


The revitalized Avondale Park, 

bustling with activity again.
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Cities are, in some ways, like living organisms.
  

They circle through stages of life: early development, growth, vibrant 
periods, seasons of illness and sometimes, back through some of 

those stages again. In its less than 150 years of existence, the city of 
Birmingham has seen change throughout its neighborhoods, with a 

number of organizations and people at the heart of those developments.

In 1957, the Birmingham Downtown 
Improvement Association began to address 
the city center’s changing business district. 
In the years since, BDIA’s successor, 
Operation New Birmingham, has worked 
alongside Birmingham officials and private 
entities to revitalize downtown.      

Since its formation in 2004, Main Street 
Birmingham has worked to revitalize the 
city’s neighborhood commercial districts, 
backed by city funding, private dollars and 
grants. In effect, MSB’s staff is able to hold a 
business owner’s hand as they walk through 
city processes from the birth of a business 
idea to it becoming a thriving member of the 
city’s business community. 

This summer, the organizations merged 
their operations and staff initiatives under 
one umbrella, whose strategic plans and new 
branding are scheduled to be unveiled on in 
October. In effect, the merger expanded the 
new organization’s boundaries.

“It’s really easy for me to look at it as 
business recruitment for districts regardless 
of where they are,” explains Main Street 

Birmingham Executive Director Elizabeth 
Barbaree-Tasker. “That, to me, is the real 
opportunity of what we do, and we can do it 
better together.”

Just as these organizations have followed 
distinct but parallel paths, so have two of the 
neighborhoods they’ve benefited. Avondale 
and Woodlawn were among Main Street 
Birmingham’s initial target districts, and 
the organization has been laying the ground 
work for revitalization for seven years. It’s 
taken a combination of public and private 
investment to bring those changes to life. 

Woodlawn United, a cooperative of 
philanthropic groups, has worked alongside 
Main Street Birmingham and a number 
of neighborhood residents to pursue 
redevelopment in the area. 

“This is not a service project. This is an 
economic development issue in our city. If we 
don’t fix it, our city is bleeding,” says Sally 
Mackin, Woodlawn Foundation executive 
director. “Yes, there is room for mission, for 
churches, for service, for all of these things. 
But this is really an economic issue.”

LeFt: Avondale’s 41st Street South has become increasingly vibrant in recent years, with new businesses in 

renovated spaces lining the street. The newly renovated Avondale Park offers public space for the communi-

ty to relax and play, something Avondale resident and Main Street Birmingham Executive Director Elizabeth 

Barbaree-Tasker would like to see more of in the city. “I don’t feel like Birmingham has enough places for 

people who are different from each other to interact without having to sit down face to face,” she explains.
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In Woodlawn, children who 
not-so-long-ago faced few after-
school options are finding 
themselves with a multitude of 
choices Cornerstone School offers 

activities for its students. Desert Island Supply 
Co., a nearby non-profit writing center, invites 
students of all ages to workshops and writing 
tutoring. The YWCA’s Family Resource Center, 
which is still in its first year of operation, offers 
educational, arts and fitness programming for 
children and adults, as well as a summer program 
that this year taught nearly 20 teenagers job 
skills. Church of the Highlands’ Dream Center 
also provides students with productive, fun 
activities. 

Each of those entities, which offer more than 
after-school programs, have come together as 
members of Woodlawn United. The community 
collaboration, headed by Woodlawn Foundation 
and Sally Mackin, follows the Purpose Built 
Communities model which is based on a 
successful Atlanta neighborhood revitalization. 

As the group’s lead organization, Woodlawn 
Foundation ensures everyone is on the same 
page. There’s no reason for four agencies to 
launch duplicate tutoring programs in the same 
neighborhood, for example. Instead, Woodlawn 
United’s member organizations together take a 
holistic approach to redevelopment, strategically 
working to improve birth-to-career education, 
a high-quality, mixed-income housing model, 
retail and family services in the neighborhood.

The group’s philanthropic organizations 
selected the neighborhood because of its historic 
character, location and the school’s position 
as the heart of the community. “All of those 
nonprofits are connected to communities of 
people who want to love a place like Woodlawn,” 
Barbaree-Tasker says.

