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GREGORY BURSON, SR., LOOKS OUT FROM THE SCREENED PORCH 

OF HIS PEOPLESTOWN HOUSE AT THE YARD NEXT DOOR, WHERE 

HE PLAYED MARBLES — FOR KEEPS — AS A BOY. 

He remembers how he could build up speed on 
his roller skates on the hill a few blocks away.  

And he remembers the neighbor who was noto-
rious for keeping any child’s ball that bounced 
into her yard.

His grandmother and an aunt lived on the 
same street, but neighbors didn’t have to be 
related to correct a child for an infraction. “If 
you did something you weren’t supposed to, 
you got disciplined then, and you got disci-
plined again when you got home,” he said. 
Such as when he went into that woman’s yard 
to get his ball and talked back to her when she 

yelled at him. He wasn’t surprised when he 
returned home to a spanking. He mimics the 
parental scolding: “What do you mean going 
up there and sassing her?”

Mr. Burson’s wife, Gwendolyn, who came to 
Peoplestown as a teenage bride, at first found 
the closeness stifling but grew to appreciate it, 
especially as their own three children started 
to grow. “Everybody looked out for them,” she 
said. “If they did something, we knew it.”

Greg and Gwendolyn’s oldest, Lakita Mer-
cadel, recalls a childhood much like her father’s 

— riding bicycles, playing hide-and-seek, and 

knowing that wherever she was, somebody 
would look out for her.

Peoplestown in those days mirrored the soci-
eties of New Testament times, when people  

“came together for a common meal, …cared 
for each other, provided for those in need, and 
pooled resources to give a decent burial to the 
members of the community,” according to Dr. 
William Brosend, professor of New Testament 
and preaching at Sewanee. Jesus condenses 
the idea behind those acts into a single word: 
love. “To love your neighbor,” the Book of 
James says, is “the royal law according to the 
scripture.” 

That love isn’t necessarily affectionate, wrote 
C.S. Lewis. It’s “a steady wish for the loved 
person’s ultimate good.” That kind of love 
builds relationships that make “home” mean 
much more than a house and “neighbor” mean 
much more than proximity.

To Lakita, it’s living in a place where neighbors 
are “close-knit.” To her father, it’s roots in a 
place and branches that reach out to others, 
even to the woman who kept his ball. It means 
that “people know you, wherever you go.”

Lakita’s daughter, Lauren, 10, the fifth genera-
tion, is now the child in the neighborhood. But 
the neighborhood has changed. Many older 
residents of Peoplestown feel under siege from 
rising housing prices, changing demographics, 
and encroaching development.

The block of Haygood where the Bursons 
live is a prime example: the house next door, 
where Mr. Burson was raised, has been sold, 
remodeled, and flipped; next to it is an aban-
doned house with windows and doors boarded; 
across the street is a newer two-story house 
built by a developer on the site of a house pre-
viously owned by an elderly preacher who still 
used a wood-burning stove; and at the dead 
end, a few houses down, massive reconstruc-
tion is taking place on both sides of the street. 
Mr. Burson can point out just two longtime 
neighbors. One, he said, inherited her house 
from her mother, “who knew me when I was a 
little boy running around barefooted.” 

“It’s still a great neighborhood, but neighbors 
don’t know one another anymore,” said Gwen-
dolyn.

THE CHALLENGE ||  Peoplestown’s situation is 
common among urban neighborhoods across 
the country. Social scientists and city officials 
who used to brood about white flight to the 
suburbs now struggle with the implications 
of white influx back into the cities, bringing 
money, demanding conveniences, and raising 
taxes for everyone.

While lower-income residents in inner city 
neighborhoods fear displacement, people 
in other types of residences have their own 
challenges.

Upscale apartment buildings are filled with 
tenants who can’t name a single neighbor. 
Cookie-cutter suburbs are populated with 
nuclear families who live far from relatives and 
may be transferred so often they never really 
feel settled. Small towns in the mountains or 
on the coast become havens for retirees, who 
bring higher incomes and different priorities 
than locals. College towns face conflicts be-
tween city and academy, including tugs of war 
between the desire for student housing and the 
need for low-income residences. 

