you
money to fix your home up, and if they had to tear
your house down they'd give you a grant to get you
another home.

*That was the first meeting,” Jones went on. 1
remember that personally. And y’all got contrary,
went plumb off of that. What I want to say, you've
tore down homes that I remember. I'm 77 years
old. You've tore down homes that 1 knowed that

was built — built — good homes. And you left
homes standing that had dry toilets and they
didn’t have no water or nothing in those homes.

*You've tore down some good homes that
people could live in for the next 100 years or 75
years. . . . My home, termites is eating the bottom
out of it, Of course, | wanted to fix it up but you
said y'all gonna take it, so | won't gonna spend no
money on it.”

Jones came to a meeting the next year, still
pleading for answers for himself and his wife,
Martha.

*This winter, I'm not aiming to buy that
much coal.” he said. I ain’t spending four or five
hundred dollars putting in another furnace in that
old house. I want to know what you going to do
and when you going to come out and inspect and
tell us when we got to move ... and that you
going to build a house for us. [ want to know,
because five or six years from now, I don’t expect
to be living. . . . I'm just actually tired. Lord, I'm
not complaining, but I'm just tired. I got an old
termite-eat-up home. Take my home. I thought
that was the idea,”

In 1976, five new houses were built in
Gainsboro, and Daniel Jones got one of them.
Housing authority transcripts show he came 10 a
meeting that year to say he was happy.

A newspaper story said 600 houses had been
torn down. Where Jones' house once stood is a
fire hydrant in front of the Innkeeper motel on
Gainsboro Road.

Daniel Jones, a retired railroad porter and a
prizefighter in his youth, died almost a year ago
— after 17 years in his home at 301 Madison Ave.
N.W. He was 97.

ENOBIA “Zee" Ferguson heard about
urban renewal from the women who
came into her beauty shop and from The-
odore Holland, who ran the Hilltop Con-
fectionery down the street from her
house on Chestnut Avenue in Gainsboro.

“There was so much ambivalence on the part
of citizens because of the nature of the Northeast
development.” she said.

This time, she thought she could force the
city’s long-term plans into the open. She became
chairwoman of the Gainsboro Project Area Com-
mitiee in the early 1970s.

She wanted renewal to begin on Gainsboro's
innermost streets first and work outward. If homes
were rebuilt first, she thought, stores to serve those
people would follow. She figured industrial devel-
opers would push those plans so they could get the
land they wanted — on the outskirts of Gainsboro,

Instead, she said, the opposite happened. An
industrial park and Innkeeper motel were built on
Gainsboro’s northeastern edge, and the Coca-Cola
bottling plant took over the southwestern corner.

The good things for the people and their neighbor-

hood life never came, she said.
“I couldn’t give you any concrete reasons, but

the citizens' input wasn't used,” she said. "It was
on paper. but the city and the housing authority
worked around it.”

Ferguson and her husband, Willis, reluctantly
left Gainsboro in 1976. They had remodeled their
three-bedroom stucco house. Zee Ferguson's
beauty shop was out back. Willis Ferguson’s
mother planted roses and other flowers in the
front yard,

They bought a more expensive ranch house in
a subdivision off Cove Road. Some neighbors did
the same: others, especially the ones who had
been renters, have been in Lansdowne Park or
other public housing since they left Gainsboro 20
years 4go.

In the end, Zee Ferguson said, the community
was torn apart. “There was no building onto what
we already had. It was all destroyed and left void.
There's no store an elderly person could walk to.
... It was left barren.”

She watched people die waiting for a new
house. “There were some people who got really
ill. They were going to meetings and the next
thing. we were going to their funeral. I knew what
the people had been through, people who worked
from sunup to sundown, and maybe it didn’t look
like something to other people, but it was their
life's blood.”

[
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AINSBORO was the neigh-
borhood where Earl Reynolds
Jr. grew up. In 1982, he saw it
disintegrating.

By then, he was Roanoke's chief
planner and the highest-ranking black
official in the city. He warned that
preservation, the city’s written objec-
tive in Gainsboro, was not happening.
Unlike other neighborhoods, Gains-
boro was not even eligible for housing
rehabilitation programs.

During the project’s early years, a
colorful mural hung on the wall of a
community building. It showed an even
better Gainsboro, a sunny and charm-
ing neighborhood full of people and
shops after urban renewal.

“People went by every day, look-
ing at that vision of the future,” Rey-
nolds said. “That kept people going,
irrespective of the fact that it wasn't
materializing.”

Urban renewal made life worse in
Gainsboro, not better, Reynolds said.

