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EMBRACING CHANGE IN NORTHCREST
The Northcrest Civic Association serves as a forum for neighbors to learn about 
issues affecting our community and has regularly featured bylined newsletter 
columns from our residents. When the issue of racial injustice in this country, 
including metro Atlanta, rose to the forefront of public consciousness in May, we 
asked our neighbor Corregan Brown to submit an article on the topic, focusing on 
steps any person can take to move the conversation, and the solutions, forward.  

In this summer edition, Corregan gives a deeply personal account of how racial 
inequities affect not only the lives of people of color, but the lives of all of us. He 
provides insight into the history and impact of racial injustice and offers guidance 
in how we, as neighbors, can arrive at a greater understanding of the issue, so that 
in accordance with the NCA mission, Northcrest is a safe place for all residents to 
meet, interact, respect and help each other. 

JOHN LEWIS

“You have to tell the whole truth,  
the good and the bad, maybe some things 
that are uncomfortable for some people.”
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HI NEIGHBORS!
It’s been a challenging few months, first with the COVID-19 pandemic and then with the recent civil unrest in our nation.  
It can be difficult in our quiet and generally peaceful neighborhood, where the most heated debates are about dog poop,  
to feel connected to what’s going on in our cities. We also have differences of opinion on politics and policy, so it can also  
be difficult to know how to talk to our neighbors in a healthy way that maintains our relationships. One thing is certain:  
we are in a unique historical moment. 

What are some ways we can engage this moment effectively? How can we do our part to help heal our country and move 
forward to a better country that lives up to Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s dream, a vision that has captured hearts across 
the political spectrum? To answer this, let’s talk first about what is happening. 

HISTORY
There’s no sugarcoating the truth under the unrest: the United States of America is still suffering from the racism woven 
into the fabric of the nation in the same way that the values America is famous for, freedom and liberty, are woven there. 
The nation that declared “all men are created equal” wouldn’t free enslaved people for nearly another hundred years. 
The South left the country rather than give up slavery, and the Articles of Secession are clear about their motives. After a 
bloody war, the practice of slavery ended (except for a loophole in the 13th Amendment for prisoners that still exists today 
and is a subject of the famous documentary “13th”) and the Constitution was amended to give Black people freedom and 
Black men the vote.

The next hundred years would see the Jim Crow era, a racial caste system that legally kept Black Americans from access 
to opportunities and secretly terrorized those who tried to rise above their prescribed station with the threat of lynching. 
Impossible poll tests that make Facebook puzzles look like child’s play and the fusion of civic officials with organizations 
like the Ku Klux Klan made the legal right to vote impossible to obtain, so even where Black people were the majority, they 
could not legislate their needs into reality. It was not until 1965, while the first houses were being built here in Northcrest, 
that the Civil Rights Act enforced equal protection under the law, and not until 1969, just after Pleasantdale Elementary 
opened, that DeKalb County schools were ordered to desegregate. Some of our original residents who are still here have 
seen those changes.

The problem we face today is that machinery designed to enforce the evils of racial injustice and Jim Crow is still running, 
even when well-meaning, not-racist people are a part of the process. While I could not find any housing covenants for 
Northcrest, many neighborhoods like this, built in the same era, kept Black people from moving in by legally requiring 
owners to refuse to sell to a Black person. This means the way that many families acquired wealth, by owning a home 
for many years and passing it on to their children, was unavailable to Black people. “Redlining” by the Federal Housing 
Administration combined with existing segregation policies in the mid-20th century to corral Black people into 
neighborhoods with lower-quality housing and higher pollution from industry. As a result, those properties did not accrue 
wealth, and only other Black people typically buy them. This alone accounts for much of the wealth disparity we see in our 
nation today. 

What’s more, a police system that was originally designed as a slave patrol in the South and as a publicly-funded 
property protection system for industry in the North has not evolved. In communities like ours, we know our police in 
Tucker Precinct as neighborly, reliable, and protective. In many poor and working-class Black communities created by 
government policy, police are perceived as, and often are, instruments of control and punishment. The same mindset and 
presuppositions can lead to a neighborly police force in a mostly White area being hostile to non-White people, hence all 
the infamous “Driving While Black” or “Shopping While Black” stories you may have heard from Black friends.

Last but not least, the legacy of segregation means that too many of us live separate lives along racial lines. We don’t hear 
each other’s stories firsthand. We don’t live in the same worlds, even when we’re next door to or down the street from each 
other. Even when we do, rather than trying to cook up a delicious cultural stew that preserves distinct flavors but tastes 
great together, many expect assimilation and dissolution into their preferred flavor of soup.
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LOOKING FORWARD
I don’t share all that history to make non-Black people feel hopeless or ashamed. Rather, understanding the scope of the 
problem helps one understand why, when the hamster wheel of modern life was slowed down by the pandemic, people 
started to react differently to the same issues that have been a problem for a long time. As neighbors, what can we do 
about it? How do we address the system so we are no longer unwitting participants in an awful machine, and so we are 
better neighbors to both our literal neighbors in the community and our figurative neighbors in the city?