PART ONE
A Neighborhood 

In Transition

A CALL TO COMMUNITY

“IT’S STILL A GREAT NEIGH-
BORHOOD, BUT NEIGHBORS 
DON’T KNOW ONE ANOTHER 
ANYMORE.”   — Gwendolyn Burson

ABOVE  Gregory and 

Gwendolyn Burson sit on 

the front porch of their 

Peoplestown home.
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 In all cases, most people seem to long for the 
same thing: community. 

In his seminal book Bowling Alone, published in 
2000, Harvard public policy professor Robert 
D. Putnam cited a survey in which more than 
80 percent of Americans believed there should 
be more emphasis on community, “even if that 
puts more demands on individuals.”

“When folks enjoy being together, share cele-
brations, and walk through hard times with 
grace and love, the beauty of their shared life 
is deeply compelling,” Christine D. Pohl wrote 
in Living Into Community: Cultivating Practices 
That Sustain Us. “Human beings were made 
for living in community, and it is in commu-
nity that we flourish and become most fully 
human.”

But, she cautions, don’t expect living in 
community to be a constant mountaintop 
experience. “Community life certainly has 
moments of incredible beauty and intense 
personal connection,” she wrote, “but much 
of it is daily and ordinary. Our lives are knit 
together not so much by intense feeling as by 
shared history, tasks, commitments, stories, 
and sacrifices.”

That requires work, time, and trust-building. 
Peoplestown residents are in the throes of that 
effort.

Some call what’s happening revitalization and 
welcome the bulging local tax coffers that re-
sult from soaring assessments. Through some-
times rose-colored glasses, they see blighted 
houses disappearing and new high-priced 
homes or luxury apartment buildings rising 
up, trendy gathering spots with craft cocktails 
or fancy caffeine drinks replacing run-down 
convenience stores, and increased attention to 
loiterers and drifters making neighborhoods 
feel safer.

Others call it gentrification, a term coined in 
the 1960S by British sociologist Ruth Glass to 
describe the displacement of working-class 
Londoners by the “gentry.” They fear tax bills 
that they cannot pay with their fixed incomes 
or minimum-wage paychecks. Longtime rent-
ers know that as landlords’ taxes rise, so will 
their monthly bills until owners find it bene-
ficial to sell or flip their rental homes. Those 
who depend on public transportation count on 
being able to walk to small neighborhood mar-
kets, even those that charge exorbitant prices 
for inferior products. And they feel threatened 
by increased policing.

“When you think about community change, it 
really depends on where you sit,” said Greg 
Cole, executive director of Emmaus House, 
an Episcopal mission that has worked in Peo-
plestown since the 1960S. “If you’re well-to-do 
and have resources, you get to enjoy the 

“HUMAN BEINGS WERE MADE FOR LIVING IN COMMUNITY, 
AND IT IS IN COMMUNITY THAT WE FLOURISH AND BECOME 
MOST FULLY HUMAN.”   — Christine D. Pohl

OPPOSITE TOP The sun shines 

down on two houses in 

Peoplestown, one brand-

new and one in much need 

of repair.

OPPOSITE BOTTOM Greg Cole 

is the executive director of 

Emmaus House, which has 

been an integral part of the 

Peoplestown neighborhood 

since the 1960's.
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 benefits of change. But for people who have 
lived there historically, whose rents have gone 
up dramatically or whose taxes have gone up 
dramatically, it’s not so good. If you’re on a 
fixed income and your taxes go up $2,000 a 
year, that could be the end of it.”

GROW TH AND CHANGE || In Peoplestown, the 
Southeast part developed first, in the late 
1890s, when well-to-do families moved into 
elegant new Victorian houses with servants’ 
quarters in back. A trolley car transported the 
residents the few miles to downtown jobs or 
shopping. The neighborhood took the name 
of the largest landowners, the Peoples.

By the 1920s, the residential area had spread, 
and a diverse mix of people were calling 
Peoplestown home: more white families, 
African-Americans, and Jews from Western 
Europe. Each group lived mostly in its own 
section.

But over the next two decades, many of the 
wealthier residents moved away, blacks to the 
west of the city near the Atlanta University 
complex and whites to the north side. Some of 

the larger Victorian “painted ladies” became 
boarding houses and fell into disrepair.

The housing shortage facing veterans after 
World War II provided a revival, but the vi-
brancy was short-lived. Forces from freeway 
and stadium construction to a buildup of fed-
erally sponsored rent-subsidized apartments 
to white flight took their toll on the neighbor-
hood’s stability.

