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Ravendale, 
Detroit
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DETROIT 
ON THE 
MEND

During the recent financial crisis, 
400,000 jobs were lost in Michigan. 
What is more, people are fleeing this 
cradle of the automobile industry – 
250,000 people have moved from 
Detroit in the past decade alone.

Behind them they have left empty 
skyscrapers and run-down residential 
areas – and 700,000 people who are 
fighting for a new future. 

WorDs Jörgen Tiger  
photography Lars Ardarve

››

C
arolyn Miller has made up her mind. she’s 
not leaving Corbert street in ravendale, 
eastern Detroit. this is her home and, to-
gether with her neighbours, she’s fighting 
to keep her neighbourhood alive.

“Whenever a house becomes vacant 
I fix the curtains and blinds so no one can see the 
house is empty,” she says.
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For the past 20 years she has served as 
chairperson of Corbert Crusaders, one of the 38 
housing associations or “block clubs” in raven-
dale. over the years she has also become one of 
the biggest landlords on her street. all told, she 
owns nine houses – sold by neighbours who have 
moved, given up, or passed away.

“I’m the boss of this block!” she says jokingly 
and stretches out her arms expansively, before 
becoming serious again.

“I’m not going anywhere, I’m not going to 
move. If I’m not taking care of it, who will?” 

CAroLyn MiLLer’s spiriT of determination 
can be seen throughout Detroit. the single-
mindedness, drive and dogged sense of purpose 
that made the city bloom in the first place are still 
a strong feature of its population today.

Detroit has been counted out innumerable 
times. over the years, daily papers and news pro-
grammes carried countless obituaries for the city, 
while pictures of empty skyscrapers and deserted 
residential areas were used to illustrate the West’s 
economic and industrial crisis.

But hope is on its way back. there is a future 
for Detroit and Michigan. Last year the number 
of jobs in Michigan increased for the first time in 
ten years. More than 60,000 jobs were created, 
many of them in the auto sector as well as in new 
industries and other commercial areas.

CAr produCTion is still a heavyweight in 
Michigan. It’s the backbone of a region where 
work in manufacturing industry has been the 
norm for generations and where automobile  
culture is not only manifested in the arrow-
straight avenues that dissect Detroit but also in 
the lifestyle of the population.

there is a local saying that Christmas celebra-

tions are not over until the auto show at the Cobo 
Center shuts its doors in mid-January. this year 
there were several reasons to extend the celebra-
tions. 

With more than 800,000 visitors, this year’s car 
show drew the biggest crowds since 2005. For 
the first time since the end of the 1980s, the Big 
three – gM, Ford and Chrysler – have increased 
their market shares in the Usa. 

together they have almost half the american 
car market – and virtually half the exhibition area 
at the Detroit auto show.

the press conferences at the Us manufacturers 
exude confidence and self-assurance. Loud rock 
music and costly light shows are the rule rather 
than the exception. Entering the exhibition hall 
is like walking into a casino in a recreation park. 
you are literally bathed in sound and light. at one 
stand after the other, one section after the other.

the contrast with the exhibition centre’s worn-
out exterior couldn’t be greater.

now, however, even the Cobo Center is 
investing for the future. Last autumn the Detroit 
regional Convention Facility authority, DrCFa, got 
the final go-ahead for a major refurbishment of 
the entire facility, at a cost of 279 million dollars.

shortly after that a new contract was signed, 
securing the exhibition’s future in Detroit until 
2017.

Larry alexander, DrCFa chairman, was ecstatic. 
and he has very good reason too – the car show 
is estimated to pump about 400 million dollars 
into the local economy every year.

“this is a triumph for the city of Detroit, the 
region and Michigan,” alexander said. “Four 
short years ago, we were in danger of losing this 
region’s most recognised annual event and one 
of its most valuable assets. today, we’re proud to 

If I’m not 
taking care 
of it, who 
will?

Carolyn Miller, 
chairperson of Corbert 

Crusaders

33,000

Milton Roye enjoys being self-employed. He previously worked 
in the auto industry.

single-family houses 
and apartment 
blocks stand empty. 
there are 90,000 
vacant plots of land.
Detroit’s mayor Dave 
Bing has promised 
to tear down 
10,000 buildings by 
2013 at the latest.
soUrCE: CIty oF DEtroIt, 
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Helping to change Detroit’s Midtown district. Soon TechTwo will 
be inaugurated, and there are plans for more such facilities, says 
Leslie Smith, President of TechTown.
”
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37,800
announce that the north american International 
auto show will remain in Detroit for the foresee-
able future,” he says.

the refurbishment is one of several projects 
aimed at revitalising the downtown area –  
attracting people and businesses to the commer-
cial district. and there are signs of a new trend: 
compan ies are once again moving their offices 
downtown and many employees are choosing to 
move too. at the same time, creative young people 
have discovered the potential for cheap accommo-
dation in an exciting and unusual environment.

the transformation is not limited to the com-
mercial district. Midtown – with the old industrial 
areas along Woodward avenue and Cass avenue 
– are also beginning to take on a new lease of 
life. 

one exAMpLe is the techtown business incub-
ator located more or less in the very heart of the 
original auto industry. about half a kilometre to 
the north is new Center with the Fisher Building 
and gM’s former headquarters, Cadillac place. 
and just a kilometre to the east lies the piquette 
factory where Ford’s legendary Model t was built.

the building that houses techtown is also part 
of the city’s automotive heritage. the first design 
sketches for the Chevrolet Corvette were penned 
on the third floor, which at that time was home to 
gM Creative services. 

