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Km sas cl'l Km Is Ex erlen ﬁl“ H‘ls Developments such as the Strawberry Hill
y uy Townhomes have been instrumental in the efforts

to breathe new life into this historic neighborhood.
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stone houses stacked on hillsides, are multi-million-

ﬂ' Ht Si i r cit Aarﬂ tn ﬁiv r dollar commercial and residential rebuilding efforts
s ' s e v ss e e helping the area regain its identity and former glory.

Old Croatian and Slovak women used to sit on these front-porch stoops and
knit. On flattened laps, they'd hold yarn out in front of them on patchwork skirts
as sturdy as work desks. From the backyards, along the fencerows between the
stone houses, they'd take down sheets pinned to clotheslines in the afternoons
and, when big winds blew, hold down their babushkas while balancing wicker
baskets against their hips like loose toddlers.

The type of work and the people doing it on Strawberry Hill in Kansas
City, Kan,, has changed considerably in the last 30 years. Much of the area is in
shambles, and the stone-faced churches and other historic buildings feel more
like fortunate survivors than landmarks.

For years, the historic Strawberry Hill neighborhood and the Minnesota
Avenue corridor to its north were virtual ghost towns. “Minnesota,” as it's
referred to simply by locals, was the popular shopping district in Kansas City that
experienced its heyday the 1930s to the 1950s. Just minutes from downtown,
it drew visitors from across the river and throughout northeastern Kansas. This
forgotten area now is mostly quaint storefronts occupied by small, nonprofit
operations and mom-and-pop businesses attracted by the low rent.

Now there is new life being breathed into the historic area. Here, among
the rows of 100-year-old, two-story stone houses stacked on hillsides, are multi-
million-dollar commercial and residential rebuilding efforts helping the area
regain its identity and former glory. Explosive growth in Kansas City, Mo.'s urban
core and its proximity to big-city attractions are fueling the area’s rebirth. Of
course, along with these new construction projects come the nicely dressed
businesspeople who brave the January cold to check on progress.

Chris Carucci stands over a pit about the dimensions of an Olympic-sized
swimming pool at the corner of 5th and Armstrong.

"How's it coming?” he shouts to the workers above the din of construction.
The edges of the hole are frozen over with snow that's been stamped into ice
by construction boots. Something gets hollered back, but it's lost when the
banging starts immediately on retaining walls that are being stood up on end,
forming a black-metal labyrinth.
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Carucciis the executive director of the Downtown Shareholders, a grassroots
co-op that has helped bring city leaders together with residents and community
leaders to create a vision for the downtown district.

His wool gloves are wrapped around a take-out coffee cup. He has a smile
on his face and his elbow bent with a cup in front of him, as if he's handing it
to someone. In that position and with his stoutness, he looks something like a
king holding a chalice—or at the very least an ambassador, which has been his
primary role in the last year.

Millions of dollars are being pumped into this 40-square-block area between
Washington Boulevard to the north, Sandusky Avenue to the south, North
5th Street to the right, and North 10th Street to the west. Carucci has driven
businessmen, investors—and anyone else who's interested in a city regaining
its swagger—all around these streets whose very names encapsulate fond
childhood memories for some residents.

Minnesota was the place to be seen. The stores were classy and convenient.
A short walk along the streetside parking spaces would take shoppers past
Montgomery Ward and JC Penney, places to buy suits and shoes, and places to
catch dinner and a movie.

But in the 1960s to the 1970s, it all came apart—beginning with the building
of the Indian Springs Shopping Center a few miles to the west. Not long after,
an urban-renewal project that sought to bring back the downtown area’s glory
days stalled by undermining exactly what made the district what it was. Historic
buildings were demolished, and on-street parking, a long-standing hallmark of
the Minnesota shopping experience, was removed.

What then settled across a 60-block area were years of absentee ownership,
rampant crime, deteriorating properties, and fading infrastructure.

In 1992, a turning point came when a nonprofit group led by three preachers,
called City Vision Ministries (CVM), set out to reverse this decline and bring
prosperity back to historic neighborhoods in northeastern Wyandotte County.
They started by bringing together a team of urban redevelopers and, naturally, a
band of church and community volunteers, Carucci says.

Before coming to Wyandotte County, Carucci worked at the Downtown
Council in Kansas City, Mo., and helped create the River Market and Main Street

“Those first projects were deing
auilt i areas that, in the mid-
1990s, frankiy, were war zones,”
says jokn Harvey, president

of City Vision Ministries.

Community Improvement Districts (CIDs). He was also deeply involved in
infrastructure enhancements, such as those made to bridges over I-670.

He points to developments on the tight streets that flash past the windows
of his SUV. “There's the project that got things rolling,” he says. He points to
about 50 mixed-income units immediately north of downtown, called the Turtle
Hill Townhomes. This was the first residential development project in the area
since the 1970s.

That project was followed by the City Hall Lofts on 6th Street, still the only
loft development in the area. Both developments consistently boast high
occupancy rates; they are frequently 100% occupied.

“Those first projects were being built in areas that, in the mid-1990s, frankly,
were war zones,” says John Harvey, president and cofounder of CVM. Harvey is a
former pastor who left the ministry in 1995 to lead CVM. His organization’s mission
is to create sustainable neighborhoods in the Kansas City, Kan., urban core.

