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A special and heartfelt thank you to our partner and photographer, Derrick J. A special and heartfelt thank you to our partner and photographer, Derrick J. 

Waller, for his passion, creativity, and vision throughout this project. The full, Waller, for his passion, creativity, and vision throughout this project. The full, 

complex, and joyous realities he was able to capture o� er a candid and clear lens complex, and joyous realities he was able to capture o� er a candid and clear lens 

into our community, its members, and their authentic lived experiences.into our community, its members, and their authentic lived experiences.



Charlottesville is full of under-told stories. Stories that you likely haven’t heard. Stories that Charlottesville is full of under-told stories. Stories that you likely haven’t heard. Stories that 
don’t involve the University of Virginia, the wineries, or an idyllic view of the Blue Ridge don’t involve the University of Virginia, the wineries, or an idyllic view of the Blue Ridge 
Mountains. They’re not about Fridays After Five or the newest brewery or restaurant.  Mountains. They’re not about Fridays After Five or the newest brewery or restaurant.  

There’s nothing wrong with those things, and it’s not unfair or unreasonable that this is There’s nothing wrong with those things, and it’s not unfair or unreasonable that this is 
much of what is published about our hometown. But it’s also incomplete. Yes, it’s allowed much of what is published about our hometown. But it’s also incomplete. Yes, it’s allowed 
to be both.  to be both.  

See, Charlottesville is complex. A place rife with ingenuity and innovation. A place built See, Charlottesville is complex. A place rife with ingenuity and innovation. A place built 
on an infrastructure born out of an under-discussed racist history. Named “the best place on an infrastructure born out of an under-discussed racist history. Named “the best place 
to live” a few short years ago, and now, arguably most recognizable for one of the most to live” a few short years ago, and now, arguably most recognizable for one of the most 
horrii c and violent white supremacist incidents in recent memory.  horrii c and violent white supremacist incidents in recent memory.  

A place that is overfl owing with culture and creativity is the same place in which the A place that is overfl owing with culture and creativity is the same place in which the 
poverty rate hasn’t improved in over 10 years. Where economically-disadvantaged families, poverty rate hasn’t improved in over 10 years. Where economically-disadvantaged families, 
disproportionately Black and Brown families, still have limited access to resources.  disproportionately Black and Brown families, still have limited access to resources.  

We wrestle with three main questions. Whose stories are being told? Who gets to tell them? We wrestle with three main questions. Whose stories are being told? Who gets to tell them? 
And how do we actualize a narrative of Charlottesville that is authentic and honest? To And how do we actualize a narrative of Charlottesville that is authentic and honest? To 
everyone?  everyone?  

Not one that hides the truth because it’s uncomfortable. Not one that harps on the negative Not one that hides the truth because it’s uncomfortable. Not one that harps on the negative 
without of ering sustainable solutions. Instead, one that prioritizes transparency and without of ering sustainable solutions. Instead, one that prioritizes transparency and 
equity over institutional comfort. One that addresses systemic and historical shortcomings equity over institutional comfort. One that addresses systemic and historical shortcomings 
and celebrates the beauty of the place we’ve chosen to work, live, and raise our families. and celebrates the beauty of the place we’ve chosen to work, live, and raise our families. 
One that of ers voice to, and illuminates the words of, those who have been historically One that of ers voice to, and illuminates the words of, those who have been historically 
silenced, marginalized, and treated as if their truths and experiences are less valuable.silenced, marginalized, and treated as if their truths and experiences are less valuable.

The stories that follow are written by our community members.The stories that follow are written by our community members.

It’s complex. It’s imperfect. It’s a piece of a much larger puzzle.  It’s complex. It’s imperfect. It’s a piece of a much larger puzzle.  

But it’s a critical step to living up to that moniker: “the best.” But it’s a critical step to living up to that moniker: “the best.” 

We’re not the best place to live, yet. We’re not the best place to live, yet. 