Change starts with education. Much of our inability to talk about race effectively is due to the fact that we do not have a 
shared set of facts around what has historically happened. A number of scholars and writers have dug into that history, 
and it’s important to set aside the mythology that most of us were taught and to absorb the factual history of the United 
States to be able to effectively engage. This isn’t to say that there weren’t good things done by our forebears, but that 
those should be balanced with the injustices they helped create or continue. History will judge us the same way: as people 
who did good things in some areas but who either created injustice or did nothing about it in other areas. 

It’s critical to do as much of the work as possible without relying on Black friends or neighbors as a primary resource, as 
they have been aware of these issues the whole time, and may be tired of addressing them. While it may be helpful to hear 
about their personal experiences, understand that those experiences may be traumatic and they may not wish to relive 
them.  A number of resources online are good starting points. The organization Be The Bridge, of which I am a member, 
has several useful resources, including “Be The Bridge 101,” a set of materials that explain some of the concepts that you’ll 
hear people describing.

If you have a genuine relationship with a Black person, it’s usually okay to talk with them, but keep an eye on power 
dynamics. Defending oneself or the current systems, telling Black people what they should do to fix things, or explaining 
why things are “fair” more than listening and learning might be taking the wrong approach. It’s also important not to 
burden Black friends with any guilt or shame you may experience, but to move past that into action. 

TAKING ACTION
In terms of political action, the most effective change can be at the local level. Where we live, our County Commissioners 
Nancy Jester and Lorraine Cochran-Johnson set rules, ordinances, and zoning laws, and decide what businesses set up 
where. The Tucker Precinct of the DeKalb County Police Department answers to them. Our State Representatives Billy 
Mitchell and Scott Holcomb, along with State Senator Sally Harrell, set the posture of the state and pass laws that affect 
how the criminal justice system works or where funding is allocated. Our School Board Member Allyson Gevertz works 
with her colleagues to ensure that local students receive quality public education.

Whether you believe the police are doing a great job or that the policing function needs complete rebuilding, engage with 
local officials and community leaders regarding next steps. If they’re doing great, how do we get more of that positive 
action for our neighbors? If they need to be reformed, what needs to change? If you’re seeing disparities in educational 
outcomes by race, talk to your school board member. What’s causing that? What can be done about it?

Answers to these questions will often be integrated and complex. At the heart of it all, though, is a sense of true 
neighborliness. The parable of The Good Samaritan begins because someone in the crowd asks, “Who is my neighbor?”  
As homeowners with a strong sense of local community, we have to ask the same question. Who is my neighbor? And 
what does it mean for someone to be my neighbor? 

As we look at the communities surrounding Northcrest, let’s challenge ourselves to engage our neighbors beyond the 
cul-de-sacs and A-frames to learn what they need and how we can help. Our ongoing support of Pleasantdale Elementary 
and its families is good. However, we should not just see ourselves as people bringing help and value to our surrounding 
community. We should humbly seek what we can receive and learn from our neighbors as well. And moving forward 
together, in a state of healthy, equitable relationship, we can advocate for a strong, united community. 
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EPILOGUE: ON NEIGHBORLINESS
We talked earlier about genuine relationships, but because we have grown up in a historically segregated country, 
many of you may not have close Black friends or may not know many of your Black neighbors. That separation, 
combined with decades of false narratives, has created unnecessary fear as well. 

Several of our non-White neighbors have stories of being profiled or having visitors profiled.  
My brother-in-law, my wife, and I have all experienced either profiling as well as its more pernicious cousin, 
invisibility, where we are present among our neighbors or in a public space but not acknowledged.

We want our neighbors to look out for each other. However, we have to ask ourselves what situations we see as 
threatening. To what extent are we concerned about a situation because of the person’s skin color or apparent 
ethnicity? Who “belongs” and “doesn’t belong”? This happens often not because of some latent die-hard racism, 
but because of subconscious biases built up over a lifetime and reinforced by media and segregated experiences.

It’s uncomfortable to think about having subconsciously racist ideas or thoughts, and a first instinct will be to 
get defensive and reject it. I encourage you not to do that; society has programmed us for decades to fear Black 
people and think less of them. Even Black people frequently test with high implicit bias against other Black people 
for this reason. 

The important part is to be aware in the moment and check your actions. Instead of “calling it in” or asking “what 
are you doing here,” try saying hello. Instead of following the person, let them be, or strike up a brief conversation. 
The end result will be a community of people who actually know each other and don’t need to engage in 
potentially harmful or dangerous mental shortcuts to know who is safe.

We had a great dialogue recently on our lawn (masked and distanced, of course) to start thinking about ways to 
strike the balance between safety and unbiased treatment. We will continue this dialogue in the coming months 
with the help of our community organizations, and hope you join us when and where you can.

Your Neighbor, 
Corregan Brown
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Corregan Brown is a resident of the Northcrest 
neighborhood since 2012. He was raised at the 
other end of DeKalb County and lived in several 
states and a few short stints abroad before 
returning home to the Atlanta area. 

He thinks a lot and sometimes writes about 
current events, racial reconciliation, music, 
theology, and technology. He makes a living by 
writing and helping people manage software. 
He makes a life with his wife Nhadyne, family, 
friends, and occasional musical instruments.
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