V. CASA CREDIT UNION

Brightwood

Brightwood received new boundaries in 1968 when Interstate 91 came through the north end of Springfield, isolating 1,000 families from the rest of the city. When I arrived in January 1972, three-fourths of the 4,500 residents lived in two public housing projects. The remainder lived in one, two and three family frame houses. The average age of these houses was 70 years. The mean family income was $7,200. Many empty lots remained as witnesses against the Brightwood Urban Renewal Program, from 1969 to 1974.1
Brightwood had "changed" over the past 20 years from a white ethnic working class neighborhood as Puerto Rican and Black families moved into the "projects" and houses in the neighborhood. Brightwood is typical of what happened to many neighborhoods in the 60s and 70s, including the riots. In 1969 Brightwood was on national television, the scene of racial clashes and violence.

In many ways Brightwood had been like Kikai Kelaki before a mass migration to the cities and public policy after WWII destroyed neighborhood communities. French Canadians who lived in Brightwood for several generations could tell stories of how it had been in the old days. Like the people in Kikai Kelaki, they almost all went to the same church, they were obedient to their elders, there was little crime, doors were unlocked and the kids came and went from home to home. Before the African Americans and the Puerto Ricans migrated to Springfield, before Urban Renewal built Projects, life was good in Brightwood. It was, like Kikai Kelaki, an ethnically pure ghetto. 

Kikai Kelaki is a rural neighborhood in a third world country. Brightwood and its sister, Memorial Square, were urban neighborhoods, places where Puerto Ricans, African Americans and French Canadians had come looking for a better life in the City of Springfield. They were worlds apart but had one thing in common. Both had serious economic problems. Social engineers would classify both as poor neighborhoods. Riverview, Springfield's low-income high-rise complex was in Brightwood.  

In Kikai Kelaki everyone was related. It was a tribe in the fullest sense. Every child was welcomed in every home and treated in a similar manner. If they were hungry they were fed, if they misbehaved they were punished. There were no poverty workers in Kikai Kelaki. Because we did not have these agencies and tools to wage war on poverty, we had to design our own tools and solve our problems ourselves.

I was one of an army of social workers swarming around Brightwood. The war on poverty had created a huge poverty industry that spun off hundreds of agencies, each with its own aid package that would solve the problem of poverty in America. Solutions to their problems were dictated to the poor people of Brightwood from on high. Neighborhood need surveys were conducted and the Brightwood Economic Development Office was created to carry out an action plan that would liberate Brightwood - in three years!2 

In March 1971, the Brightwood Neighborhood Council was organized as part of the Urban Renewal Plan. The council formed "management committees" to study and recommend action on various neighborhood issues. One of these was the Brightwood Economic Development (BED) Committee. The BED committee hired me as their manager on January 8, 1972.

The major job of the Committee was to supervise the activities of the BED office that was run by the Springfield Chamber of Commerce. Its purpose was the economic develop​ment of Brightwood. I was to run the program, to be responsible for the day-to-day operations of the office and for arranging the committee meetings. The committee met in my office every other Thursday night. Ten neighborhood residents and three advisors from the chamber of commerce sat on this committee. 


BED

The BED program came right out of the war on poverty manuals. My job description was to run an economic development office that was to find jobs for the people of Brightwood and Memorial Square. HUD and the Chamber of Commerce who administered the program and had set some very clear goals for the program: "We want economic development, and that means jobs!" The number of jobs I would find for our "certified disadvantaged residents of the area would be the measure my performance. 

It was a very frustrating job. Two others had taken the job and left, each within a few months. I did not have the position power and the trust of the people that I had in Kikai Kelaki. In three short weeks I was punched in the nose, dodged snowballs filled with rocks, my office was trashed and my life was threatened.  

Barbara Rivera and Wilfredo Sierra were employed by BED when I arrived. Wilfredo was a happy and ambitious guy that would do anything you asked him to do. Barbara was another story.  She had some title that had to do with consumer counseling or advocacy - it did not matter what the title was. Barbara was a lot like me. She would do her own thing no matter what I asked or told her to do without any supervision from me. People lined up to visit with her every day. I don't know to this day why they came to see her or what kinds of things they talked about. Occasionally she would tell me things that she thought I should know.

Barbara was the Chair of the Brightwood Neighborhood Council and had been the neighborhood leader and organizer for some years. I met people who loved her and I met people who hated her but I never met anyone who ignored her. She was a powerful woman. She was big in spirit and she was big in heart. She understood the use of personal power and when she roared, people quaked. From the moment I met her, I knew that Barbara's blessing on me and my work would be the key to my being able to do anything of value in Brightwood. I was wise enough to respect her and her work and wise enough not to try to supervise her.

In the neighborhood’s view BED was just one more government program that came and would soon be gone leaving little of any value in its wake. Over the months, I am sure Barbara took her measure of me and somewhere in early 1972 she came to the decision that even if I were crazy, I wanted to do good. Maybe our decision to move into Brightwood had something to do with it. But the bottom line is that Barbara, without ever declaring it began protecting me and giving me the credentials I needed to begin to do the things I wanted to do. In Kikai Kelaki I had the trust I needed because of my priest power. In Brightwood I had none and had to gain the trust I needed by an endorsement from the neighborhood leadership. Barbara gave me that critical endorsement.      

Three things happened in my second month in Brightwood that made me decide to stay. The first was a reaction from the parish priest to my suggestion that we organize a credit union. As part of my orientation program I had paid him a visit and while we were talking about the people in his parish I asked him what he thought about starting a credit union. He almost went ballistic. He told me that it was a bad idea and that it wouldn't work and told me that Puerto Rican's can't be trusted and that I should not encourage the organizing of one. That holy priest will never know what an inspiration he was to me. Here was something important that Kikai Kelaki and Brightwood had in common. Credit Unions would not work and the people could not be trusted! 

A second incident supported my decision to stay. Lorraine and I made the decision to move into Brightwood. At first we rented, then several months later we bought our first home in Brightwood for $13,600. When he heard of our decision, the head of the Springfield Redevelopment Authority called me into his office and told me in no uncertain terms that I had made a serious mistake. Living in the neighborhood would destroy my professional integrity. Lorraine and I would become advocates for the community instead of professionals working in the community. WOW! Evidently we had violated an unwritten law that says that social workers do not live in the neighborhoods in which they work.