Seeing the run-down conditions of the area 
in 1967, the Episcopal Diocese of Atlanta, 
under the leadership of the Rev. Austin Ford, 
a young white priest with a social-activist 
bent, bought a beat-up flophouse. It became 
Emmaus House. From there, Ford distributed 
surplus food, challenged cutbacks to the safety 
net for low-income neighbors, and held regular 
worship services that drew congregants from 
nearby neighborhoods and pulled in people 
from elsewhere in the city who were commit-
ted to diversity and social justice.

Despite hard efforts and good intentions, by 
1990, Peoplestown’s population was only about 
2,500 — less than half its peak. But those who 
were left were a determined bunch. They 
formed the Peoplestown Revitalization Cor-
poration, which works for affordable housing, 
sponsors a crime-watch program, and holds 
monthly meetings to keep up with the latest 
zoning and development proposals.

Then came the start of the turnaround. After 
decades of working for development, Peo-
plestown residents are now coping with the 
consequences of growth, which may not be 
what they had in mind. 

“IF YOU’RE ON A FIXED 
INCOME AND YOUR TAXES 
GO UP $2,000 A YEAR, THAT 
COULD BE THE END OF IT.” 

—  Greg Cole

GROWTH AND GENTRIFICATION

Peter Moskowitz, author of How to Kill a City, called gentrification 
“the most transformative urban phenomenon of the last half century.”

In Atlanta, almost half (46.2 percent) of lower-income census tracts 
“experienced significant growth in both home values and educational 
attainment” between 2000 and 2013, according to Governing 
magazine.

The trend began in earnest with preparation for the 1996 Olympics as 
neighborhoods around venues changed. It accelerated in recent years 
with the development of the BeltLine, a $4.8 billion, 22-mile project 
to convert old railway rights of way into a pedestrian- and bike-
friendly trail supported by transit. When the BeltLine is completed, 
which it is expected to be in 2030, it will connect 45 neighborhoods.

Those living where the BeltLine is already in place or where 
development is underway have felt the impact. A 2017 paper by 
professors from Georgia State and Georgia Tech asserts that 
neighborhoods such as Adair Park, Pittsburgh, Mechanicsville, and 
West End saw median home sales prices jump by 68 percent between 
2011 and 2015.

BELTLINE TRAIL MAP

EASTSIDE 
TRAIL

SOUTHSIDE 
TRAIL

WESTSIDE 
TRAIL
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 THE 5-5-5ERS

It’s a Tuesday morning, and the 5-5-5ers are 
at the Rick McDevitt Center in Peoplestown 
for their twice-a-week gathering.

The center, named for a Buckhead business-
man who is a major supporter, is the heartbeat 
of the neighborhood, hosting community 
meetings, providing youth recreation, and 
housing the office of the Neighborhood Plan-
ning Unit. 

Several years ago, employees and volunteers 
from Emmaus House saved the building by 
standing in front of the bulldozer when the city 
tried to tear it down. With donated supplies 
from Home Depot, volunteers fixed the center 
up and painted it in bright colors with inspira-
tional slogans: “Make your own sun”; “In the 
theater of life you will have your moment”; 

“One person does make a difference.”

A few years ago, five older women launched 
what became 5-5-5, taking its name from the 
five women who started it and the 55-and-older 
targeted participants. They planned to meet five 
times to see whether it would work out. It did.

On this morning, about a dozen African-Amer-
ican women are voicing concerns and seeking 
information about a regular attendee whose 
daughter has been killed. Much discussion 
ensues about funding for the funeral and food 
for the family. Also on the agenda is a propos-
al for a joint trip with some youth from the 
neighborhood to The Legacy Museum’s From 
Enslavement to Mass Incarceration exhibition, 
which opened April 26 in Montgomery, AL. 
The women express hope that the teenagers 
will listen to their recollections and be amena-
ble to learning their history.

When talk turns to the mix of people in the 
neighborhood, one woman complains about 

“people coming in and pushing older people 
in this area out.” 

Another says: “You invite them to come into 
your circle, and they want to change your cir-
cle. They don’t want you to come into their 
circle.”

She goes on: “Developers are just waiting for 
you to default on your taxes. That’s how they 
steal a community.”

