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It is our privilege to share with you this 
issue of The Beacon. This issue features 
a beautiful design refresh by the CRA’s 
new Communications Coordinator, Andy 
Greenman. I think you will agree that 
Andy has done a great job highlighting 
the stories and successes of our neighbors 
with lovely photos and personal highlights. 
And speaking of new CRA team members, 
it is also my pleasure to welcome Jordan 
McKenzie, as the CRA’s Director of 
Community Building and Economic 
Opportunity. Jordan has hit the ground
running and is managing the neighborhood 

block crews and local entrepreneurs taking care of CRA owned vacant lots. 
Jordan is no stranger to North Memphis and comes to the organization 
with a community planning and economic development experience in 
Memphis, rural Tennessee, and Georgia.
This issue highlights the amazing work the Townsends and Averell 

Mondie are doing creating pollinator gardens as a method of turning 
unkempt vacant lots into natural beauty. It also highlights local 
entrepreneur and community champion, Roosevelt Bonds and his 
business partner Billy Irby’s new restaurant, Memphis Toast, located 
on the up and coming Jackson Strip. And speaking of job creation, the 
Brownfield Coalition, staffed by the CRA’s Emma Turri is utilizing a 
grant from the EPA to assess and ultimately clean up contaminated sites 
throughout Memphis and Shelby County. Lastly, there are several stories 
in this newsletter of how the CRA is working with community residents 
to have safe and healthy homes, whether this is through Lisa Ivy and her 
team’s home repair program in Uptown and Binghampton (which have 
now rehabbed over 200 homes!), or through the creation of new attainable 
housing through places like Tillman Cove in Binghampton.
For more photos and additional stories celebrating our community, 

please visit cramemphis.org. 
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The Native Land Management Program has made signif-
icant strides since its launch in April. In collaboration with 
the local black-owned contractor Servitude Solutions—led 
by the father-son trio of Darion, Devonn and Terrance 
Townsend—the CRA has transformed three lots in the 
Smokey City neighborhood. These lots, strategically located 
near the I-40 and Jackson & Chelsea expressway, were iden-
tified as unsuitable for residential development.
Partnering with Memphis City Beautiful, the team deliv-

ered and applied 60 cubic yards each of mulch and compost 
across all three sites. This rich topsoil not only promotes 
healthy growth but also helps suppress invasive weeds. To 
further enhance these spaces, Servitude Solutions and the 
CRA procured and installed 300 native plant plugs from 
Memphis Native Tree Works, with 100 plugs per lot.
The initial results have been promising. Thanks to 

favorable rainfall, the newly installed plants have thrived 
without the need for additional hand watering, showcasing 
the resilience of native species. These revitalized lots will be 
registered as “Vacant Lot Pollinator Gardens” with Mem-
phis City Beautiful, serving as valuable community assets 
for learning and fostering native ecosystems.
For those interested in partnering with the CRA  

to maintain and support these efforts, email 
averell.mondie@cramemphis.org. ▲

Vacant lots are 
finding new life as 
pollinator gardens
BY AVERELL MONDIE

SMOKEY CITY 
POLLINATOR GARDENS
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Darion Townsend plants 
a blue mist flower at the 

pollinator garden on  
831 Manassas Street
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Brothers Devonn and Darion 
Townsend help build the pollinator 
garden at 831 Manassas Street.
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Brunch restaurant 
opens in Smokey City

    Eggs, bacon, sausage, toast, homestyle tots with a side of 
grits. Meet the Bonds’ Classic. This breakfast dish, named after 
entrepreneur Roosevelt Bonds, is all the craze in North Memphis.

GOOD NEIGHBOR GRANT AIDS BUILDING 
RENOVATIONS ON JACKSON AVENUE

BY ANDY GREENMAN
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954 JACKSON AVE.  |  MON.-SAT 8 A.M. - 2 P.M.