“the building was just an empty shell when we 
arrived, the floor and wall surfaces were all raw. 
We had to renovate and extend in stages while 
we secured the financing,” recalls Leslie smith, 
president and CEo of techtown.

When techtown was inaugurated in 2004, it 
served as a technology incubator for Wayne state 
University. a place where spin-off companies 
emerging from research institutes at the university ››

American Beauty Irons in Midtown. In the early 1900s it was one 
of the world’s largest manufacturers of clothes irons and toasters, 
among other things.

Toni McIlwain has personal experience of being a homeless 
mother. Now she works to improve the Ravendale area of 
eastern Detroit.

people work with 
car production in 
Michigan. 95,400 
people work with 
the manufacture 
of parts and 
components.

soUrCE: BUrEaU oF 
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could stretch their wings and make their own way 
ahead. now techtown has grown to encompass 
so much more.

“We offer assistance and advice so people can 
develop their ideas and grow their businesses. 
Everything from coaching and workshops to office 
machinery, post-boxes and conference rooms,” 
she says.

today there are 250 companies housed in the 
building. hi-tech and innovation are still a major 
part of techtown, but most of the companies 
there operate in the product and service sectors.

this change took place partly as a consequence 
of the 2008 crisis, relates Leslie smith. people 
who had just lost their jobs came to techtown 
to find out about the possibility of starting their 
own businesses. they were often well-educated 
and highly skilled people with good ideas but 
without the experience needed to run their own 
companies. 

“We had to think of new ways of providing  
assistance. among other things, we had a 
programme called shifting gears where people 
from the car industry got help to translate their 
automotive expertise into skills that were relevant 
to other industries.”

inTeresT in techtown does not appear to have 
shrunk. agenda Magazine’s visit coincides with an 
open house event in the building. Lots of people 
are arriving for the information meeting, which is 
just about to begin.

there are young men in jeans and baseball 
caps, 30-something men in jackets and ties, 
women in their upper fifties wearing smart busi-
ness outfits.

Before the meeting opens, the staff bring in 
extra chairs – and still there aren’t enough seats 
for everyone.

Monument to one of 
the city’s son’s: Joe 
Louis, heavyweight 
champion 1937–1949.
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“I’m proud to be part of techtown,” says Milton 
roye, Entrepreneur of the Month and president of 
Enrg power systems as he addresses the specta-
tors. “you need people around you who can give 
support, and that’s what you get here.” 

Milton roye’s company sells plasma-based igni-
tion systems intended primarily for light commer-
cial vehicles. 

“It’s about time we did something radical to 
improve ignition in car engines. spark plug igni-
tion is more than a 100 years old. With plasma 
technology, an extremely short pulse of plasma 
is generated around the spark plug tip instead 
of a spark to ignite the fuel. this results in better 
engine combustion efficiency and improved fuel 
economy and emissions,” he explains.

MiLTon roye is an enthusiastic speaker. he 
has a firm belief in his product and he talks in 
consider able detail about how techtown helped 
him create a viable company around his technol-
ogy. and he has every reason to be satisfied – 
beside the overhead screen is a cheque for 25,000 
dollars from accelerate Michigan Innovation Com-
petition, an innovation competition sponsored in 
part by Ford, issued to Enrg and Milton roye. he 
received a similar cheque, for the same amount, 
last year too.

he previously worked for many years at gM, 
he reveals after the meeting. he also worked at 
tata Motors before starting up his own company 
in 2009.

“We’ll soon sign a contract with our first major 
customer. the help I get from techtown is invalu-
able. I have knowledge about the technology, I 
know what I’m doing, but being an independent 
entrepreneur is very different to being an em-
ployee in a large corporation,” says Milton roye.

we MeeT adam grant the following day. he too 
has only praise for techtown. he runs a company 
called Campus Commandos that specialises in 
conducting marketing campaigns with the help 
of university students. his customers include eBay, 
new Era and nFL.

he is also an example of the young generation 
that is moving into central Detroit.

“When they write the book about Detroit’s 
comeback, I want to be in it. I want to be part of 
the process of revitalising Detroit,” he says. “Both 
by developing my company and by living here. 
there are a lot of hidden gems in the city that I 
like to show my friends when they visit.” 