In the midst of the negativity, Rachel Harris, 
70, speaks up: “When I moved into the 

PART TWO
Old-Timers and Newcomers

A CALL TO COMMUNITY

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT The DeCriscio family in front of their home in Peoplestown; Falguni Vyas and her dog, Reggie, enjoying some time outdoors; 

members of the 5-5-5ers discuss funeral arrangements for a fellow member's daughter. 
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There may not be many who feel that way, but 
unfortunately that element exists.”

“Because that element exists, it may be assumed 
that if you look like we do, we have that attitude 
too,” Alicia said.

They jumped into work. Alicia volunteered at 
the school even though they didn’t yet have 
any children enrolled there. Daniel became 
treasurer of the neighborhood association, was 
a founder of a devotional group for men, and 
helped organize Peoplestown Potluck and 
Prayer, a neighborhoodwide event that brought 
people of different backgrounds together.

“We’ve had experiences where we weren’t taken 
kindly to, and we’ve had transformative expe-
riences, too,” he said. One experience that was 
both unsettling and rewarding involved Alicia’s 
efforts at the school, where she quickly became 
a leader.

D.H. Stanton was among the Atlanta public 
schools most affected by the system’s long-run-
ning cheating scandal, called by Education Week 

“the largest K-12 school cheating scandal in U.S. 
history.” Systemwide, 11 teachers and adminis-
trators were convicted on racketeering charges 
after a lengthy trial; another 21 pleaded guilty. 
Cheating aside, Stanton was notorious as “the 
worst school in Georgia,” Alicia said.

Its new, enthusiastic principal and a committee 
of neighborhood supporters, including Alicia, 
felt that a turnaround required a rebranding 
effort. They proposed changing the name of 
the school to Barack and Michelle Obama Acad-
emy. Many longer-term residents were attached 
to the old name, which honored a community 
leader who had helped bring the school to the 
neighborhood so that children wouldn’t have 
to cross railroad tracks to get an education. 
Of those, some understood the cheating stigma 
and went along with the change. 

“Others fought it tooth and nail,” Alicia said. 
Opponents of the change were vocal at a public 
hearing. “It was hard to hear people accusing 
me of just fitting into the narrative of gentri-
fication,” Alicia said. In the end, the Atlanta 
school board approved the new name, and most 
opponents eventually came to accept it.

Alicia is currently PTA president and outgoing 
chair of the school’s governance team. As a white 
woman, she hesitated to take such high-profile 
roles in a predominantly black school but was 
encouraged by several black parents.

“Since the change, it’s been really positive,” she 
said. “The old-timers come out to support the 
school. When everybody comes together, that’s 
when the magic happens.”

Daniel estimates that their house has gone up 
$150,000 in value in the last year. The tax as-
sessment is $80,000 higher than in 2017. When 
friends congratulate him on the increase, he 
tells them it makes him unhappy. He and Alicia 
plan to stay and become old-timers themselves; 
they realize that rising taxes and rents may force 
other families out, including some with children 
in the school.

“I would hate to see a day when the old-time 
residents of Peoplestown wouldn’t be here any-
more,” he said.

ALISON JOHNSON

Alison Johnson has lived in Peoplestown for 
all her 41 years. She’s a team member of the 
Housing Justice League, an activist nonprofit 
organization crusading for affordable housing in 
Atlanta. “I always remember Peoplestown as a 
place of safety,” she said. “I also remember Peo-
plestown as a place of opportunity and hope.” 
When she was growing up, she said, it was “a 
place where people could realize the American 
dream of homeownership.” 

 community, it was different than it is now. It’s 
pretty good now.” 

She moved into her brother’s house in Peoplestown 
more than a decade ago, she said later. Back then, 
she saw abandoned and run-down houses, and 
more crime, she said. Now, houses are being fixed 
up, and the neighborhood is safer. Crew Street, 
where she lives, “is nice and quiet now,” she said. 

“It’s mostly senior citizens, and we all get along.”

She said she doesn’t resent new, younger, wealthier 
neighbors.

“You come into a neighborhood and build a house 
or buy a house and refurbish it; I don’t have a prob-
lem with that,” she said.

Her Crew Street neighbor, Marilyn Finney, 65, 
watched Peoplestown deteriorate into crime and 
drugs, then start to come back with new people, 
new paint, and new police presence.

Peoplestown today “is a lot better than it was,” she 
said, “but it’s not that friendly atmosphere any-
more. The new people are moving in, and they 
don’t make themselves available. You see them and 
wave. Some of them wave back and some don’t.”