By slapping on the “urban renew-
al” label, he said in an interview, gov-
ernment automatically depressed the
value of real estate. Banks were less
likely to let people use their homes as
collateral.

Reynolds said, “It was just as
effective as what we think of as red-
lining today,” the systematic refusal by
banks fo give loans to neighborhoods
they think are deteriorating.

‘What saddened him the most were
the last people bought out by the city.
Urban renewal stretched on so long that
owners had let their property run down.
By the time they left, assessed values
were lower than ever, and they didn’t
get as much money as they would have
a few years earlier,

Even worse off, he said, were peo-
ple whose properties never had been
selected for a buyout. “By the time we
started rehabilitating those houses, they
were in tremendously bad shape. There
had been no maintenance.”

Reynolds later became assistant
city manager and now is Martinsville's
city manager.

When he was growing up at 331
Harrison Ave. N.W., solid old homes
were all around. “We were living in
architecturally interesting houses, and
we didn't even know it.”

The irony of Gainsboro, Reynolds
said, is “we could have left the old
homes down there, and not only would
people have had safe, sanitary and
affordable places to live, but we would
have maintained the historic sense of
the neighborhood.”

The root of urban renewal’s mis-
judgments, he said, was that from
Washington on down, “there was noth-
ing in the policy that dealt with people”
or what would happen to them and their
neighborhoods.

Gainsboro’s project was a patch-
work of little projects, some just a
block or two long, that stretched over
more than a quarter-century. “There
was no whole,” he said, “no big pic-
ture.”

Urban renewal “changed the char-
acter of Roanoke. I don’t think the
black community of Roanoke is as
strong as it was, politically or philo-
sophically, and I think the city as a
whole is worse off because of it.

“I mean, Roanoke is surviving and
Roanoke will continue to grow and to
prosper, but it will not be as strong as it
could have been. It will not be as
attractive a community as it could have
been.”

“I was dressed to
g0 to the
Debutantes’
Ball,” says
Zenobia
Ferguson,
pictured in her
Gainsboro living
room about 1957,
“I was the
lady-in-waiting
for one of the
girls in our
community,”

.
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Zenobia Ferguson

.-

A SPECIAL REPORT

1 1t seems like where weve lived and what we've done has been swept away. 9§

CINDY PINKSTON/Staff

*I didn’t think too much about segregation or integration because in the community we had shoe
repair shops, cleaning and pressing, drug stores and movies. They even had a dance hall on
Harrison [Avenue] and, of course, we had the library, the Y and the schools,” says Zenobia
Ferguson. She and her husband moved from Gainsboro in 1976. “There was no building on to what
we already had. It was all destroyed and left void.”
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Photo courtesy of Zenobia Ferguson
“My mother-in-law’s name was Susie Ferguson, and she loved flowers, and our backyard and around front
and all were just a beautiful place,” says Zenobia Ferguson. While living with her son and daughter-in-law
on Chestnut Avenue in Gainsboro, Susie Ferguson and their next-door neighbor, Frances Parker, had a joint
flower bed right along their property line. This picture of Susie Ferguson’s roses was taken about 1961.

N 1983, the city announced it would take more
homes on Gainsboro’s western edge to help*
Coca-Cola expand its bottling plant. The Rev.
Noel C. Taylor, a Gainsboro pastor who in 1970
had become the city’s first black council mem-
ber, was mayor; Bern Ewert was city manager;
Bob Herbert, assistant city manager; and Earl
Reynolds Jr., chief planner.

Twenty-three more Gainsboro homes were targeted,
along with 21 businesses. including George's Grocery,
which stood at Centre Avenue and Third Street for 70 years.

Former City Council member James Harvey said the
neighborhood was so decayed that politicians were fright-
ened when they toured Gainsboro before the city won a
federal grant for Coke. *I kid you not,” he said. “We were
afraid to get off the bus over there, because it was a slum
area — people sifting around drinking wine.”

A Roanoke Times & World-News editorial said the
project would displace “a number of dilapidated buildings
that serve as breeding grounds for blight and crime, . .. It
should also be a stabilizing force for the rest of Gainsboro.”

Cora Lee Wilson’s boarding house at 330 Loudon Ave.
N.W. was in the bull’s-eye, too. She’d been there 40 years.

Luther Wilson, her son, said his mother had chickens
and an outhouse in the back yard when she first moved there
in the 1940s. She added a bathroom, a back porch, a kitchen
and a dining room. “She even dug up the basement herself,”
said Mary Wilson, Luther’s wifg.

“She didn’t really want to go nowhere,” he said, “but
they started talking about eminent domain. She had to leave
everything she’d built up and start over again.”