The third thing was Lorraine's announcement that she was pregnant. The news was thrilling but it also closed my back door. All of a sudden I got interested in my work. I realized that despite the management committee and the stacks of regulations that were written to guide me, I had all the power I needed to do what I wanted to do. The Chamber of Commerce was the sub contractor that hired and fired me. They were at a loss. I was their third director. Paul Greeley, the Chamber’s President and his assistant, Bob Hafey had given me all the support I needed and a green light to make something work. So I went to work, hired Cristobal Rodriguez and Lynn Watkins to take care of the "job program" and I began to devote myself to creating wealth in Brightwood. Wilfredo went to work for Chris. Now I was free to do some real economic development work. The first task was transforming the BED management committee into an adult education forum.

 
the education process

A big part of my trust problem was that no one on the committee, chamber member or neighborhood resident believed in our government's ability or desire to address and solve the problems we had in Brightwood. The Vietnam War had taken away our national innocence and faith in our government. I was on a HUD contract, part of that government. The war on poverty reports were as doctored as the Vietnam reports. My reports of how many jobs we had placed were just as false as the daily body kill reports that Robert McNamara had given Lyndon Johnson. The board wasn't a hostile board, but it really wasn't a supportive board either. I was the third director in six months and I am sure there were bets out as to how long I would last. We hadn't done anything to justify our existence. The previous directors’ reports and my reports were BS. We all played a numbers game, counting everyone possible as a job placement.  Chamber members served on the board when their expertise was needed. The majority membership, however, always remained neighborhood and I decided that its first agenda should not be jobs. Its first purpose should be the wealth and the economy of Brightwood. That was the setting when we came together for our second board meeting in February 1972. 

One of Saul Alinski's "Rules for Radicals" is to have a map on the wall at a scale large enough so that each house in the neighborhood is displayed at least one square centimeter in size. I posted the map in our meeting room at my office on Ormsby Place before the meeting. I remember that meeting as clearly as I remember the night in Kikai Kelaki when the entire men's doctrine class fell asleep on me during my sermon on the virginity of St. Joseph. It was the night that a question gave birth to Casa Credit Union and all of the good things that came out of Casa. Only this time the question was not "Can I pay my sons school fees with fire wood?"

After the formal reports were over I asked the board to indulge me by doing an exercise in which we would try to get a handle on how many dollars were coming into Brightwood each month.  There were eight board members in the room. Fortunately, no one from the Chamber showed up that night. I gave each one a slip of paper and asked them to look at their house on the map and using their best guess, write down the amount of money that comes into their household each month. We agreed they were not to write their names on the slip and that the slips would be gathered up and the information would be used to find a total of all the money that comes into the eight households each month. It didn't matter where the money came from. If it was from a social service agency, a job, a business (legal or illegal), from the above ground or from the under ground economy, it didn't matter. Afterwards the slips would be destroyed.  

We added the slips and then extrapolated to show that if these incomes were average then all of the households in Brightwood would be bringing in over $641,000 every month! The reaction was astounding. One normally does not use the figure $641,000 in describing Brightwood.  


follow the dollar 

With the map to my back, I announced that our survey showed that $641,000 comes into Brightwood every month.  I then asked the board: 

"Is Brightwood a poor neighborhood?"

We continued to refer to the large map on the wall and tried to figure out what happens to the $641,000 that comes into Brightwood each and every month. We began to ask questions. Where does it go? Who decides? Who controls? Who owns? Who benefits? Do rich neighborhoods send dollars to poor neighborhoods or is the opposite true? We began to discover that it wasn't so much the number of dollars but rather the control of the flow of dollars that makes the big difference. Brightwood was an economic basket case. It held its income like a sieve holds water. If the committee was going to draft an economic development plan, it would have to address this basic problem. How does a neighborhood change the velocity (speed and direction) of the dollars that flow into, through and out of a neighborhood? How does a poor neighborhood save money in order to participate in its own development? From that moment of discovery the committee began looking at Brightwood as if it were an underdeveloped country.

I was delighted to find the process I learned in Kikai Kelaki worked in our urban village, Brightwood. That evening we began a neighborhood economics study group. The committee began looking at the possibility of organizing a credit union for Brightwood. We saw it not only as a way of organizing the community's wealth but were more intrigued by its potential as a neighborhood organizer. The committee explored the possibility and began to debate the issue in committee meetings and in newspaper articles.3 The articles and the ongoing discussions over the next years were essential. We were talking to ourselves and in the process we were redefining Brightwood. The first step toward organizing a credit union was for the Brightwood neighbors to be proud of their names and their stories. The next step was to redefine Brightwood in terms of its assets.


redefinition  

How a neighborhood defines itself is critical for its ability to address its problems and grow. When Mahatma Gandhi returned to his native India, he was amazed that it only took a barracks of soldiers to enforce Britain's colonial rule. He wondered how a handful of soldiers was able to control the entire Indian sub-continent. He concluded it was because the Indian had been taught to accept the British definition of what it was to be an Indian. As long as the Indian accepted the British definition it remained "Rule Britannia". The first task for Gandhi was to get the Indians to redefine themselves.

The definition issue has to do with power and control. When professionals do the research, define the problem, and prescribe the solution they are in control. They have the power and they exercise it by defining the neighborhood as poor, not only poor materially but poor spiritually. Neighborhood residents are not asked or expected to be partners in their neighborhood’s development. They are only expected to respond in the ways the social planners have determined. The social workers and community developers got upset when we began to change definitions. Their jobs were secured by the dependency relationships that were part of the "my clients" language. I began to understand why the director of the Springfield Redevelopment Authority was so upset when we decided to buy a home in Brightwood. Is there any wonder why so many urban renewal programs in the US have been disasters?  

When we try to solve social problems from the outside, empirically, with professional planners, community developers and social workers we get caught in a trap. This kind of "top-down" approach requires us to define the community and the target population in terms of its needs and its weaknesses. The definition becomes the wall that outsiders build around the neighborhood. This wall is even more effective than a ten-foot brick wall with razor wire coiled on the top of it. The media backgrounds every one of its stories with the wall. Bankers and Realtors used the wall as an excuse for not investing in the neighborhood. "Fiduciary responsibility" and "problem neighborhood" are code words for "the wall". 

Even though Brightwood was only 1/3 Puerto Rican, the City of Springfield and the media defined Brightwood and Memorial Square as "Puerto Rican neighborhoods". Every Good Friday they would do a story about the Puerto Rican procession down Main Street. I remember the day Tony Cabrera showed me a news story about a Puerto Rican shooting another Puerto Rican. "We are making progress,” said Tony. "Up til now the Springfield papers would only print stories about Puerto Ricans that stab other Puerto Ricans."

We worked hard to break this wall down and it was a constant battle. Prejudices don’t die easily.  It didn't matter that Gary Ferri a Brightwood resident was a very wealthy man. We were a "poor" neighborhood and the media avoided doing a story about him even after he became the President of the Brightwood Corporation. Casa grew to over $1M in assets and made 35 home mortgages in our red-lined neighborhood. Still the media wouldn’t do a story on Casa. Then one night a gang came up from New York and took over $40,000 from Casa’s safe. The media had a difficult time covering the Casa robbery. How could people believe a story of a bank robbery in Brightwood!  

