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The revitalization of downtown Waycross 
is being driven by an entrepreneurial spirit 
that has ignited a renewed interest in living, 
working, and playing downtown. 
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Quincy Burgess and Toni Nelson shopping while Leah McDonald 
and Caroline Lott enjoy drinks after work at KD’s Cafe. 



AYCROSS, 1931. During the after-
math of the Great Depression, local 

economic futures were uncertain and 
money was tight. But against all odds, 

two fledgling entrepreneurs, Elliott 
Yarbrough, 20, and his brother Bill, 22, 

saw a growing local demand for printed 
flyers. They set up a small print shop in 

the children’s playhouse in the backyard of their 
family’s Quarterman Street home. 

Today, 90 years later, the business they 
built, Yarbrough Office Products and Printing, 
remains a testament to the enduring value of 
the city’s entrepreneurial spirit. 

Proprietor Danny Yarbrough says that 
he sees that same inspiring spirit, grit 
and optimism in the dozens of young 
entrepreneurs locating their businesses in 
downtown Waycross.

He’s not alone. Over the past nineteen 
months, more than thirty-eight new businesses 
have opened their doors in downtown 
Waycross, according to the Downtown 
Waycross Development Authority. 

“We’re amazed,” says Yarbrough, who is a 
member of the DWDA board. “These young 
people literally have an entrepreneurial spirit 
and zest for what they’re doing: launching a 
business in what others might consider to be 
the absolute worst of times.”

Over the past two years, Waycross was 
undoubtedly hard-hit by the effects of COVID-
19, inflation, and supply chain issues. Yet, even 
as the nation’s news outlets focused on the 
region’s grief and hardship, a wave of hope and 
commitment to the future rose to the surface 
to take its place.

“These young business owners are going out 
there and laying it on the line and making it 
happen,” Yarbrough says. 

The result? A “true Renaissance” has sparked 
new life in downtown Waycross. The city that 
was both literally and metaphorically dying has 
come back to life, he says.

Perhaps part of the reason is DWDA’s 
director, Belinda Ursrey, who says that she 
“fell in love with working with the people and 
businesses here.”

W Ursrey did a smidge of rearranging, 
moving the DWDA offices into the 
Phoenix Building, and opening up venue 
space. Then, she found great tenants for 
the ground floor retail spaces and began 
renting office spaces. 

“It just made sense,” she says. She was 
right. 

Opening the Phoenix Building 
kickstarted the growth in downtown. The 
beautiful, newly occupied retail spaces 
brightened the highly visible storefronts 
along Plant, Elizabeth and Pendleton 
streets. As a diverse mix of retailers 
returned to downtown, so did shoppers.

“Thirty-eight new businesses in our 
downtown business district during a 
pandemic, that’s a sign of revitalization,” 
says Ursrey. “All these new businesses are 
bringing people down here.”

Established downtown merchants have 
welcomed them with open arms.

“The community comes together and 
supports downtown businesses,” says 
Andrew Taylor, owner of Okefenokee 
Nutrition and Energy. Born and raised 
in Waycross, Taylor left behind a life 
in Texas to return home. He knew it 
was here that he wanted to make an 
impact. He lives and works in downtown 
Waycross. 

“What I like best is working with 
DWDA, and the fact that they are 
focusing more on bringing life back to 
downtown. I feel confident knowing 
they’re doing what they can to rebuild 
downtown as much as possible,” he says.

Andrew Taylor, 
Okefenokee 
Nutrition and 
Energy

Above: Downtown Development Authority Board members in front of the Phoenix Building: Chris Brown, Dale Wiley, DWDA Director 
Belinda Ussury, Mayor Michael-Angelo James, County Commissioner Jerry Pope, Kathryn Taylor, Jack Lott, Danny Yarbrough
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ready for  
the excitement 

 of young 
people coming 
into the  
community 
with more 
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and inspiring 
ideas.”
Waycross Mayor  
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window shoppers and sparkling sidewalk displays in 
favor of cavernous modern indoor retail spaces far 
away from the city center.

Jack Lott joined the DWDA in 1974. Today, he 
remains the board’s longest serving member. His 
father would be gratified to know that the family 
business, Lott’s Furniture, has expanded to include 
the next generation with locations in both Georgia 
and Florida.

“I’ve devoted my entire life to downtown 
Waycross,” he says. “I’ve been asked at least 100 
times ‘what’s wrong’ with downtown Waycross.” 

