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Teenage boys play basketball at Shaffer Park in the New Holly neighborhood campus in 
Seattle. (Dan DeLong / P-I)

Diverse New Holly still struggling to break down the cultural divide

Vision for community misses the mark for many youths

Last updated May 12, 2008 10:36 p.m. PT
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Christine Tran, 14, sits on the grass in her New Holly neighborhood and watches a group of guys play basketball. She
has lived in the neighborhood for half of her life, but says she doesn't know many other teenagers there.

She knows the boys shooting baskets from school. A first-generation American with parents from Vietnam, she is 
involved with the Vietnamese Friends Association. But Tran said she rarely goes to the teen center or library 
anymore. 

New Holly, in the Beacon Hill area, is one of the experimental -- and controversial -- public housing programs around
the country that attempts to mingle socio-economic groups. The goal of the federally funded Hope VI project is to 
eliminate pockets of poverty in cities, and encourage daily interaction among residents across class and cultural 
divides. 

According to the vision, as neighbors rub elbows on committees, poor families are supposed to see a higher quality of
life, safer communities and less isolation. Working homeowners would serve as role models for the unemployed, 
demonstrating the promise of upward mobility.

While the idea might be working for some adults and young families, it's been a bigger struggle to get teenagers who 
live in the community involved.

There are few middle-class teenagers in the neighborhood, and those who do live there don't go to the library or 
community programs. 

For five years, Ilham Wehliye, 18, has walked to the tutoring center in the neighborhood twice a week. Yet, Wehliye 
says she has managed to make only one friend from the richer half of New Holly

Similarly, Yusuf Beshir, 17, struggled to name more than one teenager from among the 476 middle-class homes that
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are owner-occupied.

Even at the Atlantic Street Center for teens, where much of the mingling and mentoring was designed to happen, 
teenagers sort themselves into groups with familiar ways and familiar languages. It is a safe place for teens to go after
school, for homework help, or for a game of dominoes.

"They tend to keep to their own cultural group, and not intermingle as much as we would like," said program manager
Cooper Askins. 

And most of the children are from lower-income households, he said. The middle-class youths in the community are
busy with other after-school activities.

"New Holly had a plan to bring all these kids together and have a rainbow of happy, skipping children. But it became 
clear we weren't able to provide all the services, and subgroups developed," he said.

The New Holly experiment rose from the dust of the demolished Holly Park public housing, a 60-year-old eyesore 
that was converted to public housing in the 1950s. Starting in 1995, it was torn down and converted to a mix of 
homes: 620 are low-income units managed by Seattle Housing Authority, and about 475 market-rate houses.

With playgrounds, sidewalks, porches and community buildings, the neighborhood is designed to draw people 
together. 

And while some teenagers say they have made friends with some adult homeowners, tensions and mistrust have 
plagued their relationship with each other.

"Some families have actually prevented their children from going to campus," said Sue Siegenthaler, head of Atlantic 
Street Center's family center. "They don't want their kids to be in groups."

One expert said mingling wealthier youths with lower-income teens is misguided, and said such efforts have pulled 
resources from more effective ways to help vulnerable youth. 

"The traditional concept of mixed-income housing was more about the adults and how it helps them access networks 
of employment opportunities," said Alexes Harris, a University of Washington sociologist. "There has not been a lot 
of attention to how it might impact youth and youth violence."

For those homeowners who do have school-age children, there have been growing concerns about their children
interacting with neighborhood loiterers, a service provider said. 

Quincy Milton, 9, who is African-American, said he stays in the house most of the time. Sometimes, he plays with the
Chinese-American boy who lives next door, he said. He is involved with school activities and a lacrosse team. Like 
others, Quincy said it has been difficult to make friends at New Holly.

"He feels uncomfortable around the kids at the park, there is a lot of foul language," said his mother, Angela 
Dawson-Milton. The family bought a home in New Holly seven years ago. Dawson-Milton said she liked the idea of 
an economically diverse neighborhood, but she wasn't ready for the large number of immigrants and the cultural 
differences. 

"I underestimated the impact of how that would make me feel," she said.

Willard Brown, the housing authority's property management administrator, said New Holly has attracted market-rate
buyers who plan to have children or already have small children, promising higher-income youths in a decade.

But that trend may be pre-empted by families leaving their starter homes in New Holly for larger ones elsewhere, a 
former resident said.

Catherine Glavan said she loves the three-bedroom home her family bought in New Holly a few years ago. The
Caucasian couple worried at first how they would fit into the neighborhood. 
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There were language barriers. People weren't sure how to approach one another.

Then the Glavans had a baby. Neighbors stopped them on the sidewalk to coo at the infant. The Vietnamese woman
next door clicked her tongue approvingly. Connections were made.

"It has been great," Glavan said. Now she exchanges cooking with neighbors and they watch one another's children.

But she admits they will likely move from New Holly, perhaps for her husband's job, or for a more spacious house. 

Efforts to introduce neighbors and encourage relationships among the diverse groups have gone slowly. 

Dozens of languages are spoken in New Holly, including Vietnamese, Somali, Cambodian, Cantonese, Oromo,
Spanish and English. A neighborhood committee meeting requires the help of eight translators. 

"Every community meeting is a multitude of languages," said Joy Bryngelson, the housing authority's community 
builder at New Holly. She helps organize events and recruit residents for neighborhood committees. She admitted that
many neighborhood celebrations, including Black History Month festivities in February, have drawn specific 
segments of the community.

"Neighbors are meeting each other informally, it is just really taking a lot of time," she said. "I think it is human 
nature. We are all very busy, and have very little time for neighborhood socializing."

P-I reporter Kathy Mulady can be reached at 206-448-8029 or kathymulady@seattlepi.com.

© 1998-2008 Seattle Post-Intelligencer