But adam grant is part of a small and well-
educated minority. over the past decade, Detroit’s 
population has shrunk by one quarter. the city’s 
population drain has accelerated and an already ››

fACTS
Criminality is dropping in Detroit. serious crimes 
(homicide, rape, assault, burglary, muggings and car 
theft) shrank by eight percent between 2010–2011.

soUrCE: CIty oF DEtroIt, DEtroIt FrEE prEss
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hard-pressed municipality has to provide services 
with even less income to finance its operation.

road maintenance and street lighting, the police 
and fire service are among the operations that 
have suffered from slimmer budgets. Education 
too has been hit hard, and this is something that 
has provided added impetus to the drift away from 
Detroit.

Many of those who remain are society’s poor-
est. Figures show that 38 percent of Detroit’s 
population live below the poverty line. Detroit has 
sky-high unemployment and a low educational 
level. at the same time, there is a shortage of 
good examples to persuade youngsters to continue 
their education, or even to go to school in the first 
place.

the youthVille youth centre on Woodward 
avenue is working hard to bring about a change in 
this respect. 

“We offer activities for youngsters, particularly 
those aged between 11 and 19. here they have the 
opportunity to learn new skills that boost their per-
sonal development, at the same time as they form 
positive peer relationships and interact with caring 
adults. hopefully we also inspire them to go on to 
college,” says president and CEo Judith Jackson.

Toni MCiLwAin isn’t afraid to speak her mind. 
she has worked for more than 25 years to create a 
positive trend in ravendale, which has a population 
of about 4000. among her many achievements, 
she was involved in establishing the ravendale 
Community Center and is the facility’s president 
and Chairperson.

Wrapped in a fur coat and a warm amber-
coloured hat, with a matching jacket and scarf, she 
creates a lasting impression.  

“our aim is to help ravendale’s residents to grow 
and prosper. But that means they have to be pre-
pared for change, and we are trying to offer both 
education and tools for change,” she says.

The CenTer offers everything from youth 
counselling to job coaching and help with home-
work. It also organises activities for pensioners and 
runs a thrift store, and works together with an 
organisation called Forgotten harvest which distrib-
utes food once a fortnight to local needy people.

“ravendale is one of Detroit’s forgotten areas. 
85 percent of local households are either on or 
below the poverty line. the Community Center is a 
haven for the people who live here,” she says.
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When they write the 
book about Detroit’s 
comeback, I want 
to be in it

Adam Grant,  
entrepreneur, TechTown

Anton Redmand takes aim. 

While Dana Keaton helps 

Franchesca Lamarre with her 

dress. Archery and sewing are 

two of the many activities 

available in Youthville.
”
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Crime, drugs and prostitution are receding 
thanks to neighbourhood watch projects and 
block committees. according to toni McIlwain, 
crime in ravendale has dropped by 40 percent 
since the block committees started operating.

“We took back one block at a time. I was there 
myself knocking on doors and persuading people. 
some doors were slammed in my face but many 
people were willing to work for a better area.”

we Took A ride through the area in toni’s 
sUV. along the perimeter we saw those familiar 
images that the media like to show: empty, derel-
ict houses with overgrown gardens and broken 
windows, often damaged by fire. Further in the 
heart of ravendale, the houses are well looked 
after and the gardens are tidy. now and again 
we see some really smart homes, richly decorated 
and with lovely verandas. But here too there is the 
occasional fire-damaged home.

“these have often been drug-houses. after the 
police carry out a raid, the owners quite simply set 
the fire to their houses,” she explains. 

“We know where the movers and shakers 
meet, where the drug-houses are. We generally 
stake out houses that we believe are used by drug 
dealers. and we nag the police to pay them a 
visit. It’s only by organising the residents that we 
can make a real change.” 

we CoMe ACross Carolyn Miller almost as 
soon as we turn into Corbert street. she is stack-
ing cartons and boxes into a neat pile beside a 
garbage bin.

“there’s a problem with the garbage collection 
again. We have to get them to collect on time,” 
she says to toni as we get out of the car.

the atmosphere is warm. the two women have 
known one another these past 20 years at least. 
Carolyn proudly points out her houses to us.

“this is the most recent house I purchased, 
now I’m renting it out. not everyone can afford to 
live in the more exclusive areas. But on my street I 
can go out in the morning and feel like I’m living 
in grosse pointe (one of the more fashionable and 
wealthy suburbs of Detroit).

is There Any hope for Detroit? We chat 
with Luther Keith, who served as social affairs 
editor at Detroit news for more than 30 years. 
In 2006 he founded and has served as presi-
dent of arIsE Detroit, a non-profit organisation 
that works to coordinate and promote contacts 
between various organisations such as youthVille 
and ravendale Community Center. 

“history is written by people who overcome 
their hurdles. those are the folks that make up 
the books … if I didn’t feel that way I couldn’t 
work with this. But we have to be prepared to 
work – it’s not enough to dream. We’ve set out 
on a path toward a better society, there is a con-
siderable measure of determination and immense 
love for our city among the residents, despite all 
the crime and problems.” l

If I didn’t 
feel that 
way I 
couldn’t 
work with 
this

Luther Keith, 
president of  

ARISe Detroit
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