He said it wasn't right for the city to pay his mother
only $13,000 for her house, then give it to Coca-Cola,
which profited from it. -

Cora Lee Wilson bought a house on Hanover A¥enue
Northwest, where Luther, his wife, Mary, and somefBf the
elderly boarders from Gainsboro still live. Cora Lee gi]snn
caught pneumonia and died not long after they move

The boarders, most of them old bachelors who gol$250
each for the move, were disoriented when they went
searching for old friends. “When they moved up here, they
were a little frightened,” Mary Wilson said. “A couple of
them did get lost and we had to hunt for them. That's where
they lived all their life, down there.”

Luther and Mary Wilson own the Hanover Avenue
house debt-free. They work the night shift — she as a
weaver, he on the balljoint — at Precision Fabrics in
Vinton.

As they were being moved out of Gainsboro, Luther
and Mary Wilson were told they miight get jobs at the Coke
plant. The city used the lure of Gainsboro jobs to persuade
the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development to
lend Coke $4 million for the expansion.

The Wilsons went to the housing authority and to the
Virginia Employment Commission' to apply. They were
turned down. “Everybody we talked to, I think they got the
same runaround they gave us,” Luther Wilson said.

A few Gainsboro residents work at the Coke plant now,
but others hired shortly after people were moved out soon
were laid off.

Twenty property owners went to court, saying the sei-
zure of their homes was unconstitutional because it bene-
fited a company, not the public. Others said the city’s offers
for their houses were below fair-market value. A judge
ruled that the city could condemn the homes because
Gainsboro was “blighted.”

Charles Davis, then the housing authority’s community
relations officer, said he felt people were not treated fairly.

“Since the city had a plan for the land.” he said, home-
owners should have been paid at commercial or industrial
rates. “I think everything was sold at residential values, and
they were depressed values at that. But I don’t think the city
ever leveled with the people about what they were going to
do or how it would affect them.”

Some former Gainsboro residents and business owners
place part of the blame on Taylor, the first black on council
and the mayor from 1975 to 1992, for what they say were
missteps in the Gainsboro project. “He could have delayed
it. I don’t think he could stop it,” says Claudia Whitworth,
publisher of the weekly Roanoke Tribune. Her former
office on Henry Street was torn down by the city.

Few would be quoted by name criticizing Taylor. One
man said, *I don’t have nice words to say about it.”

“Sure, there were times when 1 wanted to do things
differently,” Taylor says, “and [ engaged in dialogue along
those lines. There are things I would have done very differ-
ently.” He declined to be specific, saying he'd resolved not
to cast judgment. “Mayor Taylor had his day.”
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T seemed at times like everybody was grappling for control of Gains-
boro — City Hall, the housing authority and the Gainsboro Neighbor-
hood Development Corp.

Photo courtesy of Zenobia Ferguson

Lawyers for the authority warned in
1985 that Gainsboro land was being
acquired improperly by the development
corporation,

Jack Place told City Attorney Wil-
burn Dibling in an April 4, 1985, memo
that he knew of at least one instance in
which a development corporation repre-
sentative told a property owner that his
land would be condemned if he did not
accept the development corporation’s
offer. Place reminded the city that only
the housing authority had the power to
condemn, not the development
corporation.

“If, in a condemnation suit,” Place
wrote, “evidence were introduced: that
[the development corporation] obtained
appraisals; made an unacceptable offer to
the owner; requested the City to direct
the Authority to condemn and the
Authority did so condemn under the
City’s directive, I feel that we would be
on very thin jurisdictional ice.”

George Heller, the development

corporation’s Gainsboro-born executive
director at the time, says most of the time,
his group had a good working relation-
ship with the housing authority. He
wishes, though, that the city and the
authority had given citizens more power
over the project in the 1970s.

A decade ago, his group ran into
trouble when it tried to redevelop
Gainsboro’s Henry Street. The organiza-
tion spent $100,000 on plans; then-
Mayor Noel Taylor took over the project
and the plans were discarded. The Henry
Street redevelopment has been slow; the
authority announced last November it
wants to build its headquarters and some
retail shops there.

Heller said the citizens’ group would
have saved many of the old Henry Street
buildings that have been torn down.

Margaret Turpin, who became direc-
tor after Heller, said Gainsboro was an
embattled turf. “The housing authority
had its hands in the pie, and the city had
its hands in the pie. It was a pie-eating
contest.”

[}
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Each rectangle represents a structure existing in 1950. Color codes indicate
present status of structure. Size and position are approximate.
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Colored People.