Definition wasn't a big issue in Kikai Kelaki. If Kikai was poor, it was not in spirit or in confidence.  The children of Kikai Kelaki grew up in a secure environment. They were taught to be proud of their names and proud of their stories. By Brightwood standards they were poor but they did not have the disadvantages that Brightwood kids had. Kikai kids did not know they were poor. They thought they were rich! Kikai kids did not have a TV in their homes to tell them for two to three hours every day how poor they were. They did not have years of being put down by social workers and community developers who defined Brightwood in terms of its needs. They did not have a Riverview Public Housing Project to remind them that they lived in a poor neighborhood. Kikai kids did not have their dreams knocked out of them by the time they got married. They were encouraged to dream. 


a new agenda - building a wealthy neighborhood 

The BED committee continued its by-weekly meetings from the time I asked the question, "Is Brightwood a poor neighborhood?" until the office closed in December 1974. Slowly the committee changed its focus from being a management committee to a neighborhood economic development team. The team turned away from micro managing the Jobs program and became an adult education forum. Its first purpose was to get a better understanding of the economy of our neighborhood. This new agenda marked a change in ‘the development' of Brightwood. Until now, residents had been the "objects" of top-down economic development programs. Now they were the "subjects" of a neighborhood development process. It was in these meetings that we learned how to dream beyond the "the great American job". We began to dream of a wealthy Brightwood neighborhood. We were becoming the Brightwood dream team.

Facts tell. Stories sell. I used the meetings to tell stories about the Kikai Kelaki Credit Union. In the beginning the team called me “golden mouth” but they listened. And then my creditability got a big boost by a visitor from Cameroon. 


Benedict Mukong 

In the three years since Ben threw me out of the Credit Union League Board meeting in Bamenda, we had grown to be good friends. We corresponded regularly and I spent time with him at the Buea Conference, at the Rome Conference and the Addis Ababa Conference. On the morning of our marriage I wrote Ben a note that began, “Tonight in a quiet ceremony, Lorraine and I will be wed.” Besides the three in our wedding party, he was the only one I told.

Our roles had changed dramatically since I first met Ben in his home in Babanki Tungo. I was a world traveler then and Ben was a retired teacher planning to stay on his farm for the rest of his life. In March 1972 my job was limited to a small neighborhood. Ben was the President of the Africa Cooperative Savings and Credit Association (ACOSCA). He was just from a tour of Europe and on his way to attend a World Council of Credit Unions meeting in Halifax. 

The Springfield Daily News, the local TV station and the Brightwood Voice did stories on the “distinguished foreign visitor, the Honorable Benedict Mukong”. I arranged a talking schedule that included the Chamber of Commerce, the Urban League, Springfield College faculty and the Rotary. Ben knew what I was doing. I needed the creditability of the third party expert. But the best part of his visit was the three evenings we spent with Ben catching up on all the news from Cameroon.

Ben brought us raffia handbags with a blessing and the date of our marriage woven into the fabric. He told us that his wife Ellie had just given birth to a daughter and they were naming her Lorraine. We told Ben our news. Lorraine was pregnant. 


a Brightwood Credit Union? 

The BED questions and discussions were laying the foundation for a neighborhood development credit union. Gradually we were moving from planning into action. 

Our office employed Jeff Nugent, a student on a summer project, to conduct a house-by-house survey to find out if a credit union was something that the neighborhood would support. The survey results supported the need for a credit union because I designed it that way. I am not a big believer in surveys. Professionals use surveys to promote their agency’s agenda.   

The important thing in a survey is not the results but the questions and the way they are framed. By the questions we asked and by the way the questions were asked, it did not surprise me that almost everyone in Brightwood wanted a credit union. We knew a credit union would be very important to people in the neighborhood. We needed the survey to demonstrate to the outsiders that the banks were not serving the neighborhood and that a credit union would address the needs that were not being served. The survey was an important tool, or better a weapon we used to make the case for a credit union charter. 

The BED committee meetings realized that in order to organize and serve the neighborhood, the credit union would have to be three things. 

First, it must be able to compete with the branch banks surrounding the neighborhood. It would have to be run professionally and to be open at convenient times in a convenient location. Finally the people needed to be assured their money was safe in their credit union.  

Second, the credit union must remain a neighborhood institution with a neighborhood agenda. It could not wind up disinvesting the neighborhood in the way the branch banks were disinvesting Brightwood. The credit union would have to understand the neighborhood as its market and not only know how to make good loans to its members but also how to develop the neighborhood by the reinvestment of its excess capital.  

Third, the credit union would become the neighborhood organizer and educator. Its agenda would be the economics of Brightwood. Its curriculum would be an adult education process that includes all the subjects from how to run a successful banking business to how to create wealth in the neighborhood to defining community and economic development. The credit union's growth would have to be measured not only by how it performs as a business but also by how it benefits each of its members and the Brightwood and Memorial Square neighborhoods.  It would have many bottom lines. 

The credit union had to be a cooperative in the fullest sense, owned and controlled by neighborhood residents. The board, the manager and the staff would be neighborhood residents. The neighborhood would have to find and train the profes​sionals from among its own. Residents would have to pick up many of the skills by doing.  Data would be collected along the way.  

In 1972 we had battles on all sides. On the left we had community people who suspected our motives. On the right we had the banks. Paul Greeley asked me to talk to the Chamber Board one morning and I told them how the banks in Springfield had "discredited" Brightwood and Memorial Square. This was before the term "red line" and the Community Reinvestment Act (CRA). The Chamber and the City had a program going on at the time: "Turn in the Pusher". They called it the TIP program. In my talk I told the Chamber Board that in Brightwood we were starting a new program, the TIB program. Turn in the banker!4
After nine months of study and discussion, we held an organization meeting on October 4, 1972.  This was the first and last meeting of the Brightwood Credit Union. Even though this meeting failed in its intent, i.e. the chartering of the Brightwood Credit Union, it was a significant meeting.   

That night the committee looked carefully at all the steps and difficulties involved in obtaining a credit union charter. Until that night the conversation had been speculative, the limits were our imaginations. That night the committee discovered that their petition was weak.  Politically, we were still only a very small group. The neighborhood survey was inconclusive. Many people in the neighborhood were skeptical and thought the committee should be spending more time on immediate issues like fighting harder for jobs for residents.

The Commissioner of Banks regulates credit unions in Massachusetts. He was in strong opposition to our organizing a credit union and turned down our petition for a charter. The Commissioner's credit union staff did not think a neighborhood, much less a low-income neighborhood, was a good organizational base. Their argument amounted to saying that a neighborhood in America does not provide a strong common bond. As evidence they pointed to the dismal record of neighborhood-based credit unions, especially in recent years, in inner city neighborhoods. They had been burned by OEO sponsored credit unions in the poverty programs of the sixties. These were social experiments that ended in massive failures despite the millions of dollars that were spent organizing and supporting them.5
The good news was Al LaRiviere the President of the Pioneer Valley Credit Union League and staff of the State Credit Union Association came to our meeting and offered us encouragement and support. More important, the committee remained convinced a neighborhood development credit union was necessary. So we faced the task of overcoming several large barriers. One, we had to find a way to get a charter. Two, we had to educate more people in the neighborhood. The discussion and the adult education process had to be broadened. 