At least once a week, she gets an offer in the mail 
to buy her house, she said. But if she sells, where 
would she go?

“You’re not gonna find a place for what you get,” 
she said. “Everywhere you go, you’re going to be 
paying more than you do here.”

She is committed to staying, not only because it 
is her home but also because she feels she can’t go 
anywhere else.

THE DECRISCIOS

Daniel, 40, and Alicia DeCriscio, 38, had lived in 
a Midtown Atlanta condominium for about seven 

years when they fell in love with New Orleans. 
They planned to move there. But Daniel who works 
for Kimberly Clark Corp. and attends seminary, 
said, “the doors were closing there and opening 
in Atlanta.”

In late 2015, the door that opened was to an eight-
year-old, two-story, yellow house with double 
white-trimmed porches in Peoplestown — the 
perfect house, they thought. It even looked a bit 
like New Orleans. Part of its appeal was its location, 
directly across the street from the local elementary 
school, then D.H. Stanton. The couple has four 
children, and Alicia works for Wilderness Works, 
a nonprofit organization that links low-income 
children with outdoor activities.

“In Midtown, we didn’t feel we had a lot of com-
munity,” Daniel said. “There were people in our 
building we never met in seven years. We wanted 
a community where we could live, where we could 
serve, where we could see people. We knew we 
wanted to be in a neighborhood that was diverse 
racially and economically. We saw Peoplestown as 
a place where that would be natural and organic.”
They didn’t wear blinders to make the move. They 
realized from the get-go that because they were 
white moving into a big infill house in a predomi-
nantly black neighborhood, they might be looked 
upon as invaders. And they could see why. Some re-
cent residents wanted to remake the neighborhood 
in their own image, while developers and flippers 
saw Peoplestown property only as an investment.

“Some people who move in aren’t interested in re-
lationships with people who’ve lived here for a long 
time,” Daniel said. “Some think this neighborhood 
would be better if we got rid of the black people. 

“WHEN EVERYBODY COMES 
TOGETHER, THAT’S WHEN THE 
MAGIC HAPPENS.” — Alicia DeCriscio
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 Those moving into the neighborhood from 
outside may still realize that dream, she said, 
but it is becoming increasingly out of reach for 
the young people raised there. She has seen 
neighbors move away because of increasing 
taxes — four homeowners on the same street 
in 2017. Two elderly women went to live with 
adult children. Two others just seemed to 
disappear.

Newer residents, she said, “don’t have the 
same values as long-standing residents.” She 
seems to be referring both to intrinsic intan-
gibles such as connections with neighbors, 
and material concerns. While some longtime 
residents are “scraping by, keeping a roof over 
their heads,” new residents seem concerned 
about upscale amenities and conveniences. 

“You don’t need a Starbucks,” she said, “if you 
don’t have a grocery store.” 

Some tension, she said, comes from Peo-
plestown natives’ history of community 
involvement. “Peoplestown has always been 
very active in understanding how voices make 
a difference. It’s not a place where new people 
can come in and take over. Most people com-
ing into the community aren’t used to poor 
black folks pushing back.”

The people like her, “who have been working 
for people to invest in this community for 
years,” shouldn’t be left out or pushed out now 
that money is coming in, she said. “My mama 

has been here forever. I want her to have a 
place to live.”

But, she said, all is not lost. “What’s working is 
that neighbors are continuously engaged in the 
community. People who normally wouldn’t 
have had a place at the table are claiming their 
voice, helping to make decisions that impact 
them. We’re finding different tools to use to 
bring different groups together.”

And, she said, some of those residents who 
have moved away by choice or necessity come 
back to visit. They are still Peoplestown people 
at heart.

CHRIS LEMONS

Chris Lemons, 32, is a man in between. He 
was raised in the suburbs but has had family 
in Peoplestown since the 1930s, when his 
great-great-grandparents Joseph and Easter 
Hurley raised their five children there. Chris, 
who works in the corporate office of Home 
Depot, remembers visiting the house as a little 
boy, when his great-aunt, Babe, lived there and 
he was relegated to the kids’ table for family 
dinners. So six years ago, he decided to move 
into the family homeplace, a traditional brick 
ranch. 

“I definitely wanted to take advantage of the 
opportunity to be part of the family history, 
to connect, and to give back to the commu-
nity,” he said. But he feels the tension in the 
neighborhood. 