But with your help, we sure can be.But with your help, we sure can be. President & CEOPresident & CEO
United Way of Greater CharlottesvilleUnited Way of Greater Charlottesville
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CRYSTAL JOHNSONCRYSTAL JOHNSON

How many words does it take to express the hardship a Black 
child endures growing up in the foster care and juvenile justice 
system in Charlottesville?

The memory is as vivid as if it happened yesterday. The terror 
of being picked up after school by a person I didn’t know 
with little to no explanation of where I was going or what was 
happening sits heavy on my soul 27 years later. Sitting in the 
back of stranger’s car silently crying trying to igure out why 
I wasn’t going home, why I was in trouble when I hadn’t done 
anything wrong. 

I arrived at my irst placement, Charlottesville Community 
Attention (the A Home), with a backpack and a trash bag 
full of clothes. I was met at the door by a white woman who 
showed me to my room until the social worker igured out a 
permanent placement for me. I remember laying on the bed 
crying uncontrollably with no one there to ofer me comfort. 
As everyone started to trickle into the house, I was introduced 
to everyone and quickly realized I was the youngest person 
staying in the house. Only 13 years old.



It didn’t take me long to put together 

that I didn’t belong in the A home, and 

that I was placed there because my 

social worker couldn’t i nd another 

placement for me. The funny thing 

is I walked into the A home a scared 

naïve country girl and I walked out four 

months later, headed to my second 

placement, a 13-year-old with an 

attitude. 

Everyone else in the A 

home was 16 or older and 

had been into some sort of 

trouble. That night, my i rst 

night in the A home, I had 

my i rst cigarette and my 

i rst drink of alcohol under 

the guise that it would make 

me feel better. 

It’s not a system set up to help people like me thrive. 

But I’m proud of what I’ve done. I’m proud of how far 

I’ve come. I’m proud of the family that I’ve built.

13 YEARS OLD. 13 YEARS OLD. ““ ””



THE PARAMOUNT THE PARAMOUNT 
THEATER 3THEATER 3RD RD STREET STREET 
ENTRANCEENTRANCE

The Paramount Theater is a crown jewel at the center of Charlottesville’s beloved Downtown 
Mall. Opened on Thanksgiving Eve, 1931, the Greek Revival-style building has featured everything 
from live theater to opera to UVA Basketball streams. Yet, until well into the 1960s, African 
Americans could only enter through a segregated entrance on Third Street, not the main door.



As shown in local i mmaker Lorenzo Dickerson’s documentary i lm, 

3rd Street: Best Seats in the House, the view from the balcony may 

have been the “best” in theater. However, that pales in comparison 

to the gravity of what this hidden entrance represents to former 

patrons and current minority community members.

Black theatergoers were forced to walk up the cramped steps 

to the balcony. These steps, on top of the blatant segregation, 

meant handicapped African Americans could not attend the 

theater.

To this day, many local residents pass by the Paramount 

Theater without any idea of the true history of the building. 



We depend on their input and feedback, and they are vital in 
building our community’s early education system. They serve 
on our leadership team as we design and implement programs 
that create measurable impact for children who might otherwise 
arrive at school unprepared to learn. While gender was not a 
prerequisite, all are mothers of children (biological, adopted, and 
fostered) representing the spectrum of kids who make up our 
community’s future leaders.

EARLY EDUCATION EARLY EDUCATION 
FAMILY LEADERSHIP 
GROUPGROUP
One of our main goals is to improve school readiness for all Black children and help them 
overcome the impacts of systemic and historic racism. The United Way Family Leadership 
Program serves our early education systems-building and programmatic activities. Our 
family leaders are a diverse group of mothers whose varying races and ethnicities, life 
experiences, and economic statuses inform the design, implementation, and maintenance 
of our early education programs. 