CVM was one of the groups that gave birth to the Downtown Shareholders to
create trust among business owners and end turf wars between neighborhoods
that had undermined previous renewal initiatives. Harvey says city officials

top left: Michelle Olson walks her pointer/terrier mix, Betsy, past
some newer Strawberry Hill townhomes. A more traditional
home and the EPA are pictured in the background.

top right: Nearly 800 people from the Strawberry Hill
community were involved in World War Il.

above: Strawberry Hill resident Chris Magana has
lived in the historic neighborhood since 1951.
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“is a whoie, the neigkhorkood's
fdeen supportive of Hringing a safer
environment and returning the
area to its original stature,” says
Beau Gharhonneau, president of
Businesses of Strawferry Hil.

attracted corporate entities to spark rebuilding in the 1990s. Buildings such as
the Environmental Protection Agency regional headquarters are testaments to
that. It wasn't until the residential development began that interest in the area
first started to grow.

“People would drive in to work, not eat at any of the restaurants downtown,
and drive home,” Harvey says.

Commercial projects such as the Hilton Garden Inn Hotel, the Screenland
Granada, and renovations of the Jack Reardon Convention Center improved the
area’s aesthetics, but failed to draw crowds. Attracting new faces doesn't appear
to be an issue any longer. On Jan. 10, the 7th Street Casino opened in the heart
of downtown. The 20,000-square-foot facility, which cost $21 million to renovate,
features 420 slot machines, a full-service restaurant called Lucky's Steak & Chop
House, a 24-hour concession stand, and three full-service bars.

Residential properties in and around the downtown area are sprouting
everywhere. New wooden, two-story townhomes with open front windows and
porches now overlook bluffs with a majestic view of downtown. These buildings
with the exceptional view are called the Strawberry Hill Townhomes, and they
were built by another nonprofit group with a focus on the district: Community
Housing of Wyandotte County. For-sale signs are rarely seen in the stunted yards
in front of these units today.

"Probably the biggest difference in what's going on here and what happened

in Kansas City, Mo,, is the level of involvement of nonprofit groups,” Harvey says.

“Nonprofits sparked the growth here. Right now, there isn't a single for-profit

developer invested. We operate on slim profit margins on all our projects, but we're
building out the residential projects so for-profit builders can see the potential.”

The 5th Street Townhomes, whose construction Carucci observed, is the
latest urban infill project in the historic area. By next fall, the 30-unit project,
which stretches across the intersection to another construction site on the west
corner, is just one of several new infill housing projects that are beginning to
bring the market back up. Old, blighted buildings have been torn down, and
new upper-end units are going in.

Eventually, 15 elaborate, single-family townhomes will stand on the corner,
each about 1,640 square feet and selling for more than $200,000. When each
three-bedroom, two-and-a-half-bath unit is complete, they'll sell for about half
of what similar homes go for across the river in Kansas City, Mo., Carucci says.

“Location has got be the number-one reason people are moving here,
Carucci says. “A lot of people who are living here have either roots here or family
that lives here, and they are committed to KCK. That's always good. We want to
try to bring in new investment—oprivate investment to come downtown and
experience what the other downtown has to offer”

Minnesota Avenue—populated by the county courthouse, the police station,
and a major convention and visitors' center—has the feel of a city square, but its
shape really runs more like railroad tracks. The convenience, what feels like the
appeal of a county seat, and safety are primary factors in attracting residents.

Beau Charbonneau, president of Businesses of Strawberry Hill and owner of
a dry-cleaning shop called Hangers on the Hill, has renovated several houses in
the downtown area—mostly “top-to-bottom” revitalization of houses 100 years
old or more. He says his tenants enjoy exactly what originally brought the district
to prominence years ago.

“[Residents] love the self-sustaining existence. Everything isin walking distance.

Hello, Kansas City! This is your chance to

be heard. Urban Times has decided to create
a new section that will be called “Speak

KC.” This magazine is a cheerleader for KC

to carry on the momentum that has finally :
begun in our great city. We want to hear from
you. Share your thoughts about what we

are doing right and on how we can improve
this place we call home. Please submit all
articles to christina@urbantimeskc.com.

Again, thank you. Kansas City, for your

amazing support of Urban Times.

Christina Boveri
Publisher/Editor
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You can go out for barbecue or a beer,” Charbonneau says. “As a whole, the
neighborhood'’s been supportive of bringing a safer environment and returning
the area to its original stature.”

Carucci says the next step for the Downtown Shareholders is to implement a
self-supported municipal improvement district (SSMID). Similar to the CIDs that
have improved the safety and aesthetics of downtown Kansas City, Mo., SSMIDs
essentially allow businesses and other property owners in a designated area to
tax themselves to fund enhancement projects. For Kansas City, Kan,, that area
will include the core commercial part of downtown. Nearby neighborhoods will
reap the benefits.

There are still migrant families that live on these shady streets, but they hail
from places even farther away than Eastern Europe. The Croatians and Slovak
families are still here—they never left and are as Catholic as ever. The rolling
hillsides are peppered with churches and black, metal crucifixes that stand sharp-
edged against the blue-sky background.

Their culture is rooted in many things, but it definitely can be found in these
above: The Strawberry Hill Museum and Cultural Center, a former  rows of stone-faced houses and narrow driveways. Redevelopment might bring

orphanage, sits next to the new Strawberry Hill Townhomes.  new faces and new cultures here. History, though, is present in something other
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than the buildings, and it has no choice but to be accepting the present, when a

above right: Foundation walls for the new townhome
verg Y onw wow new city is being crafted as delicately as a hand-woven blanket. @

development have been poured near one of Strawberry
Hill's older homes and an historical Catholic church.
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