He believes that the vibrant entrepreneurs of the 
city’s early 20th century educated their children to 
take their place in the world as teachers, lawyers and 
doctors, leaving a void of entrepreneurs. 

“Downtown will never be what it was when I was 
growing up in the ‘50s, ‘60s, ‘70s,” Lott says. “Not 
big stores. But a good combination of unique retail 
shops, office space, food and beverages, with people 
living, dining and shopping downtown. That’s where 
we’re headed.”

Today, downtown’s businesses are diverse, to say 
the least. 

Joseph Cornett co-owns The Salty Axe with his 
wife, Cristy. In his younger days, he recalls riding 
around complaining of boredom with his buddies. 

“I remember people saying there’s not a lot to do 
in Waycross,” he says. “I was one of those people, and 
I’m trying to give Waycross something to do.” 

For the Cornetts, axe-throwing was the answer. So 
was downtown Waycross.

“Axe throwing and downtowns, they mix,” Joseph 
says. “Old brick types of venues work.”

Professionals, such as attorneys, real estate and 
insurance agents, keep offices here. Cool boutiques, 
restaurants, shops, and entertainment options - like 
the one-of-a-kind ax throwing venue - abound. 

“Shopping online has become a thing, and I think 
these young people realized they had to have some 
sort of brick and mortar to go with their online 
sales,” says Yarbrough. “They sell a lot online, and 
they’re attracted to downtown by the affordable 
rental rates and quaintness of the retail spaces.”

Chandra Brown, owner of C’s Sweets and Treats, 
knew she’d found the right location, right across 
from the historic Ritz Theater. 

“The building itself is a gem, the space is huge, and 
there’s a lot of things I see that I can do here,” Brown 
says.

She spent her day collaborating on a mermaid 
theme, a planned after-party for excited children 
attending a matinee performance of “A Little 
Mermaid.” 

Following in the footsteps of his father and grandfather, 
Yarbrough’s business is the longest continually operating 
downtown. For the past 45 years, he’s been part of the 
ongoing struggle to ensure the survival of the brick-and-
mortar downtown business district, much of which was 
placed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1992.

“I’ve seen downtown go from the center of economic 
activity in this town, to relative blight, to this 
resurgence,” he says. “I never would have dreamed that 
we would see this kind of thing.”

During its heyday, Waycross was a hub for economic 
and social activity. From the roaring ‘20s through the 
1950s, the downtown area was the very definition of 
hustle and bustle. The passenger rail stop kept the large 
hotels - like the Phoenix, the Grand, and Ware Hotel - 
filled to overflowing with visitors to downtown.

By 1940, Waycross was one of the fastest growing cities 
in the United States for its size. The iconic Lyric Theater 
hosted a wide range of evening entertainment and 
events, including the 1947 national premier of the movie, 
Swamp Water, based on the novel by Vereen Bell. Elliott 
Yarbrough, the theater’s emcee, would later regale his 
son with tales of hobnobbing with Walter Brennan, Gene 
Peters, and other notable figures. 

That was right after World War II, the same year that 
Lott’s Furniture would open for business as an appliance 
store. Each day, approximately thirty passenger trains 
stopped at the depot, and travelers poured into soda 
fountains and restaurants downtown.

Almost a decade later, in 1956, a controversial young 
performer on his “Florida Tour,” Elvis Presley, would 
rock the city from the civic auditorium stage, dining at 
the present-day diner, Plant Cafe.

But by the 1960s, changes would occur that would 
rapidly turn downtown Waycross into a shadow of 
its former self. Passenger rail service to the city was 
discontinued. Worse, the I-95 corridor that paralleled 
historic US1 down the eastern seaboard would siphon off 
automobile traffic and the town’s tourism economy along 
with it.

“U.S. Route 1 was the main drive from the state of 
Maine all the way to Key West,” says Yarbrough. “Tourist 
traffic just dried up on the vine. Our city suffered from the 
loss of U.S. 1.”

By the 1970s, local mall developments on the outskirts 
would devastate downtowns. Downtown Waycross lost all 
of its major stores, or “anchors,” like Belk’s, JCPenney’s, 
and Sears. The major chains abandoned downtown’s 

“ Business 
owners 
are 
working 
together 
to make 
downtown 
a fun 
experience. 
We want 
people to 
enjoy it.”
Joseph Cornett,  

The Salty Axe

Top: The Salty Axeman offers ax throwing as 
a fun activity downtown. 