MEL’S CAFEMEL’S CAFE

Virginia Woolf once said “one cannot think well, love well, sleep well, if one has not dined 
well.” She may as well have been promoting Mel’s Cafe. Since the 1980s, Mel Walker has been 
serving plates to our City’s diverse clientele, from students to locals to out-of-town visitors. 
Growing up in Vinegar Hill in the i fties, Mel learned the home-style dishes from watching his 
grandmother cook as a child. Beyond the cuisine, she passed on the culture that dei nes Mel’s 
Café: When you enter the restaurant, you will be greeted by Mel behind the counter who will 
not even think about cooking your fried chicken until you’ve ordered it. This joy and freshness 
explains not only why customers are satisi ed but why they keep coming back for another bite. 



What else is there to say about Mel’s Café that can’t be answered from a bite of their 

soul food? One taste of a Meta’s Burger or a Fried Fish Sub will answer every question 

about how the restaurant has served hungry customers for decades and become a true 

Charlottesville institution.  



THE BARBER’S DENTHE BARBER’S DEN
My name is Jamal Dowell. I’m born 
and rasied here in Charlottesville 
and a father to three amazing 
kids, Marlee, 13, Ja’tavious, 6, and 
Julian, 4. I’m a CHS alumnus who 
also attended CATEC vocational 
school where I got my barber’s 
license.  I opened my  “starter 
shop” in Charlottesville when I 
was 21, but then moved to Atlanta 
where I lived until the birth of my 
oldest son. When I came back, 
I wanted to raise the standards 
of a black barbershop for men's 
grooming in Charlottesville which 
led me to opening my own shop in 
town. 

By opening this barber shop my 
goal is to give the Charlottesville 
community the highest quality 
cuts in the most professional 
atmosphere that barbering can 
of er the city. This Black-owned 
barber shop wants the community 
to know, this is more than a 
business, this is what we love to 
do. We're here for you and we will 
do all that we can to show the 
city how passionate we are about 
taking barbering to the next level.





TIFFANY POLYCHRONES TIFFANY POLYCHRONES 
& RHEA& RHEA

I have lived in and around the Charlottesville area for most of my life.  I attended elementary I have lived in and around the Charlottesville area for most of my life.  I attended elementary 
through high school here and I consider many of those years some of the best in my life. As soon through high school here and I consider many of those years some of the best in my life. As soon 
as I was able to work, my i rst offi  cial job was working at a trendy t-shirt shop in Barracks Road as I was able to work, my i rst offi  cial job was working at a trendy t-shirt shop in Barracks Road 
shopping center, which I rode my bike to and from each day. I played in the middle school and shopping center, which I rode my bike to and from each day. I played in the middle school and 
high-school bands and was active in sports; the most memorable parts of those experiences were high-school bands and was active in sports; the most memorable parts of those experiences were 
amazing teachers and coaches; though many have retired, some have continued to work and amazing teachers and coaches; though many have retired, some have continued to work and 
spread their goodness in local schools.  I moved a short distance away for college but returned spread their goodness in local schools.  I moved a short distance away for college but returned 
most weekends to work at UVA hospital. most weekends to work at UVA hospital. 



After some life, and employment and educational After some life, and employment and educational 

experiences, I was drawn back to Charlottesville because experiences, I was drawn back to Charlottesville because 

of its small town feel and the natural beauty of the area. I of its small town feel and the natural beauty of the area. I 

wanted to share my love for it with my kids. wanted to share my love for it with my kids. 

I’m passionate about I’m passionate about 

our community and our community and 

want to utilize my social want to utilize my social 

work background at work background at 

a local level; where a local level; where 

better to do so than better to do so than 

my hometown, my hometown, 

especially considering especially considering 

the wealth of caring, the wealth of caring, 

giving, compassionate giving, compassionate 

individuals and individuals and 

organizations. organizations. 

I have warm memories of I have warm memories of 

attending YMCA summer attending YMCA summer 

camps in my childhood and camps in my childhood and 

have been so grateful that have been so grateful that 

my children have been able my children have been able 

to experience the benei ts of to experience the benei ts of 

the “Y.” It’s truly amazing to the “Y.” It’s truly amazing to 

watch these organizations, watch these organizations, 

especially the United Way, especially the United Way, 

make a positive dif erence for make a positive dif erence for 

so many children and families. 