Bonds and business partner Billy 
Irby launched Memphis Toast, an 
upscale restaurant and coffee shop, at 
954 Jackson Avenue on July 29. The 
black-owned partners are excited to 
drive new life into a once-vibrant street 
in Smokey City.
 “[For] Three years I had visions. I 

wanna bring something to my commu-
nity that we ain’t got,” Bonds modestly 
stated. “We dreamed about it, and we 
make dreams come true.”

That vision turned 
out to be a building 
renovation show-
casing the land-
marks and legends 
of Memphis. You 
can fill your belly 

next to The 
King of the 
Blues 
in the 
Beale 
Street 

Room, and feel the Memphis breeze on 
the outdoor patio called Elvis Presley 
Boulevard, or survey a collage of down-
town landmarks in the Memphis room 
like the FedExForum, the Peabody and 
AutoZone Park. Even with these down-
town views, parking is free. 
The 1,400 sq. ft. building brings the 

best of Memphis to Jackson Avenue. 
The structure, built in 1942, has housed 
everything from a barber to barbecue 
shops. Commuters along Jackson may 
recall the lime green color of the build-
ing that sat vacant for nearly a decade. 
That is long gone thanks to Bonds’ 
vision and help from the CRA.
The CRA in partnership with the 

Downtown Memphis Commission, 
provided a Good Neighbor Grant for 
$25,000 for exterior improvements. 
These funds helped the owners build 
an inviting metal facade with an aw-
ning. A mural of a hen serving bacon, 
eggs and you guessed it, toast, can be 
found facing Hastings Street. The Eco-
nomic Development Growth Engine 
(EDGE) also provided a $24,200 Inner 
City Economic Development (ICED) 

Loan. These funds supported the reno-
vation of bathrooms, interior floors and 
other improvements.
While the restaurant offers a variety 

of options, the menu takes it one notch 
further. Bonds sought out the former 
head chef at the legendary B.B. King’s 
Blues Club, Carlos Scurlock. 
When approaching his potential chef, 

Bonds’ advised, “As long as you can 
bring the heat, bring the food.”
And Chef Carlos Scurlock is on fire. 

Scurlock curated a menu with 901 flair. 
Popular items include chicken and 
waffle, Cajun shrimp and grits bowl,  
Smokey City melt and the Bonds’ 
Classic — if you can handle “the whole 
nine yards.” 
Memphis Toast is here to serve the 

community. This is a safe place for 
Smokey City and other neighboring 
residents. A place many doubted would 
ever come to fruition. 
“‘People [are] gonna steal every-

thing. People [are] gonna break in. We 
just couldn’t have nothing civilized 
over there,’” Bonds heard the chatter. 
“Seeing it (Memphis Toast) is changing 
people’s mind.”
Memphis Toast is open for business, 

but Bonds continues to dream.
“My vision is to bring back Jackson 

Strip. The new Jackson Strip. I want 
coffee shops, I want office space, I want 
people to be happy, I want a food court 
park, I want [car] charging stations...”
Dream away. ▲

“I WANNA BRING 
SOMETHING TO MY 
COMMUNITY THAT 

WE AIN’T GOT.” 
-  R O O S E V E LT  B O N D S



Thanksgiving dinner is returning to the Agnew’s this fall. 
Robert Agnew, 61, has fond memories of the holiday from his 
youth.
“Our grandmother would fix all the food. We would have all 

the children, grandchildren... It was wild. We had everybody 
over here, man. This little house, everybody would be packed.”

Century-old Bearwater  
home gets major renovations

BY ANDY GREENMAN
A member of 
the construction 
crew displays 
a picture of the 
bathroom in 
progress.

Robert Agnew relaxes on his front porch 
following major updates through the  
Single Family Home Rehab program.

Single Family Home Rehabilitation program 
aids homeowner with extensive upgrades.
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The completed 
handicap accessible
bathroom includes 
a grab bar and 
walk-in shower.

The completed ADA 
bathroom with a 
walk-in shower.