Paul Greeley

Despite my remarks to the bankers on his board, Paul Greeley stuck by me. I think he admired the fact that I lived in Brightwood and was committed to my job. Paul became the kind of mentor and supporter that Jappie was in Cameroon. I remember my first evaluation at the end of 1972. Paul told me how much he admired the way I related to low-income people. I couldn't help myself. I told him with what he was paying me it wasn't hard to relate to low-income people! Paul still stuck by me and became one of Brightwood's staunchest promoters and partners in our development.

I remember one night in particular when Paul came to bat for Brightwood. The Brightwood Community Center had received a grant of $10,000 for "leadership training". The board wanted to hire Roger Burnell, a by-lingual community organizer who was known and respected in the community. The Springfield Redevelopment Authority (SRA) Board wanted to hire Billy Sullivan, the Mayor of Springfield, to give the various boards in the neighborhood training in parliamentary procedure. It was a standoff. The SRA Board did not trust the residents of Brightwood to make the correct decision and the Brightwood neighbors did not like or want "their" money to be spent for the prescription that the SRA Board thought was best for Brightwood. I asked Paul to intervene.

Paul appeared at the SRA Board meeting the night the grant was to be decided. He asked if he could address the board and with their permission went to a black board in the room, picked up a piece of chalk and began writing. He was writing the names of projects that the SRA Board had approved over the past ten years. Next to each project he wrote a number. I discovered later that each of the projects he named were projects that the SRA screwed up and the dollar figure represented the amount of tax money that was lost as a result of each of the projects. Paul turned from the blackboard and like Christ looking up from the sand, said to the commissioners: "I think the Brightwood Neighborhood Council should be allowed to misspend a $10,000 grant without the SRA’s help. Like the Pharisees in the parable none of the commissioners wanted to cast the first vote. Paul won the case for Brightwood.


partnerships
The support we received from Al LaRiviere and the Massachusetts Credit Union League was typical of the credit union spirit and support I had experienced in my travels around the country while I was with CRS. This relationship helped me as I transitioned into my new life as a civilian and the director of the BED Office. 

Before I left CRS, I took an engagement to be the keynote speaker at the Annual Meeting of the Connecticut Credit Union League in Bridgeport on Saturday, January 29, 1972. I didn't tell them I had left the priesthood so as I left the house that afternoon I put on my black suit and roman collar for the last time and drove to Bridgeport.

I had met Bob Dolan at the Connecticut League office on a visit there in 1971 when I was raising money for my Rome conference work. I met him again on the night of my talk. He told me that he was going to work with Geno Baroni at the National Center for Urban Ethnic Affairs (NCUEA) in Washington. What was more exciting, he told me NCUEA was looking for inner city credit union models to fund.  This news was the answer to a prayer. I was looking for a first "credentializing" grant for start-up operating capital for the Brightwood Credit Union.

Several people Paul asked to serve on the BED Committee became strong partners, allies and advocates for our program. Bill Glover, Bob Ley and Dick Booth were three men who gave months of time and talent. Bill was an entrepreneur who worked in the oil distribution business. Bob had owned a construction company for years and owned an airplane. He not only gave time and talent he gave us free airtime and piloted us on several business trips. Dick Booth was the retired President of Third National Bank, the largest bank in Springfield. He was still feared and revered in the business community and could open any business doors we needed to get through.

They helped us organize the Chores Corporation to help the elderly in their homes and to employ and teach skills to local residents. They helped us form the Brightwood Corporation to develop a shopping center on the corner of Fisk and Plainfield Streets, in the center of Brightwood. Dick Booth helped Casa Credit Union work with the Third National Bank. This partnership would be a very important part of the Casa Credit Union success story.  

foreign aid

I knew we would need start-up capital. I phoned Bob Dolan. He had moved to Washington D. C. and was now working for NCUEA. Bob was planning a trip with another staff member, Floyd Agostinelli, to New Haven, Connecticut the following week. Using my granstmanship skills, I invited myself to dinner in New Haven with Bob and Floyd.  

During dinner I told them what we were doing in Brightwood and how I had applied what I learned from the Kikai Kelaki experience to organizing a credit union. They were especially interested in my theory that a Credit Union is a community organizer. In this regard, we talked about the concept of a Community Development Credit Union and what constituted a CDCU. It would have to be three institutions in one: A financial institution, a neighborhood institution and an institution of learning. We all liked to drink and I was invited to their room where we continued drinking and philosophizing about credit unions.  

I knew I had secured the grant and was looking for a respectable way out when I tilted my Howard Johnson chair too far against its two back legs and the thing collapsed under me in a pile of kindling. "Now I blew it" was my thought, as I looked up from the floor at the other two.

"Tony is embarrassed," said Floyd as he pushed Dolan off his chair and proceeded to smash it into twenty pieces. Not to be outdone, Bob grabbed Floyd's chair and bashed it to smithereens. I don’t know how they explained or paid for the chairs. We continued on through the rest of the night sitting on the beds, drinking and talking. That evening was the start of a life long friendship with Floyd Agostinelli and after the night in Connecticut, I was sure that we would get a grant from NCUEA.    

Floyd invited me to attend a conference on neighborhood organizations at Catholic University in Washington in June where I met Geno Baroni, the President of NCUEA and all of the neighborhood heroes. Floyd wanted me to come to work with him at the Center the next year. At first I said yes but later decided that it would be unfair to leave Brightwood.


Casa Credit Union

In early 1973, we began meeting with the Board of Casa Credit Union. Casa is the Spanish word for "the house". Casa was organized in 1965 as part of a social club for Spanish speaking residents of Hamden County. They had recently moved their office into the neighborhood and were open for business on Thursday nights. Five volunteer board members ran Casa. When we met they had less than fifty active members. Casa had been on the decline since 1970 and the board was discouraged. Still they agreed to meet and to discuss the possibility of expanding their membership to cover anyone who lived in Brightwood or Memorial Square.

We never came to an agreement about the details but in the meantime the members of the BED committee joined Casa and volunteered to fill vacant seats on Casa's board. By the spring of 1973, Casa's monthly board meeting became a neighborhood economics discussion forum.    Casa's old board members were also becoming excited about the possibility of a turn around. BED committee members were learning how to run a credit union.  After some more months of study and learning, we agreed to expand Casa's field of membership from a small parish credit union to a neighborhood credit union.

To open up full time, Casa needed a grant for start-up operating capital. In the summer of 1973, NCUEA's Committee on Economic Development Capitalization ("Capitalization Committee") asked Casa to participate in a demonstration project. The Capitali​zation Committee wanted to show that with adequate initial capital and with competent management, neighborhood credit unions serving predominantly low-income communities can become self-financing and effective community based economic development institutions. With the help of their staff, Casa made a three-year business projection and requested grant for $50,000. NCUEA awarded the grant and all of a sudden we discovered that we were trustees of a $50,000 credit union. We only needed a few changes to enable us to become a neighborhood credit union.