They are an instrumental part They are an instrumental part 

of building and bonding folks of building and bonding folks 

in this area.in this area.



For 25 years, before an attempt to rebrand the area as nicer, safer, and more approachable 
(despite the massive 7 foot tall gate put up in 1996) Friendship Court was called “Garrett 
Square.” For the nearly 500 residents, whatever you decide to call it, it’s home. It’s where kids 
run and play soccer in the open i eld. It’s where, out their windows, residents can watch 9-story 
luxury high-rises being constructed, million-dollar condos being sold, and dozens of businesses 
selling goods and services that though they’re within an arm’s reach, are unaf ordable to the 
average resident with an income of $14,000.

BUT THE STORY STARTS LONG BEFORE THAT.  

In the early 1970’s, Charlottesville Redevelopment and Housing Authority 
(CRHA) seized 184 properties and bulldozed the Garrett Street neighborhood. 
According to historical records this was “part of a larger, white-led, ef ort to 
push black families out of the city’s central downtown areas by condemning 
their neighborhoods as ‘slums’ or ‘blighted,’ while arguing that their presence 
was hurting the city’s tax base.”

FRIENDSHIP COURTFRIENDSHIP COURT



The story of Friendship Court is an all too familiar tale of racially-restrictive housing policies 

that prevented black families from accumulating wealth and evolved into modern-day 

exclusionary zoning practices. These policies gave white residents unchallengeable ownership 

of some of the most valuable single-family homes in the city. 

Over time, as white residents were granted subsidies, purchasing houses, and watching 

their newfound assets appreciate and be passed down through generations, Black families 

were back-i lling the now empty public housing units. As wealth is accumulating on one 

side, the other is falling further behind with each passing generation. The fact that public 

housing is now largely minority is merely one predictable legacy of these practices. 



PROLYFYCK RUN PROLYFYCK RUN 
CREWWCREWW
Prolyfyck (pronounced 
pro’lif’ic) is more than a 
running community.  To be 
prolyfyck is a way of life, it’s 
a culture. Prolyfyck’s main 
purpose is to work for the 
empowerment of those who 
support it, especially the 
historically-marginalized Black 
and Brown communities.  Our 
goal is to continue shedding 
light on the impact of racism, 
both past and present, 
rejecting those who would 
suppress or co-opt the talent 
of Black and Brown people and 
attempt to claim ownership 
over their creativity. Instead, 
we encourage all to look deep 
within themselves to i nd 
their gifts and tap into their 
passions, working together 
with a spirit of unity and 
love to create a world where 
everyone can be prolyfyck!

A force to be reckon’ wit,

That y’all ain’t really messin wit.

6am come early,

Can’t even eat your breakfast quick.

So we run hungry,

Which makes you know we tryin to eat.

Meditation in motion,

Active prayers through the cville streets.

Community community,

Prolyfyck Run Creww,

In the midst of Covid, gives us PEACE.

Who knew we could mean so much,

To so many,

And all this here started with our feet.

WE RUN TO HEAL NOT TO HARM STAY DANGEROUS!WE RUN TO HEAL NOT TO HARM STAY DANGEROUS!



es you know we tryin to eat.

Active prayers through the cville streets.



TESSA THOMPSON & TESSA THOMPSON & 
DEXTERDEXTER

In June of 2017 Dexter Henry Isaiah 
Humphrey and I moved from Atlanta, Georgia 
to Charlottesville, Virginia. He was only 8 
months old. Earlier that year I had decided 
to return back to my hometown to be 
closer to family. Things were very dif erent. 
Charlottesville was not the small town I 
remembered. Even though I had grown the 
city seemed even bigger than it did to me as 
a child. I went straight to work relearning the 
communities around me. 



I wanted to connect and care 

for the people the way they had 

cared for my family and me. 

I started volunteering before 

i nding a job at an elementary 

school, and my energetic little 

guy went to daycare. Over the 

years we have both gained more 

than the family I came home 

to. We have whole villages of 

community members who love, 

look out for, and encourage us. 