In the time he has been there, he has seen 
$400,000 houses where once someone could 
buy a home for less than $100,000.

“In some instances, we have conf licting in-
terests,” he said. “We have new neighbors 
who want development, want to have housing 
prices going up, but you have another group 

of people who see that all these improvements 
and developments are going to end up dis-
placing them because they can’t afford to live 
there. They’ve lived in their homes for 40 or 
50 years and are at risk of losing them because 
of market forces.”

He goes on: “Not to disparage anyone, but 
you have people who’ve brought a suburban 
mentality to an urban neighborhood. If you 
think you’re going to move to the center of At-
lanta and not see any poor black people, you’ve 
probably moved to the wrong neighborhood.”

FALGUNI VYAS

Falguni Vyas, 34, is one of the young newcom-
ers to Peoplestown. In 2015, she decided she 
was ready to buy a house and wanted to stay 
in the area near Grant Park, where she had 
been renting.

“Peoplestown was the last affordable neighbor-
hood,” she said.

She was happy in her single-story, gray, brick 
house with its long front porch and blue door, 
but she hadn’t really connected with her fellow 
Peoplestowners until Reggie ran away. Reggie 

is a 70-pound, black-and-tan mutt, a hybrid of 
Labrador retriever, husky, boxer, pit bull, and 
other things too numerous to mention.

Last summer, on one of their daily walks, she 
and Reggie were hit by a car making an ille-
gal left turn. Falguni dropped the leash, and 
Reggie ran away.

As word went out about the accident, the people 
of Peoplestown turned out in force to look for 
Reggie. Falguni learned about her neighbor-
hood and some of the people and organizations 
working to make it better. The W-Underdogs, 
an innovative grassroots nonprofit that pairs 
underserved Peoplestown youth with animals 
in need, jumped in to help. A neighbor made 
a map of all the places he had searched. Older 
women rocking on their porches promised to 
keep their eyes out.

“It’s amazing how many people were involved,” 
Falguni said. Four days after he left, Reggie 
came home on his own. A neighbor who went 
out to look for Reggie before work saw him on 
Falguni’s porch and rang her doorbell. 

Now Falguni and some of the searchers stop 
to chat. The neighbors smile and wave. One 
man always asks about Reggie. To thank the 
W-Underdogs for their effort, Falguni hosted 
a popsicle party in the neighborhood park. She 
and Grace Hamlin, founder of the group, have 
become friends.

An accident and a lost dog brought old-timers 
and newcomers together. “It’s the first time 
I felt like Peoplestown was a community,” 
Falguni said. 

“PEOPLESTOWN HAS ALWAYS 
BEEN VERY ACTIVE IN UN-
DERSTANDING HOW VOICES 
MAKE A DIFFERENCE.” 

— Alison Johnson

“IF YOU THINK YOU’RE GOING 
TO MOVE TO THE CENTER OF 
ATLANTA AND NOT SEE ANY 
POOR BLACK PEOPLE, YOU’VE 
PROBABLY MOVED TO THE 
WRONG NEIGHBORHOOD.” 
— Chris Lemons
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PART THREE
Finding Connectedness

A CALL TO COMMUNITY

 Pressure on Peoplestown is escalating. Above 
it to the north in Summerhill, a major develop-
ment is in the works near the old Turner Field, 
now owned by Georgia State University. Below 
it to the south, the BeltLine is coming. Both are 
expected to be major economic drivers, making 
Peoplestown even more appealing to higher-in-
come residents who want a plethora of amenities 
on the outskirts of downtown.

As Georgia State took control of the former 
Turner Field, the university and a cluster of 
neighborhood associations, including Peo-
plestown’s, agreed in April 2017 to a plan that 
includes educational engagement, enhanced 
security, child-focused and senior adult-cen-
tered programs, arts, culture, access to athletic 
events, economic development, and a promise 
to address transportation issues.

But many residents of the area continue to be 
wary of the developers’ intentions, and specifics 

are in short supply. After many years of oppor-
tunities that never came to fruition, trust is hard 
to come by.

The university and its development partners 
own 22 acres and leased an additional 13 around 
the stadium for retail stores, housing, office space, 
and other uses. A microbrewery and a coffee 
shop have already committed to the complex.

At the same time, real estate agents are pushing 
Peoplestown as a desirable “BeltLine” neighbor-
hood. One agency that advertises itself as “Your 
Atlanta BeltLine Real Estate Expert” describes 
Peoplestown as “a south Atlanta neighborhood 
with a variety of homes built for every income 
level.”