Bottom: Chandra Brown, C’s Sweets & Treats

Top: Retail anchors in downtown, like Jake & Ed’s men’s store, 
which has been in business for 75 years, are benefiting from the 
activity that new businesses are bringing downtown like Fade In 
America, a new barber shop that opened a few doors down. 
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“I couldn’t have picked a better spot,” she says. 
“Everybody is so supportive.”

Because she has the space, she’s also considering 
adding gourmet cheeses and other specialty foods that 
complement her offerings of delicious baked goods.

At last count, 106 businesses are open and thriving, 
with more on the way. 

Dale Wiley of Dale’s Top Shelf, which opened in 
March, is an upscale tavern with a quiet ambiance that 
lends itself to good liquor and even better conversation.

“Not a dive, classy, with quality products and service,” 
he says. 

His insistence on quality stems from his love of 
craftsmanship, something he sees in the buildings of 
downtown Waycross.

“Look at this brickwork and facades. Men did this, 
without machine muscle. People cared for their work,” 
he says. 

More than 100 years of history convinces him that 
Dale’s Top Shelf is in exactly the right place.

“Downtown isn’t just for one thing anymore,” says 
Ursrey. “You can come down here and find something 
you’re interested in.”

For business owners here, pragmatism also underlies 
optimism. Newcomers know that the not-so-distant 
lean years often made it difficult for property owners to 
maintain the business district’s once striking facades. 
That’s why DWDA is in the beginning stage of setting 
up a grant program to give matching fund grants to 
property owners to offset the costs of deferred exterior 
maintenance. 

“Keeping the economy going takes vision and nerve, 
because it’s not easy to be an entrepreneur, it’s not for 
the faint-hearted,” Ursrey says.

“It’s hard to start a business, especially when you 
know nothing about it,” says Rachel Hires, owner of 
the Phoenix Boutique. “With this community behind 
you, you cannot imagine the support you have. There’s 
always a way to learn.”

Fast forward to 2022. Families are moving into 
downtown to live, and the historic Bunn Building 
and Ware Hotel have each been transformed into 
apartments. 

“School buses pulled up in front of the Bunn Building, 
and the door opened to let children on and off,” 
Yarbrough says. “I’d never seen that in my lifetime. 
It did my heart good to see life coming back into 
downtown Waycross.”

Waycross Mayor Michel-Angelo James says that he 
and other city leaders are “grateful” for the resurgence 
of interest in downtown. With the buildings remodeled 
into apartments for residents, people are spending 
more time within the city limits as opposed to malls. 
Young adults are returning to the city to get jobs or 
launch start–ups, move into affordable housing, and get 
involved in their community.

“The city is ready for the excitement of young people 
coming into the community with more innovative and 
inspiring ideas that breathe new life into everything,” he 
says.

Cornett agrees. “It’s not the businesses that make 
a downtown, it’s the people. We want people to come 

here and have a nice experience, and a nice enough 
experience that they want to come back.”

Downtown Waycross is opening up to a new era of 
hospitality, a time of reinvention for the welcoming, 
friendly city with a small town feel. There’s room 
here for personal and professional growth and 
economic development. There’s space for people to 
return their focus to community and family. 

“Turn a corner in downtown Waycross and you 
will see something new,” says Hires. “Downtown is 
the place to be if you want to start a business.”

Once again the sidewalks bustle, though these 
days bicyclists and dog walkers and skateboarders 
are found alongside nostalgic window shoppers. 
Groups of friends stroll about day and night, visiting 
shops, dining out. It’s a downtown where people feel 
comfortable to get out and mingle. 

“I love being part of that and bringing downtown 
back to life. It’s just been a blessing to be down 
here,” says Hires. “It’s a piece of my heart, and I 
cannot see myself anywhere else.”

She encourages others to go into the heart of 
downtown and see all the goodness there. 

“It’s open,” says Lott. “We’ve got viable businesses 
downtown in the main shopping area in the heart of 
Waycross and Ware County, and there’s something 
for anybody.”

It’s right there, in Waycross, waiting for you.  OL

Top: The Bunn Building, 
along with the old Ware 
Hotel across the street, 
offers affordable hous-
ing in downtown.

Top: Belinda Ussury, 
DWDA director, and 
Dale Wiley recently 
opened Wiley’s Top 
Shelf across the 
street from The Salty 
Axeman. 

Left: Rachel Hires, Phoenix Boutique

“ Turn a corner 
in downtown 
and you will 
see something 
new.”
Rachel Hires,  

Phoenix Boutique
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