The city rerouted its plans for Wells Ave-
nue, one of the roads to be widened. It tore
down several commercial buildings, most
unoccupied, but spared a dozen homes it had
targeted earlier.

Residents were not appeased. The word
went out that 500 to 1,000 people would be
bused to a City Hall hearing on Wells Avenue,
City Manager Bob Herbert suddenly canceled
it.

Then four Gainsboro-based organizations,
Gainsboro Neighborhood Development Corp.,
Southwest Virginia Community Development
Fund, First Baptist Church and Total Action
Against Poverty — all of which received grants
or assistance from the city over the years —
promptly broke away from Bethel’s Historic
Gainsboro Preservation District and two other
black groups opposed to the road widenings.

Saying they wanted to win Gainsboro
some perks in exchange for the roads — like
job training, housing rehabilitation and small-
business help — the four breakaway organiza-
tions went into months of private talks with

Herbert,

He and they unveiled plans for Wells to
become a pedestrian-friendly boulevard with
flowers, signs about Gainsboro's history and
special streetlights by the time the hotel reopens
this spring. They presented plans to give work to
minority contractors and service workers at the
hotel, fix up Gainsboro's old homes and create
start-up money for small businesses.

Last summer, two homes on Wells were
purchased and moved to nearby Gilmer Avenue
at a cost to the city and state of $400,000,

James Harvey, a former City Council mem-
ber, said recently that more government money
has been spent on Gainsboro than any other
neighborhood. “Everybody's talking about how
Gainsboro is being mistreated,” he said. “Give
me a break.”

City Manager Herbert said the city’s trying
to be more sensitive. “We've been trying to do
things differently.”

This summer, Gainsboro is expected to see
some demolitions, Ten homes and six commer-
cial buildings will be seized for a new four-lane
Second Street/Gainsboro Road. City engineers
say most, if not all, of the buildings will be torn
down.

INE-HUNDRED homes, a
dozen churches and 165
small businesses stood in
Gainsboro in 1950.

Now, Gainsboro is a neighborhood
of 190 old homes — many of them
vacant — on a few streets and 79 small
ranch-style homes and duplexes on
redeveloped lots. There is one small
office building, several industries, and
acres of vacant, weedy lots, many that
the housing authority says it can’t give
away.

R

Earl and Clara Reynolds, parents of
former Assistant City Manager Earl
Reynolds Jr., have been at 331 Harrison
Ave. N.W. for 57 years,

Most of their friends are gone now,
and renters have taken their places. Earl
Reynolds, a barber who's 78, still walks
an hour a day and takes his scissors
along to trim the hair of older men who
can't get out much anymore.

Eight or so houses near the Rey-
noldses have been demolished. “They
tore down the best ones first,” Clara
Reynolds said, referring to demolitions
20 years ago. “This was a beautiful
street back then, beautiful old homes.”

| I |

Pauline Stevens Kegler was born
in the house her father built at 215
Patton Ave. N.W. She doesn't like to
publicize her age: suffice it to say she
has lived in that house almost every
day of this century. The city came in
and remodeled it for her a few years
ago,

From her front porch, she has seen
some good years in Gainsboro. “Ev-
eryone would get along all right
together.” Neighbors visited each oth-
er. Sunday mornings, they'd all go off
to Sunday school.

“I knew all the people.” She
doesn’t now.

Neighbors have moved away or
died. The house next door hasn't been
lived in for a dozen years.

“There's been |4 homes torn
down on this block,” she says.

She looked down the street at the
rows of old houses set apart by empty
lots and she says with certainty, “After
I'm gone, this will all be pushed
down.”

| B

Lullaby Edwards Curtis, 80, has
lived in the 200 block of Wells Ave-
nue for 40 years. When she moved
there, 85 houses stood on the Gains-
boro stretch of Wells, Now, only 11
remain, and at least four are vacant,

The Coca-Cola expansion 10
years ago took the western end of
Wells. Stuck now at the end of a dead-
end street, Curtis looks out her back
windows at the Coke plant, its trucks
and its giant stacks of plastic cartons.

“Every night, [there's] bumpin’
and knockin’. Sometimes it makes so
much noise it shakes the house.”

On her street now, she said, *No-
body comes here hardly ever.”

CINDY PINKSTON/Staff

Gainsboro’s urban renewal consisted of many small projects — a block here, two blocks there,
and stretching over 27 years. Today, the neighborhood is a mixture of 79 new suburban-style
houses in the center of the area and 190 older homes on the outskirts, like the ones (left), north of

" the Coca-Cola bottling plant. Pauline Kegler’s house (above) sits isolated now on Patton Avenue
Northwest. Fourteen homes have been torn down on her block.
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