The little house he refers to is where he and his older broth-
er Ron live today. The same brick bungalow they grew up in. 
Built in 1923, it has been owned by the Agnew family since 
Truman was president.
Over time the wiring became faulty, the plumbing leaked, 

and the roof aged. The repair 
checklist was overwhelming 
and out of their budget.  
In March of 2023, the 

Agnews had another setback 
when Ron suffered a severe 
stroke. Robert helped him get 
back on his feet, as he’s used 
to helping others.
Robert is a food specialist 

for Shelby County Schools 
and helps feed over 500 students daily. With all his food prep 
practice, he is eager to host another Thanksgiving feast.
Plans are in the works to once again pack the house this fall 

thanks to extensive repairs through the CRA’s Single Family 
Home Rehabilitation (SFHR) program. 

A new floor and ceiling were rebuilt, and the roof was 
replaced. The wiring was updated, and the bathroom was re-
built with a walk-in shower for Ron. Central heat and air were 
installed, and the backyard deck was rebuilt to allow an ADA 
ramp — which the VA Hospital funded.

“I really thought they were 
gonna have to tear the whole 
house down and start from 
the bottom,” Robert stated. “It 
took some professionalism. 
They did a wonderful job.” 
Remodeling From Heaven, 

a minority-owned company 
in Memphis, provided the 
construction work. They be-
gan rehabbing homes for the 

SFHR program last year.
The CRA is currently assisting 28 homeowners in Bing-

hampton and Uptown to make essential repairs by the end 
of the year. Due to a wait list, applications are temporarily 
closed. To learn more, visit cramemphis.org. ▲

“I REALLY THOUGHT THEY 
WERE GONNA HAVE TO TEAR 
THE WHOLE HOUSE DOWN.” 

-  R O B E R T  A G N E W



The neighborhood of Binghampton welcomed a large housing unit in 1948. It 
came at a time when Memphis was rapidly growing, and expanding its borders far 
from the Mississippi River. World War II veterans filled Tillman Cove, a 99-unit 
single-story complex. 

Four decades later, Kordera Lindsey was born in Binghampton in 1989. He 
was now beginning his journey in the same place his grandparents had settled 
for a better living. Kordera’s parents followed suit and stayed to raise Korde-
ra. His family was at home at the Cove.

Over time, the buildings began to deteriorate. Kordera had relatives stay 
there until they passed, and he watched others get forced out when they 
shuttered in 2016. His memories of Tillman Cove are bittersweet.
“Growing up back then it was hard,” Kordera recalls. “It was like grow-

ing up in the ghetto.”
He was fortunate to move out prior to the closure. Just across Tillman 

Street, Kordera started a family.
The Cove remained abandoned until 2019 when the City released the 

Memphis 3.0 Comprehensive Plan. The plan created the Community Cata-
lyst Fund (CCF) to spur growth for neighborhoods. Funding was used from the 

Tillman Cove adds 219 housing 
units in Binghampton

BY ANDY GREENMAN

Tillman Cove touts over 200 new 
housing units in Binghampton.

Kordera Lindsey moved in the new Tillman Cove 
after growing up in the original complex.
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CCF to demolish the abandoned units that same year. 
With plans to rebuild the community anchor, the CRA 

obtained two parcels to allow a secondary exit on McAdoo 
Avenue This provided another safe and efficient outlet for 
residents and emergency vehicles. 
The Binghampton Development Corporation (BDC) 

and the CRA provided oversight to ensure the upcoming 
apartments aligned with the neighborhood redevelopment 
plan. Then the BDC and developer Elmington Capital 
took charge.
When Kordera first heard that Tillman Cove was being 

rebuilt, he was afraid the neighborhood would change. But 
when he found out the new apartments included afford-
able family units, he was sold. After a 12-year absence, he 
moved into his third-floor apartment in April. 