1973 was a very long year in which the committee also became involved with many other neighborhood economic issues. It was a year of meetings and more meetings. We invited outsiders into the discussion, people from other neighborhood organizations, credit unions and cooperatives, attorneys, bankers, architects and developers. There seemed to be more fights than usual that year, fights with the redevelopment authority, the builders, employers, and within the group. But what was most important, the group stayed together. Without realizing it, we were hammering out a neighborhood economic development plan. Casa Credit Union would be the cornerstone of the plan.

1973 was a paper year for the committee. Everything was on paper. Nothing seemed to be happening. Yet in the many meetings we did the most important thing of all. Imperceptibly we were laying the foundation. Not for a building but for a neighborhood institution building process that was at the same time critical and creative. We got to know one another not only as individuals but also as neighbors. As new members came into the conversation and some old members dropped out, the group became self-renewing in the finest sense. Bit by bit and one by one we became committed to the idea of building strong neighborhood institutions that would be owned and controlled by neighborhood residents. They were businesses, yes, but they were also businesses with social purposes. Economics is supposed to be a social science.

The education process, the many meetings and the long hours of discussion began to pay off.  The momentum began to build until the credit union was the most popular item on the neighborhood agenda. On November 5th, 1973, BED committee members drove to Boston to attend a public hearing at the Commissioner of Banks office. The Commissioner granted Casa a formal hearing on their request to change its membership to include "a11 those who live, work and worship" in the Brightwood and Memorial Square neighborhoods and to change the hours of operation and its address to 4 Ormsbee Street. A state repre​sentative, the mayor, the Chamber of Commerce, and presidents of Springfield's five largest banks and S& L's wrote letters of support for our petition. The petition was granted despite opposition from the Commissioner's staff who predicted that Casa would go into liquidation within six months.

We now had our hands on an organization that had the potential to take our economy back from the banks and the large corporations and return it to the control of household economists in our neighborhood. The task of building Casa into a powerful neighborhood development credit union would be something like eating an elephant. We first had to convince ourselves we could do it. Then we would build Casa, one bite at a time. The first thing we needed to do was change our thinking from the past to the future tense.

For the past eight years Casa’s Board had been governing a small credit union. Now they were beginning to think and talk about the powerful credit union they could become. Shortly after we got our new charter the board discovered their new power. Up until then Casa had been doing business with a small locally owned bank on the south side of Springfield. We discovered that the interest we were paid on our savings was low and the bank’s charges for services were high. We shared our new business plan to expand Casa and asked the bank if they would consider paying a higher rate on our overnight deposits and waive the fees for services they had been charging. They refused to negotiate so we began shopping for a new bank. Paul Greeley pointed us to the Third National Bank, one of the biggest banks in Springfield. After presenting our plan and making our case, the bank was more than happy to partner with Casa. They offered a 50% higher interest on our deposits and agreed to waive their service fees. The bank did not come to this decision because of its social conscience. I sincerely believe we sold this bank on the potential it could gain in partnering with Casa. After we proposed to switch banks, several of the older board members went to our bank and offered the president an opportunity to match the deal. He wouldn't budge so the following week we closed our account and moved it to the Third National Bank.

On Christmas Eve, Elena Ayella, Casa’s Vice President telephoned me. She had received a call from the president of our former bank asking her to meet with him that afternoon. Elena was nervous and wanted me to go with her. When the banker made an emotional appeal to Elena's loyalty, Elena assured him the board’s decision wasn’t personal. It was a business decision. On the way out of his office, the bank president handed Elena a Poinsettia plant. As we got into the car, Elena looked at me and smiled. "I'm beginning to understand our power. A bank president never gave me a Poinsettia plant before!"


growth

Thirty members attended the annual meeting at the end of November and approved all the bylaw changes. In the first week of January 1974, Casa moved into its new offices at 4 Ormsbee Street.  Casa took over two rooms on the ground floor of the four-​family flat we converted into office space. My office was on the second floor. The SRA offices occupied the remainder of the building. Number 4 was the only building left on Ormsbee St. Vacant “urban renewal” lots surrounded it. When "urban removal" took the building that Leonard's Drugstore was in, we moved the SRA offices out and offered them a temporary home in 4 Ormsbee.6
When it opened, Casa was worth about $50,000, including an old safe, seven chairs, an air conditioner, and notes amounting to just over $30,000 in loans to members. 30% of these loans were delinquent.  

The New England Telephone Workers Credit Union adopted Casa as its project for the year and began to train the board and a candidate for the manager's position. They gave Casa a beginning stock of forms and some used equipment. In February the board received the first payment on the NCUEA grants, approved a budget and hired three staff. The manager had been a professional consumer counselor in my office and the two assistants were VISTA volunteers who lived in the neighborhood. By the end of February, one of the VISTA volunteers quit, and by the end of March the manager quit.  

At an emergency meeting in April the Casa Board offered the job of manager to its vice president, Tony Cabrera. Tony was a tool and die maker by profession who had lived in the neighborhood for almost twenty years. He had been very active in the conversion of Casa. Tony asked for a perfor​mance contract. We agreed on a goal of 1,000 members and $200,000 in good loans by the end of one year. As a long-range plan, the board adopted a three-year growth projection to reach $1,000,000 in good loans outstanding. This would give enough revenue to make Casa self-sufficient and self-financing by the end of the three years. The board set a goal for delinquency at less than 5% within one year. It set a goal for an average share savings per member to be $200 within one year. The plan included an ideal loan portfolio and a program for non-member deposits to supplement local savings.

That night a new Casa was born. The $25,000 grant in February increased the assets by 50%. In April, the board put $5,000 into reserve for bad debts to fulfill the letter of the law and had the audacity to declare a 6% dividend. They placed big signs on the new counter declaring that savings in Casa are fully insured and receive 6% dividends. They bought two used posting machines and Tony Cabrera and his assistant, Tess Kestler (the remaining VISTA volunteer) went to work. Their newly painted and carpeted office was designed to show off the big safe door. Now everyone who came in knew they were in a bank where their money was safe. The members responded. Loans began coming back on time and delinquency was reduced to less than 5% by the end of 1974.

The board began to manage by objectives. The staff ran the office on a day-to-day basis. The board and its committees met monthly or when necessary. They reviewed loans and studied the bottom lines on the monthly reports. In the second quarter Casa reached its $100,000 goal in shares. Casa began selling money orders and offering club accounts to members. As soon as Casa began cashing checks for its members, lines formed behind the two teller windows and membership grew to over 400 accounts. By June, Casa was open six days a week and the staff was overworked. The board hung a graph on the wall behind the counter where no one could miss seeing it. It took Casa nine years to reach $100,000. In six months, July to December 1974, Casa's assets doubled to $200,000.