The organizations have seen tremendous 
progress in recent years; since 2009, the 
YWCA has completed a multi-million dollar 

housing initiative, which includes more than 
50 affordable apartments and a new, larger 
Interfaith Hospitality House, which is one of the 
state’s few homeless shelters that serves two-
parent families.

YWCA Chief Housing Officer Jennifer Clarke 
notes that affordable housing is a key to 
revitalization. “We know in Alabama, as well as 
Birmingham and this neighborhood, there’s not 
enough safe, decent, affordable housing. That is 
critical to this whole conversation, because there 
will always be housing that is derelict, housing 
that is below minimum standards, but there 
isn’t enough safe, decent affordable housing,”  
she says. 

Nearby, Christ Health Center also meets the 
community’s physical needs by offering medical 
and dental care, counseling and a pharmacy. 
Like the adjacent Dream Center, it’s a ministry 
of Church of the Highlands that was s formed in 
2008. The Dream Center serves as a community 
hub, with Sunday church services, small groups, 
mentorship programs, a soon-to-be-relaunched 
GED class and more. Woodlawn Campus Pastor 
and Dream Center Manager Jason Cooke says the 
variety is all about meeting neighborhood needs.

“This is the work: relationally connecting with 
folks. We try to say it’s more of a being than a 
doing,” Cooke says. “The only agenda is there is no 
agenda. Jesus has changed my life and continues 
to. I just live to see others that are struggling 
have an opportunity to see transformation in 
their own lives.”

Down the street, City Arts Boutique owner 
Brooke Fleming uses art to bond with neighbors. 
The shop exclusively carries art from Woodlawn 
and the larger metro area. Fleming, whose 
husband David has worked for both Main Street 
Birmingham and Operation New Birmingham, 
lives nearby with her family and is passionate 
about creating something beautiful in Woodlawn. 

“Art can lead as a way of changing an area,” she 
says. “All I had to do was open the doors.

Woodlawn
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Merrilee Challis knows      
that from experience; she 
was drawn to her Avondale 
home in part because it 
offered room for a studio 

at an affordable price. She first moved into the 
neighborhood in 1996 and returned in 2002, then 
spent several years daydreaming before opening 
Bottletree Café in 2006 along with her brother, 
Brad, and husband, Brian Teasley. Bottletree 
quickly became a destination for both music and 
food lovers.

“I feel like we’re pioneers, like we opened up 
the first saloon on the block,” she says. 

Although these neighboring communities have 
both experienced significant change in recent 
years, Avondale’s has been led by the business 
sector instead of following in Woodlawn’s 
philanthropy-driven footsteps. And the number 
of businesses have increased since the city 
renovated Avondale Park.“There really seems 
to be a young, entrepreneurial spirit that’s all 
coalescing at the same place,” Barbaree-Tasker 
says.

Brothers Hunter and Coby Lake brought their 
real estate business to Avondale because of the 
neighborhood’s easy accessibility from many 
parts of town. And after they moved in, Avondale 
captured them with its charm and prominence in 
Birmingham’s history. Avondale, once a separate 
city, was home to the Birmingham Zoo and still 
boasts many historic homes. The Lake brothers 
began buying property along 41st Street, and 
after they met Craig Shaw and tasted his beers, 
they decided the once-dilapidated 201 building 
was just the spot to open a brewery. Avondale 
Brewing Company, whose beers are all named 
after characters and events in the area’s history, 
has attracted dozens, if not hundreds, of people 
to the neighborhood nearly every night since its 
2011 opening (see more on Avondale Brewery’s 
beers on page 130). 

“It was that extra spark that really united 
everybody together,” Hunter Lake says. “We 
could get a lot of people in there and attract a lot 
of people to this great neighborhood.”

The Lake brothers have also been key in 
bringing other businesses to the area. Not long 
after opening the brewery, they sponsored the 
Occupy Avondale contest in partnership with 
Main Street Birmingham, offering six months of 
free rent to a business. The winner, Freshfully, 
opened a grocery store in the space in May. 

