THE CHANGING FACE OF RESERVOIR HILL

By Richard Gwynallen
I can tell you the very moment when the impact of revitalization on the composition of Reservoir Hill became clear to me.  It was early June 2004.  Summer was just around the corner.  For months I had been talking about and writing about the changes in Reservoir Hill and the work of RHIC.  But on this day Reservoir Hill as it is now presented itself viscerally, visually.

I started this June day at services at Beth Am Synagogue.  I started my day in the midst of the Jewish community, a few from or moving to Reservoir Hill, most not.  However, many have long ties to Baltimore City and many with old family ties to Beth Am and Reservoir Hill itself. I started my day among the Beth Am crowd with their culture, their talk, and everything that’s part and parcel of a Jewish gathering, in an historic synagogue that once was a centerpiece of the thriving Jewish community of Reservoir Hill.

When I left in the early afternoon, I walked down Eutaw Place to Whitelock Street where African-American children were riding bikes in the street, shouting to each other.  I turned on to Whitelock and expected to see an older gentleman who rather regularly moves slowly up Whitelock Street picking up trash.  He’s not paid to do it.  He’s certainly not among the idle rich. In fact, he’s inebriated sometimes.  But he always picks the trash up on Whitelock Street.

Down Whitelock across Brookfield Avenue I came across Tyrone Sol and all the young men of the Next Level Boxing Club.  They stopped me and, briefly, I was pulled into the flow of their day as they prepared to meet other Baltimore clubs and go out of town for a match.  Rodel Bailey-El of Change & Growth Enrichment Program drove by with pizza.  So, there I was, maybe 10 minutes and four blocks from Beth Am, and immersed in the culture of the young men from a different Reservoir Hill than I had just left.

After a few minutes wishing everyone success, I walked down and turned onto Park Avenue, where two women were busy in their front yards, as they often are when I pass on a Saturday.  Then, suddenly, one more block and I’m in the middle of the pages of a Victorian Homes & Gardens issue. The annual Reservoir Hill Garden Tour was underway, residents and visitors wandering the gardens of many of the renovated homes in Bolton-Park and Mt. Royal.

It took me about 15 minutes, including chat time, to walk through the cultures that now make up Reservoir Hill.

A few weeks later, a very long-time resident of Reservoir Hill sat in my office and said to me, “You know, there is no Reservoir Hill anymore.  There’s three Reservoir Hills. There’s the new people with money, wanting houses.  Then there’s most of the people, poor and just getting by.  And there’s people like me.  I work.  But I never had much money. I was able to buy my house because there was a program to help me.  But people like me who don’t already own a house, won’t be able to buy here anymore.  And some who do own may not be able to afford the taxes one day.”

The issue uppermost in my mind on that summer day walking from Beth Am to the Garden Tour was the investment everyone had in this community.  There were those whose historical roots lie in Reservoir Hill.  There are those who have spent sweat and blood making a life here and helping others in their community have a better chance in life, some who make a modest income and own a home, most who do not.  There are those who have bought into Reservoir Hill and whose financial investment is helping restore the beautiful, historic structures of this old, distinguished community.

From the elderly gentleman who walks up Whitelock Street picking up trash to the young men literally fighting for a better future to the new arrivals enchanted by the historic homes, each has an investment in Reservoir Hill that is worthy of respect.  It remains to be seen if revitalization will benefit them all, or if some will be losers in the market.  However, that is where RHIC stakes its claim – that all the people of Reservoir Hill, with all their diverse cultures and ties to Reservoir Hill, will benefit by the revitalization of the place they call home.