In 1975 Casa's assets doubled again to just over $400,000. To show this graphically, a new page was glued on top of the old one every time Casa passed through another $100,000 mark. By February 1976, the graph was five sheets long, with two almost vertical lines (shares and loans) extending almost from the floor to the ceiling. But the graphs tell only a small part of the story. A closer look at the four crucial growth years (1974-77) tells another story. Casa's management was a very dynamic group of people. Sometimes the board was in control, sometimes the staff was in control, and sometimes we were uncertain who was in control as the credit union grew from one crisis to the next.  But the people's confidence in their Casa grew through it all.


credit is a Latin word for trust

Building trust requires big investments. The hours spent with the Casa board and its committees were important investments. The trust fund grew when the NCUEA Capitalization Committee gave the Casa Board a check for $25,000 and only told them to report quarterly on how it was spent.  Certainly this trust was tested when the board put $5,000 into reserves in order to declare an immediate dividend of 6%. The board took a gamble that paid off. The grantor's trust begot trust. In May 1974, the board gave Cabrera the freedom to make loans up to $500 on his own judgment. Prior to this, every loan had to be approved by at least two of the three members of the credit committee before the loan could be granted. The credit committee regularly reviewed these decisions and continued to criticize some of the decisions but were committed to signing their approval as long as the policy remained in effect. Because of this trust, Cabrera was able to give almost six times more loans in 1974 than Casa gave in 1973. This was more than Casa had given in the past three years.

In a credit union the most important sign of trust is the member's share savings. By the end of 1975, the average share account had risen from less than $50 to over $400. But no statistic will ever impress me as much as the woman with the "cold cash". That night my belief in the strength of our "trust fund" was confirmed. I was alone that night in the Ormsbee Street office substituting for Cabrera. Enter an old woman with a large handbag. She could speak little English, and I, little Spanish. At first she would only talk to "the manager". Finally she looked beyond the tall gringo in font of her and put her trust in Casa. She reached into her bag and pulled out something ice cold and solid, wrapped in frosty aluminum foil and handed it to me. Steam was coming off the frost on the foil. It looked like a package of fish right out of the freezer. As I unfolded the aluminum wrap, the tightly compressed $100, $50 and $20 bills jumped out of the package. Thousands of dollars fell all over the counter. Cold cash! As I counted it I was even more nervous than she. A few confused minutes later, I completed the transaction and the old woman left with only a 5-cent passbook in her bag. She had given trust to Casa that she had never given a bank. Her trust reminded me of the night Thomas Tume deposited his life's savings in the Kikai Kelaki Credit Union. 


neighborhood power

Once a neighborhood community learns to trust its members and organize its income and wealth in a credit union, the results are astounding. In 1975, Brightwood was a "red-lined" neighborhood. Springfield banks gave no mortgage loans on Brightwood homes in 1975. Casa gave 13, amounting to $76,000. The average mortgage was only $5,846 but as a result of this activity, the value of a home in Brightwood increased. I know this to be true. With Paul Greeley’s intervention and a VA loan, we purchased our home on Abbe Ave. in 1973 for $13,600. By the time we sold it five years later Casa had created a healthy home market and we had no trouble getting our asking price, $18,500. 

Casa's investments in Brightwood encouraged many others to invest their savings to buy houses in Brightwood or to take out loans to improve their homes. This activity not only increased the value of our homes, it built a pride in the neighborhood that had been taken away by the war on poverty programs. As Casa became more active in the real estate market it was inevitable that sooner or later it would have to do battle with the power elite in the Springfield and regional banking, real estate and development businesses. 

The land’s ownership and use are critical factors in determining a neighborhood’s wealth. Even as an endangered neighborhood declines in wealth, the land remains. As the value of the land goes down, there are industries that have learned how to profit by exploiting a neighborhood’s decline. The war on poverty not only gave a host of poverty workers good incomes, it made many realtors and developers rich. I call them community development sharks. Some work on their own peddling panic to buy houses cheap and renting at high rates to people who no longer have access to capital. These are the little sharks. They just get rich. The big sharks studied the community redevelopment legislation and entered into public-private partnerships with the development authority. These are the big sharks. They get filthy rich. 

If neighborhood values were to be represented in the development process, Casa had to become a developer. Casa had to break down the ghetto wall that surrounded it and become a force to be reckoned with in the Brightwood and Memorial Square real estate markets. This meant Casa had to get rid of the sharks and become a partner in Brightwood’s development. Two stories illustrate how Casa became a powerful developer. In the first story Casa took on a little shark. The second story is about a battle with a big shark.

Mr. G. had been a long time resident of Brightwood who had moved out of the neighborhood several years ago and was renting his two family home on Abbe Avenue to two Puerto Rican families. He was dying of Cancer and needed money to pay bills so he put his home on the market for $6,500. His downstairs tenant, Mr. B., was a young man with a family of 4 who held two jobs and brought in a good income. Mr. B's brother lived upstairs, was employed and paid rent. Mr. B. was unable to get a mortgage from any of the banks and the real estate agent discouraged him from trying to buy the house. At the same time the agent told Mr. G that he had an offer (from a friend of the agent) of  $5,500 and that no one else was interested in buying his home. Mr. G signed a contract. Fortunately before the closing Br. B went to Casa and was approved for a loan. When the agent told Mr. B the home had been sold we smelled a rat. When Casa threatened to take the case to the Board of Realtors, the agents backed out of the contract and Mr. B purchased the home for $6,500. Casa loaned $5,000 for ten years and Mr. B paid $1,500 down.  

Within eight months after the sale, Mr. B replaced the roof, painted the outside, painted and papered the inside, up and down. He insulated the attic and screened in the front porch. After completing the work, Mr. B was offered $ 15,000 for the house. Mr. B's grandfather lived on the same block and had given up on the neighborhood and was determined to leave. Casa's commitment to his grandson changed his attitude 180 degrees. He no longer badmouthed his neighbors and spent $3,500 to have his home sided! 

In August 1974 the Springfield Redevelopment Authority announced a large elderly housing project for Brightwood and the SRA had named a “preferred developer” to build the apartment complex. The developer was a very large Massachusetts builder. SRA had promised the Brightwood Neighborhood Council it would keep the Council informed of any developments it was considering before announcing a decision. We felt betrayed when we learned from the Springfield Daily News one of the biggest construction companies in the state was planning to build another large public housing project in Brightwood. It soon became obvious why we were not informed. The SRA knew the neighborhood was unanimously opposed to more large-track, large-scale projects. Riverview and Pynchon Terrace were already more public housing than any one neighborhood needed. Three of the five Riverview high-rise towers were closed because of problems. Pynchon Terrace was not fully rented. It was to be a mixed income project but so far it could only attract low-income families. 

So SRA had a problem. Behind closed doors it had given preferred developer status to the Carabetta Brothers Construction Company to build a third high-density, high-rise, public housing complex in Brightwood. To give this green light to the developer the SRA had to break its promise to the Brightwood Neighborhood Council. To understand why they would act in such a treacherous manner is to understand the urban renewal process. 