Of course, there were trials, but 

together we all got through. I am 

grateful for this city and those 

who work to make everyone 

feel the love and care needed to 

make life its best.  



CITY OF PROMISECITY OF PROMISE

Modeled after the place-based Harlem Children’s Zone, City of Promise seeks to end 
generational poverty and foster a culture of achievement in which all children in our 
community graduate from high school ready for college or career. We accomplish this 
through partnerships with parents, organizations, schools, and the broader community.

In 2011 City of Promise received national recognition as one of only 15 recipients of federal 
Promise Neighborhood planning funds. The 25-block area includes the Starr Hill and 10th 
& Page neighborhoods, as well as the Westhaven public housing community. 

Our programs are anchored in a dual-generation, family literacy framework of learning 
opportunities for the entire household, including after-school activities, individual 
coaching, college visits, parenting classes, and funding for extracurricular activities and 
self-suffi  ciency goals.  We’re committed to creating a community where all children are 
equipped to realize their fullest potential.



We believe in the importance of education.We believe in the importance of education.

We believe in social justice for all.We believe in social justice for all.

We believe in equity across all systems.We believe in equity across all systems.

We believe in the dignity and worth of every person.We believe in the dignity and worth of every person.

We believe in the power of community and family leadership.



ALEYDA ALEYDA 
BALDELOMARBALDELOMAR
I am a mother.I am a mother.

I am a wife.I am a wife.

I am a nurse.I am a nurse.

When I was halfway through Nursing school and 

working full time I needed reliable childcare for 

my son. I needed to keep working and I wanted to 

fi nish school, but it was hard with a young child 

and daycare costs are expensive. 

I moved to the United States from Bolivia when 

I was 19. I left everything behind. My friends, 

my family. Everything. I didn’t speak any English 

when I arrived. I knew it was going to be a 

challenge.

There were a million times that I wanted to give 

up. But then I looked at my husband and my kids, 

and I knew I could do it. I knew I had to do it for 

them.

Scan the code to watch Scan the code to watch 

more of Aleyda’s storymore of Aleyda’s story

And I did.And I did.



Aleyda was an Early Learner Scholarhip 

recipient, a program created to reduce 

barriers to quality early education 

for families with young children. The 

scholarships eliminate the cost of 

childcare and ensure that children arrive 

at Kindergarten prepared and ready to 

succeed.



TONSLER PARKTONSLER PARK
Tonsler’s role went beyond “principal.” He
took great risks to educate his students. Under
segregationist laws, it was illegal for African
American students to be educated past eighth
grade. Yet, Tonsler had his older students stay
after school and study more advanced subjects.
The students hid the books each time there was an
inspection. Through this secretive method, T
aided countless students to preparing for and enter
college. 

Benjamin Tonsler was one of Charlottesville’s most 
infl uential citizens. Born into slavery in 1854 Albemarle 
County and graduating from Hampton University, Tonsler 
returned to Charlottesville to teach at the Jef erson 
Grade School, the only school available to African 
Americans in the area. Tonsler served as a teacher for 
several years, a “stern disciplinarian” who after several 
years assumed the position of principal.

You know Tonsler Park for the basketball and tennis 
courts, the softball and soccer i elds, the pool and the 
playground, and, of course, the life-size chessboard. 
However, do you know the history behind the park, 
behind the man who the park honors? 



” He 

s to educate his students. Under 

frican 

American students to be educated past eighth 

onsler had his older students stay 

after school and study more advanced subjects. 

s each time there was an 

inspection. Through this secretive method, Tonsler 

aided countless students to preparing for and enter 

A former classmate at Hampton Institute and long-term advisor of Booker T. 

Washington, the two shared a vision for Black progress born from education and 

entrepreneurship. Tonsler passed away in 1917, and even today, as we continue to 

work towards equity in education, we honor the man who embodies this vision at 

our beloved Tonsler Park.



SHANIKA CARTERSHANIKA CARTER
My name is Shanika Carter. I have 3 children and 
I live in Charlottesville. 