The contest drew publicity to the 
neighborhood—and opened some business 
owners’ eyes to the possibilities therein. 
Although she ultimately withdrew from Occupy 
Avondale because she didn’t feel her business 
plan was ready, Billie Dupree returned to the 
neighborhood to open Incubate Gallery in July. 

“I felt like this place was going to pop. I felt 
like it was going to be growing, and I wanted to be 
part of it,” says Dupree, who also attends church 
at Woodlawn’s Dream Center.

Word of mouth has continued to draw 
businesses to the neighborhood; 41st Street Pub 
and Aircraft Sales opened in August, and Saw’s 
Soul Kitchen opened in early 2012. 

The down economy changed mindsets, 
Barbaree-Tasker theorizes. “I think it made 
people say, ‘Well, it can’t get much worse, so what 
if we try this?’”

Avondale
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Members of the two communities 
have turned to each other for shared 
expertise as they continue to improve the 
neighborhoods, and people in both Avondale 

and Woodlawn are quick to point out that there’s  
still plenty of room to grow.

Oak Ridge Park Neighborhood Association Secretary Myeisha 
Hutchinson should know: She returned to her Woodlawn 
neighborhood after graduating from Talladega College and saw 
an opportunity to be an agent for change. In addition to being 
a neighborhood officer, she volunteers at Oliver Elementary 
School through literacy organization Better Basics and serves  
on the boards of DISCO and Woodlawn Foundation.

Hutchinson isn’t alone in her community passion. “There 
has been a bigger sense of community, people taking pride 
in where we live,” she says. But along with that, funding, 
trust and community development know-how are key for the 
neighborhood’s continued growth, she says. And she believes  
that growth will attract more people to Woodlawn.  
“To bring the people, you’ve got to improve their  
living condition, you’ve got to improve their education.  
They’ve got to feel safe.”

Woodlawn’s Citizens on Patrol, a joint effort  
between the neighborhood and the Birmingham  
Police Department’s Community Policing and  
Revitalization division, will increase public safety  
as it enables residents to patrol the neighborhood  
and become eyes and ears for the police department.  
It’s just one of many efforts that will continue to  
improve life in the neighborhood.

“There’s not one single thing that caused Woodlawn  
or any other of our Birmingham neighborhoods to  
have the challenges they’re facing right now, and there’s  
not one solution that’s going to fix it,” cautions Woodlawn 
Foundation’s Mackin.

“I think what everybody’s learning at a radical pace is  
that it’s not just a two-plus-two-equals-four thing,” the  
Dream Center’s Cooke says. “You’ve got to connect with people.  
Until they know you care, they’re not going to listen to your  
well-thought-out vision of what you want to do.” 

That’s just the approach the YWCA implemented when 
it began the YWoodlawn initiative. The YWCA’s Clarke 
approached South Woodlawn Neighborhood President 
(and then-community president) Arnold King and asked 
if the YWCA’s housing efforts would be supported by the 
neighborhood. “So before the first nail was hit, we were 
discussing it with the community,” Clarke says. She notes 
that Woodlawn United partners have been sensitive to the 
community and honor the dignity of its people.

Efforts such as Occupy Avondale have drawn on community 
support, as well. The contest’s deciding board included two 
Avondale homeowners, two city officials and Main Street 
Birmingham. “We all voted on what would be best for the 
community,” Avondale Brewing’s Lake says.

“Look around you. Look to the right, look to the left, and 
see what opportunities there are,” says Bottletree’s Challis. 
“Chances are there’s a property that’s available or a corner  
that could be turned into a garden, just a little spot for some  
kind of revitalization.” 

The success stories aren’t limited to these east-side 
neighborhoods; Main Street Birmingham has also seen recent 
collaboration with the North Birmingham mural project, for 
example. But the lessons learned here can apply across the city. 

“You really want something good to happen? Reach across 
the table in a spirit of cooperation and be open to what someone 
else’s goals are, as well as your own, then find ways to work on 
them together,” Barbaree-Tasker says.

“We have a saying at the YWCA,” Clarke says.  
“Strong alone, fearless together.”   
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