The City of Springfield with money from the US Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) had entered into a contract with the SRA to clear land in Brightwood and then develop it. In 1969 and 1970 SRA cleared lots of land in Brightwood. First Riverview and then Pynchon Terrace took two large tracts of land from the neighborhood for “developments”. Now SRA had an opportunity to get rid of one last remaining large track of land for one last “development” in Brightwood. This would be another feather in the Authority’s cap. When this project was done they could declare the Brightwood Development Project a success and then get out of Brightwood. It was not every day a company as big as this comes along with a plan and financing. I can hear the conversation in that closed SRA Board Room. “Let’s go for it!” 

Dealing with the neighborhood folks would be a little messy for a short while but the SRA reckoned it could handle the problem. It had already foisted two projects on the neighborhood. All they needed to do was push one more down the neighborhood’s throat. To make the project more palatable it was touted as a housing project for the elderly. Now who would oppose housing for the elderly? If that wasn’t enough reason to make our opposition seem obstructive, the construction company partnered with the Springfield Alliance of Christians and Jews and enlisted the city’s religious leaders to promote the project. 

SRA miscalculated Brightwood’s opposition. It had been several years since Pynchon Terrace. In the meantime Brightwood had become organized politically and economically. It was my last months on the job and the last thing I wanted was a fight, especially a fight with big sharks. But I had no choice. I had to join the fight. It raged for several months. I won’t go into details but it all came to a head at a televised SRA meeting in November. I was there with a group of Brightwood neighbors. In the middle of the discussion, the attorney representing the developer accused me of extortion. I don’t know why he picked on me. Perhaps I got too far out in front of the fight and he figured he could scare me and I might back down. I sat quietly while he was yelling and pointing his finger in my direction. Then all of a sudden Elena Ayella stood up, moved in front of me, and raised her arms in a crucifixion pose. It was a TV 6:00 news moment. With the entire city watching, Elena shouted back at the attorney: "I see what is happening. Tony Barnicle is a little fish and you are going to kill him. Well there are other little fishes in Brightwood you will have to kill also. If you want to kill Tony Barnicle you have to kill me first!" 

The gavel banged the meeting back to order. I watched the TV crews packing up to get the film clips back to the studio on time for the 6:00 news. I was so overcome by the theater of the event that I missed the voice vote to table the motion to continue the preferred developer status for the Carabetta Brothers Construction Company. When I came back to my senses the meeting was adjourned and I was standing in the hall waiting for an elevator. The attorney who accused me of extortion hadn’t missed the implication of the vote. He was at my side asking forgiveness and inviting me to have lunch to talk the whole thing over. When I refused the invitation he asked: “Don’t you trust me?”

I looked at Elena and a group of neighbors waiting for another elevator and pointing to them I answered: “Oh, I trust you but I don’t think they will trust me!”


I have a master’s degree!

I had prepared for my career as an Industrial Engineer with four and a half years of study at St. Louis University. I had prepared for my career as a missionary priest with six more postgraduate years of intense study, two years with the Jesuit scholastics at St. Louis University and four years at St. Joseph’s College in London. I took a job as a community developer on Friday, January 14th, married Lorraine on Saturday, had a honeymoon on Sunday and went to work on Monday! 

It has taken me 32 years to learn how to live a married life. Fortunately Lorraine has been patient and is committed to learning the same program. We worked through our inexperience. Unfortunately there were some people in Brightwood who were not as willing to put up with my inexperience as a community developer. By the end of my first month in office I had been punched in the nose, dodged snowballs filled with rocks, had my office trashed, and my life threatened! No wonder I would ask the question: “What in the hell am I doing here?”

About the same time the BED committee went through the “follow the dollar” exercise, I began looking for answers. If community development was a legitimate profession where can I learn the discipline? Is there an institute that can teach me this science/art and give me the necessary credentials to practice it? I asked the questions and someone sent me to Jack Harris. When the student is ready, the teacher appears.

Jack was in charge of a graduate program offering a Masters Degree in Community Development. There were only a handful of programs in the US like the one at Springfield College. The course was exactly what I was looking for and I found it right in my back yard. Jack was exactly the mentor I needed. He accepted me into the graduate program on February 24th 1972. Because of my Credit Union experience in Cameroon, he gave me credit for 6 hours and he asked me to help the College plan and develop a program in International Community Development. Over the next 14 months I squeezed my class work in between moving into Brightwood, having a baby (Lorraine did most of the work) and working in Brightwood. I graduated magna cum laude in June 1973. To make it even better, the U. S. Government paid for the education under my G. I Bill. But most important I got the answer to my question. 


community development 

“Community development is a social process by which human beings can become more competent to live with and gain some control over local aspects of a frustrating and changing world.” - Biddle and Biddle 7
That is the classic definition from the Community Development Bible. Here is what it means.

I was doing my 1974 Christmas shopping when I ran into Paul Greeley. "Don't ever whine again about Brightwood’s lack of power.” Paul told me the SRA did not take the motion off the table at their December meeting and unless they were to call a special meeting, which Paul said they would not do, the preferred developer status for the Carabetta Brothers would die on December 31st. In the meantime Mayor Billie Sullivan is in hiding and isn't returning phone calls from Senator Brooks, Senator Kennedy, the Governor and every other powerful person in the state.  “The project is dead." Paul said, “When Elena stood up, she stopped it.”

When Elena stood up she not only stopped a project she stood up for her neighborhood. She was not just defending me, she was defending her community. I couldn’t stop thinking what a significant and powerful thing she did when she stood up. 

A story is told about a reporter who asked Boris Yeltsin what convinced him to dedicate his health and life to bring freedom to the people of the Soviet Union? He said Lech Welesa, the shipyard worker who organized the solidarity party that liberated Poland, inspired him. The reporter then visited Lech Welesa and asked the same question. Lech’s answer: “I was inspired by the life of Dr. Martin Luther King. The reporter went to King’s writings and there he discovered that the one person who most influenced Dr. King and moved him out of the pulpit and onto the street was Rosa Parks’ courage to sit in the front of the bus.  

Did Rosa Parks know that when she sat down on the bus that day she would cause the civil rights movement? Did Rosa Parks know that when she sat down on the bus that day she would topple the oppressive polish government? Did Rosa Parks know that when she sat down on the bus that day she would start the process that would eventually destroy the United Soviet Socialistic Republic and liberate the millions of people living behind the iron curtain? 

When Elena Ayella stood up and shouted at the attorney did she realize that she was drawing a line in the sand just like Rosa Parks did when she sat down on in the seat reserved for white people only. Did Elena understand she was redefining Brightwood for the SRA and the Springfield community? Did Elena understand she was telling me, “Tony, you have done a good job. Thank you. You can leave now. We are going to take care of things here from now on.”  

Moments like this justify the community development process. The purpose of community development is the person. It is not Casa Credit Union or the houses Casa financed or any of the businesses Casa helped build. 

