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The goal of these activities is to
reinforce the underlying tenet that social
engagement and the highest level of
design are not only compatible, but also

essential in approaching change and the

complexity of community development.
—Mark Robbins




Preface

Mark Robbins
Director of Design, National Endowment for the Arts

Each year since 1991, Your Town: Designing Its Future has offered four
workshops that focus on design issues relevant to the quality of life in
small towns and rural communities, including growth and suburban
sprawl, historic preservation, land use, and housing. The Your Town pro-
gram is an ongoing initiative of the National Endowment for the Arts,
administered and staffed through the National “Trust for Historic
Preservation with the Faculty of Landscape Architecture at SUNY
College of Environmental Science and Forestry (ESF).

During the winter of 1999, through a series of discussions with the
Arts Endowment, National Trust, and ESE, it was agreed that after 10
years the program should reevaluate its methods and broaden its impact
on rural communities. As a result, changes in the Your Town format were
made and new locales suggested. In addition, a greater diversity of design
disciplines and perspectives came to be represented in the resource per-
sonnel conducting the workshops. It was also agreed that there were some
communities within the already-underserved rural population that had yet
to benefit from the experience of a Your Town workshop.

The enhancement of the existing program and the creation of a
fifth annual Your Town in 2000 was made possible by a new Leadership
Initiative in Design at the Arts Endowment. These new, focused sessions

are intended to serve traditionally underserved communities with a



format that emphasizes case studies drawn from the participating areas.
The outcome of these intensive conversations with community members
can therefore include methods for implementing some of the conclusions
of the workshop. The goal of these activities is to reinforce the underly-
ing tenet that social engagement and the highest level of design are not
only compatible but also essential in approaching change and the com-
plexity of community development.

The first workshop to fully embody this new model for the pro-
gram was a Your Town focused on historically African American
communities, held in Cleveland, Mississippi, in fall 2000. In this inaugu-
ral session the tireless efforts of Shannon Criss, Director of the
Mississippi State Small Town Center, were invaluable. Working with
Shelley S. Mastran, Shannon organized rich and diverse presentations and
ensured that the presentations about community and design were com-
municated in a clear and challenging way. An exceptionally qualified panel
of resource people contributed their expertise to this effort. This panel
included Craig Barton, Director of the American Urbanism Program at
the University of Virginia, who discussed identity and architecture; Toni
Griffin, Deputy Director of the Washington, D.C., Office of Planning,
who addressed heritage tourism; and Glenn Smith, a landscape architect
who focused on landscape as a cultural resource. All of their efforts result-
ed in a strengthened and invigorated program. Shelley Mastran also has
my appreciation for her work as editor of this book. T am please that it is
appearing as part of the NEA series on design issued by the Princeton
Architectural Press. Kevin Lippert and Jennifer Thompson at the press
and M. Christopher Jones of The VIA Group merit thanks for seeing the
project into print.

We hope to continue with initiatives like this one, focused on
diverse communities across the country. The intent is to develop an
awareness of the importance of the physical environment as a locus for
community identity and to stress the variety of the cultural landscapes

that merit analysis, conservation, and preservation.



Your Town: Mississippi Delta

Shelley S. Mastran
Codirector, National Your Town Center

This publication reports on a special workshop session of Your Town:
Designing Its Furure, which focused on planning and design for rural
African American communities of the Mississippi Delta. Held November
12-14, 2000, at the Center for Community Development, Delta State
University, in Cleveland, Mississippi, and coordinated by the Small Town
Center of Mississippi State University and the Mississippi Department of
Archives and History, the workshop was a special initiative of the
National Endowment for the Arts administered by the Natonal Trust for
Historic Preservation and the Faculty of Landscape Architecture at
SUNY College of Environmental Science and Forestry.

Fifty-five participants convened in Cleveland to discuss a range of
planning, development, and design issues. At the core of the workshop
was a four-hour field trip along Highway 61 to visit three traditionally
African American communities: Mound Bayou, founded in 1887;
Jonestown; and Clarksdale, home of the Delta Blues Museum.
Participants worked on design problems for these communities, including
rehabilitating and reusing historic structures, enhancing community
spaces, and maintaining cultural identity in the context of limited
resources and high unemployment. Case studies on Mound Bayou and

Highway 61 are included in this publication.






This program grew from a long-standing commitment of the
National Endowment for the Arts to provide access to design, preserva-
tion, and planning assistance to all communities that have generally been
underserved. The Your Town workshop brought a broad range of speak-
ers to the Delta, including William Harris, Richard Lloyd, and Alferdteen
Harrison from Jackson State University; Craig Barton, University of
Virginia School of Architecture; Toni Griffin, Deputy Director of the
Washington, D.C., Office of Planning; Glenn Smith, a landscape archi-
tect; Beverly Meng, Executive Director of the Mississippi Main Street
Association; Michael Hervey of the Historic Farish Street Neighborhood
Foundation; and Isaac Johnson of the Springfield Baptist Church in
Augusta, Georgia.

This publication includes excerpts from several of their presenta-
tons. These selections represent a cross-section of the workshop content
and reflect its special focus. Although the workshop examined issues relat-
ed to historically African American communities and linkages within the
Mississippi Delta, its messages speak to diverse communities nationwide.

Participants worked on design

problems for these communities,

including rehabilitating and

reusing historic structures,
enhancing community spaces,
and maintaining cultural identity
in the context of limited resources
and high unemployment.
—Shelley S. Mastran