“It was really a blessing and I was very happy to come 
back to the same place that I grew up. It was kind of like a 
movie for me.”
The name remained the same, but everything else had 

been rebuilt. On June 25, a ribbon cutting was held at Till-
man Cove to celebrate the 219 mixed-income, affordable 
units. Mayor Paul Young, who previously led the Memphis 
Housing and Community Development (HCD), was an 
integral part of the redevelopment. 
“We have plenty of affordable housing. There’s plenty of 

cheap places for people to live,” Young remarked. “But the 
question is, do we have quality affordable housing? Spaces 
that reflect the dignity and pride that our residents should 
have.” 
Kordera, 37, is now raising his children at the modern 

Tillman Cove. The father of four, and Texas Roadhouse 
grill master doesn’t take a day for granted. He can provide 
for his family while enjoying the beautiful new scenery.
“This is where I was born and raised, and this is prob-

ably where I’ll end up dying at. This is my neighborhood, 
and I love my neighborhood.” ▲

“DO WE HAVE QUALITY 
AFFORDABLE HOUSING... 

SPACES THAT REFLECT 
THE DIGNITY AND PRIDE 

THAT OUR RESIDENTS 
SHOULD HAVE?”

-  M AY O R  PA U L  Y O U N G

Mayor Paul Young started working on  
the Tillman Cove project as Director of  
Housing and Community Development.

Kordera Lindsey 
stands outside his 
third-floor apartment 
at Tillman Cove.

The Tillman Cove 
lobby is a comfortable 
spot to connect with 
staff and residents.

PUBLIC-PRIVATE  
PARTNERSHIP

Memphis Housing and Community Development (HCD)
Elmington Capital

The Memphis Health Educational 
and Housing Facility Board

Memphis Housing Authority (MHA)
The City of Memphis and Shelby County  

Community Redevelopment Agency (CRA)
Center for Transforming Communities (CTC)
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Soil testing ahead for BDC Business Hub

Formed in 2022, the Memphis Brownfield Coalition has set 
a precedent for community engagement and resident involve-
ment in establishing priorities for productive reuse of brown-
field sites. With the formation of the Coalition, typical barriers 
to communication are alleviated and information flows more 
freely between residents, neighborhood 
stakeholders, and government officials. In 
2023, the CRA received $1,000,000 from 
the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) to kick-start brownfield redevelop-
ment in four target areas of Memphis and 
Shelby County: Uptown Redevelopment 
Area, Klondike & North Memphis Indus-
trial Area, Binghampton, & Soulsville/
South City. Residents of the four areas 
have been hired as “Community Liaisons” 
and serve as advisors for prioritizing grant 
activities, while also creating a commu-
nication network to the neighborhoods 
that are focus points for environmental 
assessments. 
A brownfield is usually a vacant site in a commercial cor-

ridor or industrial area that is thought to be contaminated. 
Contamination can come in many forms, like underground 
storage tanks that previously held gasoline. Historical research 

of a site and soil testing are needed to confirm what types of 
contamination may be present. These assessments of prop-
erties will help inform future developments, complementing 
both public and private investment in our commercial corri-
dors.  

The first year of implementing the grant 
involved building a network of partners 
working in community development, 
environmental justice, and brownfield 
redevelopment. This fall, the CRA will 
begin soil testing at a site on Yale Ave in 
Binghampton to establish if conditions are 
favorable for a potential expansion of the 
Binghampton Development Corporation’s 
workforce development hub. Next up, 
historical research and soil testing for a 
potential multi-family development site at 
Second Street and Chelsea Avenue in the 
Uptown Redevelopment Area. Over the 
next two years, the CRA will continue to 
perform this series of research functions 

on sites in the urban core of Memphis. If you’re interested 
in learning more, attending quarterly meetings, or keeping 
up with grant progress, visit cramemphis.org/brownfields or 
email emma.turri@cramemphis.org.  ▲

BY EMMA TURRI

Soil testing will take place 
at 2690 Yale Avenue, setting 
up a potential expansion of 
the Binghampton Develop-
ment Corporation’s work-
force development hub.

KNOW OF A 
BROWNFIELD 

IN YOUR 
NEIGHBORHOOD? 

WE’D LIKE TO  
HEAR MORE!

EMAIL US: 
INFO@CRAMEMPHIS.ORG