Right as I was ready to get back to work, my car stopped going in reverse. By that point it 
was basically doing whatever it wanted to do. So, I was healthy enough to do my job but 
had no way of getting there. I needed reliable transportation to be able to keep my job. 
Thankfully, I was able to work with the United Way, Carter Myers Automotive, and the 
Driving Lives Forward program to get a car.

With that new car I could get to and from work and keep my job, and I was able to 
celebrate dropping my oldest child of  at college. 

In 2019 I was accepted into the United Way’s 
Family Investment Program because I really 
wanted to have the opportunity to own my own 
home. I started following the steps to eventually 
own my own home, including moving in with my 
mother nearby so that I could save money on 
rent and put that towards a down payment.

Unfortunately, in the spring of 2020 I was 
hospitalized with COVID-19 and a few of my 
family members were also af ected by the 
pandemic. Recovery from COVID was tough, and 
though I was experiencing side ef ects I was able 
to get back to work after about 4 months. 

Scan the code to watch 

more of Shanika’s story





FIRST BAPTIST 
CHURCHCHURCH
The First Baptist Church on Main Street plays 
a signii cant role in Charlottesville’s African 
American history. Until the Civil War, African 
Americans were forced to worship in a segregated 
congregation in the balcony of the White 
Charlottesville Baptist Church on Park Street. 
Following the Emancipation Proclamation, 
approximately 800 African Americans i led the 
City of Charlottesville for permission to form their 
own congregation. By 1864, the congregation had 
begun services under Reverend John T. Randolph, 
but was faced with question: “Where should we 
worship?” 

At the intersection of 7th and West Main Streets 
lay the Delevan Hotel. The old building was 
decaying but was the perfect place for the 
congregation. They purchased the hotel on August 
20th, 1868, renaming the site the Delevan Baptist 
Church. After tearing down and re-constructing 
the building in 1884, the church was renamed the 
“First Colored Baptist Church of Charlottesville”.  



During the 20th century, the church went on to become the 

institution of Charlottesville's African American community we 

now know. From establishing the local chapter of the NAACP to 

educating African Americans throughout segregation to pushing 

the integration of University of Virginia’s hospital patients, the 

church has been instrumental in creating the physical and cultural 

makeup of modern Charlottesville. Today, First Baptist Church 

on Main Street can be found on the National Register of Historic 

Places. 



ABOUT

Envision is a new 5-year initiative of the social impact sector to help lift 1800 families out 
of poverty, with a specii c focus on Black families. Through initiatives, partnerships, and 
coordinated service delivery specii cally focused on i nancial stability and school readiness, 
the United Way and our local partners are committed to eliminating barriers for minority and 
econmically-disadvantaged popoulations. 

Our goal is to raise $10M over i ve years, with every dollar raised being reinvested into 
community-focused programs.

WATCH THE TRAILERWATCH THE TRAILER



the United Way of Greater Charlottesvillethe United Way of Greater Charlottesville

For more information 
Scan the code 

Visit www.envisioncville.org @unitedwaycville

Focusing on i nancial stability, school readiness, and connected community, the United Way 

allocates resources to solution-oriented organizations and initiatives that address these 

issues at scale. We tackle systems and structures that cause discrepancies of equity and 

opportunity in Charlottesville and the surrounding areas with the goal of reducing poverty in 

our community. For more information, visit www.unitedwaycville.org, or follow on Instagram, 

Facebook, Twitter, Linkedin, and TikTok, @UnitedWayCville. 

ABOUT



Thank you to everyone who participated Thank you to everyone who participated 

in the creation of this book. We owe in the creation of this book. We owe 

a debt of gratitude to our community a debt of gratitude to our community 

members willing to tell their stories members willing to tell their stories 

and share their experiences. It is our and share their experiences. It is our 

responsibility to listen, amplify, and responsibility to listen, amplify, and 

pay homage to the diverse array of pay homage to the diverse array of 

narratives that make up our hometown.  narratives that make up our hometown.  
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