Some public and nonprofit efforts are underway 
to make sure that holds true — that there’s a 
place in Peoplestown for people of all income 
levels. 

In March, Atlanta Mayor Keisha Lance Bot-
toms unveiled plans, supported with a $9 mil-
lion investment, to help low-income residents 
avoid displacement. Partnering with the city are 
Invest Atlanta, the city’s economic development 
authority, the Atlanta Housing Authority, and 
Choice Atlanta, part of a national initiative of 
the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development.

Former BeltLine CEO Brian McGowan told At-
lanta Public Radio in June, shortly before he left 
the job, that the original BeltLine master plan 
was not ambitious enough in its goal of 5,600 
units of affordable housing along the trail. He 
said he would like to see 10,000.

Some nonprofit organizations, either through 
service or activism, are working on other ways to 
hold communities such as Peoplestown together.

HouseProud is a nonprofit agency that tries to 
keep older and disabled residents and military 
veterans living in Atlanta neighborhoods by 
repairing their houses. Some 5-5-5ers have had 
work done on their houses through HouseProud.

Many of the homeowners are older widows who 
live on $1,000 a month or less, said Executive 
Director Lisa Jones. They haven’t the strength 
or the skills to make repairs and lack the resourc-
es to pay someone to do the jobs. By involving 
younger volunteers in helping older neighbors, 
HouseProud builds relationships, she said. Re-
search shows that communities are safer and 
more vibrant when they’re diverse, she added.

“Seniors are an important thread in the fabric 
of community,” Jones said. They may know the 
history and the stories of the area, and they may 
also be at home when working people aren’t and 
keep an eye on their neighbors’ homes. “They 
help keep a community safe,” she said. “They’re 
better than an alarm system.”

Young and old, new and longtime residents 
need to feel they have a place and a role to play. 

“To belong to a community is to act as a creator 
and co-owner of that community,” wrote Peter 
Block, author of Community: The Structure of 
Belonging. “What I consider mine, I will build 
and nurture. The work, then, is to seek in our 
communities a wider and deeper sense of emo-
tional ownership and communal ownership. It 
means fostering among all of a community’s cit-
izens a sense of ownership and accountability.”

VISION, ACTION, PRAYER || Peoplestown residents 
want a grocery store, a drugstore, a bank, and 
a diner with affordable meals and coffee to 
serve as a neighborhood gathering spot.

They see ventures in other Atlanta neighbor-
hoods that they would like to see replicated in 
theirs. Some point to Community Grounds, a 
light-filled bistro where a customer can pay for 
a cup of coffee and a sausage-and-egg croissant 
with a $5 bill and get back a handful of change. 
It’s adjacent to Carver Market, a grocery store 
with friendly clerks and fresh foods, in an area 
known as historic South Atlanta, which neigh-
bors Peoplestown. 

“TO BELONG TO A COMMUNITY IS TO ACT AS A CREATOR 
AND CO-OWNER OF THAT COMMUNITY.” —  Peter Block
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 The coffee shop and market are results of the 
involvement of Focused Community Strategies 
(FCS), a nonprofit organization whose mission 
is “empowering neighborhoods to thrive.” It fo-
cuses on four pillars: neighborhood engagement, 
mixed-income housing, training and counseling, 
and economic development — operating small 
businesses such as Carver Market and Com-
munity Grounds that “provide jobs, spur on the 
local economy and serve as a community hub.”

FCS founder Bob Lupton, author of Toxic Charity, 
left a business career to rebuild neighborhoods 
more than 40 years ago. The cornerstone of his 
work and that of FCS has been “the belief that 
all people have value, dignity, and something to 
offer the community.”

The remake of another Atlanta community 
became a national model. In the mid-1990s, de-
veloper Tom Cousins, whose company changed 
the Atlanta skyline and brought two professional 
sports teams to the city, undertook the redevel-
opment of East Lake Meadows public housing 

project, once known as a crime-infested web 
of hopeless poverty. Working with the Atlanta 
Public Housing Authority and with the input 
of East Lake residents, Cousins oversaw the 
creation of a mixed-income residential complex 
with athletic facilities, top-notch schools, recre-
ation, and health care. Over time, the impact   

— and Cousins’ influence — spread into the 
nearby area, where a grocery store, pharmacy, 
bank, and other businesses are located.

East Lake led to Purpose Built Communities, 
with projects across the country in cities from 
Charlotte, NC, to Oakland, CA. In New Orle-
ans, Columbia Parc replaced a housing project 
destroyed by Hurricane Katrina. The residents 
there asked for porches so they could sit outside 
and chat with their neighbors. Cousins was 
joined in Purpose Built by investors Warren 
Buffett and Julian Robertson.

“Mixed income neighborhoods provide the op-
portunity for people from different backgrounds 
to become neighbors and friends, sharing pride 
in their community and an enhanced quality 
of life,” according to Purpose Built literature. 

“When fear and desperation are replaced with 
hope, pride, and possibility, you build more than 
a new home. You build a new way of life.”

The agreement between Georgia State Universi-
ty, its development partners, and the area around 
the former Turner Field, including Peoplestown, 
lists several of the features of East Lake. Univer-
sity president Mark Becker said school officials 
believe the redevelopment around the stadium 
will be “transformational for all parties.”

Peoplestown residents pray that any transforma-
tion will be positive, enriching their lives while 
leaving the soul of their neighborhood intact. 

PEOPLESTOWN RESIDENTS 
PRAY THAT ANY TRANSFOR-
MATION WILL BE POSITIVE, 
ENRICHING THEIR LIVES 
WHILE LEAVING THE SOUL 
OF THEIR NEIGHBORHOOD 
INTACT.

OPPOSITE TOP Donell Woodson 

of Focused Community 

Strategies shops for 

bananas in the fresh 

produce section of Carver 

Market in South Atlanta.

OPPOSITE BOTTOM The Atlanta 

BeltLine's Eastside Trail 

stretches from Piedmont 

Park to the edge of 

Cabbagetown, at Memorial 

Drive. This section of the 

trail skirts the edge of Ponce 

City Market in Atlanta's Old 

Fourth Ward neighborhood.
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 FROM COMMUNITY TO TOGETHERNESS || A few lead-
ers of Peoplestown, including Daniel DeCriscio, 
are promoting what they call the “Beloved 
Community Collective Pledge.” The pledge 
lays out a vision not just for Peoplestown but 
for all who seek a life of peace and justice: Dr. 
Martin Luther King, Jr.’s desire for a Beloved 
Community.

Signers will be asked to pledge to practice 
hospitality by getting to know their neighbors 
and their stories, “including those culturally 
different”; participate in neighborhood meet-
ings; understand and appreciate the positions 
of longtime residents; and become familiar with 
the local school and “support its mission.”

Greg Cole of Emmaus House sees some budding 
of that in Peoplestown. Among the old-timers, 
he said, “there’s a real sense of people wanting to 
take care of each other… As the neighborhood 
gentrifies, there are people here who have kind 
of made their way into the community.”

Lifelong resident Alison Johnson also sees the 
beginnings of change.

“Certain lines are being crossed for people to 
work together better,” she said. In neighborhood 
meetings, “conversations are happening.”

Johnson says she is hopeful, “not optimistic; 
that’s a rush. Hopeful is long term, so I’m 
hopeful.”

Governments, organizations, and businesses 
can install important infrastructure that sta-
bilizes a neighborhood and makes it livable 
for all residents, including those of lower 
income. But it’s the people themselves who 
can turn a grid of streets into a community.

“Community begins not externally but in the 
recesses of the human heart,” wrote Parker 
Palmer, author, educator, and activist. “Long 
before community can be manifest in outward 
relationships, it must be present in the individual, 
as ‘a capacity for connectedness’ — a capacity 
to resist the forces of disconnection with which 
our culture and our psyche are riddled, forces 
with names like narcissism, egotism, jealousy, 
competition.”

For those willing to take the risk of being 
vulnerable, of opening themselves up to true 
friendship with people who are different in age, 
race, income, and outlook, the reward can be 
life-sustaining.

Community, as Palmer defines it, is not “a goal 
to be achieved, but a gift to be received.” It is 
available to all those who have prepared heart, 
soul, and spirit to accept it. ■

“COMMUNITY BEGINS 
NOT EXTERNALLY BUT 
IN THE RECESSES OF 
THE HUMAN HEART.” 
—  Parker Palmer

OPPOSITE Peoplestown 

resident Clarence Cochran, 

outside the Rick McDevitt 

Center.
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