I was struggling with a decision. In January 1975, my Brightwood Social Service Contract with the Springfield Chamber of Commerce ended and Casa Credit Union, entering its adolescence, would be on its own. Casa had grown from $34,000 in 1973 to $195,000 in 1975 but it was not big enough to address the neighborhood agenda. Paul Greeley offered me a job with the Chamber but I wanted to get out of the job world and work on my own. NCUEA offered me a contract to work with them as a consultant to their credit union program. I accepted their offer on the condition that I could remain in Brightwood. At the end of December I moved out of my BED office and into an office I made for myself on the third floor of our home on Abbe Ave. It was a dream come true. I owned my own business and was working out of my home. I was living in Brightwood where I could continue to work with Casa.  

As I was leaving my job with BED and moving my home office, the Casa community development process began bearing fruit. When the community development process works, wonderful things happen. The Brightwood Corporation, the Brightwood Shopping Center and the Brightwood Development Corporation are examples of what can happen when a neighborhood decides to organize around economic issues starting with a community development credit union. Casa provided the discussion forum and the leadership. The Casa experience gave the neighborhood a "can-do" mentality. So when the conversation moved from the mobilization of local savings to neighborhood development, it was only natural that we would start talking about the need for better housing and a grocery store in Brightwood.

Brightwood Corporation 

It had been years since Brightwood had a grocery store and other neighborhood stores that are important to a neighborhood’s economy. We talked about it. The need for neighborhood shops was frequently on Casa’s agenda. But finding a grocery store and building a shopping center would be much harder than organizing a credit union. Besides, that wasn't Casa's job so we organized the Brightwood Corporation (BC).

Gary Ferri was elected president. Gary was retired, white and wealthy. He had raised a family in Brightwood. His wife had passed away and his children had left the neighborhood to take up very successful businesses and professional careers. Gary had options but he chose to stay in his home now surrounded by empty lots. His home was just two empty lots east of the Riverview High Rise Public Housing complex. But Gary remembered the way Brightwood used to be when you could walk to the store to get everything you needed. 

I'm glad Gary was elected president for several reasons. One, we didn't have the money to hire a staff. Gary was retired. He didn’t want to be paid and had time to devote to the BC's agenda. Two, he was smart and dedicated to the task. I had a third reason. Because Gary was white and wealthy, he would cause the media, social workers and downtown heartburn. They would not be able to fit Gary into their stereotype of a person from Brightwood who, in their minds, had to be poor and Puerto Rican. Gary was a lovable character. He didn't walk, he darted around with a bag of dog biscuits in one pocket to buy off the dogs and candy in the other to buy off the kids. 

Gary and the other members of the BC had a dream and the excitement. The Casa experience gave them the belief that their dream was possible but they did not have the skills to develop a Shopping Center and I couldn’t help. A Shopping Center, like most Community Development Corporation projects requires technical skills far beyond the skills that are needed to grow a credit union. So the BC asked - and it received. Paul Greeley put us in touch with Dick Booth, the retired bank president who was respected and feared by the power brokers downtown. In the process of helping us build the Shopping Center, he became respected and loved in Brightwood. 

I will never forget the first night we met with Dick to go over details of our plan to build the Shopping Center. The room was a good representative sample of the Brightwood population when in the middle of the discussion Dick asked, "Who will carry the white man's burden?". We had moved so far down the trust road that we all laughed, accepting the question with the honesty and sincerity in which it was asked.  


Brightwood Cooperative Market

After months of discussion, BC had completed and approved the architect's plans. Dick had helped the BC get the financing. Three major banks and Casa would partner to provide the construction loan and later would carry the note for BC. BC had signed three tenants to long-term lease contracts; Leonard's Drugstore, Casa, and Royland's Cleaners. But we needed the anchor, a full service grocery store. We couldn't find a grocery store willing to locate in Brightwood. So we decided to organize the Brightwood Cooperative Market.

Of all the neighborhood institutions that I would not recommend organizing, neighborhood retail cooperatives would rank near the top of the list. Cooperatives are challenges and cooperatively run supermarkets are super big challenges. But we didn't have a lot of time and we had the attitude that we would do whatever it takes to get the Center off the ground.  

Lorraine was a member of the Brightwood Food Buying Club, a small but dedicated group of neighbors that had formed a cooperative to buy organically grown vegetables and natural foods. They ran their store out of the back of a van that traveled the neighborhood to deliver its produce every week. I called them the nuts and berries club. They were very unlikely candidates to run a full service grocery store.  But we didn't have much time and we needed an anchor store.

Members of the BC Board joined the Brightwood Cooperative and took vacant positions on the Cooperative Board. We voted to issue shares in the cooperative for $25. We then voted to sign a ten year lease with the Brightwood Corporation in the soon to be built Brightwood Shopping Center. Everyone was happy except the SBA.  

The banks and Casa wanted Small Business Administration (SBA) loan insurance. When we met with the SBA attorney in Boston, he had a problem with the Cooperative as the major tenant for two reasons. The SBA, by law, could not finance Cooperatives. This was not a big problem. With the banks, the Chamber of Commerce and the City behind the project, BC quickly got an exception. His second objection was a bigger one. Our Cooperative did not deserve a loan.  

At the closing rehearsal in Boston, the SBA attorney insisted each of the 25 members of the Board would have to pledge their assets, including their homes as collateral against the construction loan. I was shocked, especially since Lorraine was one of the board members and in my heart I knew that the Cooperative did not stand a chance of surviving. The game plan was to start with the Cooperative and as soon as we opened, sell it to a privately owned grocery store. Our attorney, a young man who Dick Booth found for us, did not seem to be disturbed with the requirement. His wife was not on the Coop Board. I sat quietly because I did not want to blow the deal.  

One of the missing pieces in my Springfield College Community Development curriculum was a course in manipulation. Maybe “The Prince” by Machiavelli should be required reading. When a neighborhood is starting to organize it is up against a stacked deck. Economic and political systems oppress the neighborhood with laws and regulations designed to maintain the status quo. In order to overcome the odds you have to start by breaking the rules. The same people who wrote the oppressive laws argue, “The end does not justify the means.” My answer is, “If the end does not justify the means, then what does?” 

I remembered the story of the gentle mule trainer. A mule lover brought her pet mule to him and asked if she could watch the process. The trainer agreed, looked at the mule, picked up a bat, swung it in a wide ark and hit the mule on the top of its head. “Stop” she said, “I thought you said you were a gentle trainer.” “I am”, the trainer replied, “but first I must gain its attention.”   

On the drive back to Springfield, I reflected how I had lied to Ambassador Payton when I told him I had cold Falstaff Beer in my refrigerator in order to get him to listen to my credit union story. That lie was critical in giving the fledgling credit union movement the boost it needed. I remembered how we took the $50,000 NCUEA deposit into Casa, added it to the $33,000, which had been there for eight years and declared a 6% dividend. That action could not have withstood an audit. Read the Book of Genesis and ask yourself if you think Abraham, Isaac or Jacob could have withstood an audit on their first deals?

We argued on the drive back to Springfield. The attorney felt that SBA would not back down from its demand but we need not worry. "The SBA is a paper tiger, they would never enforce the requirement!" I argued that it was a ridiculous requirement and I could not recommend it. I told him I would not allow Lorraine to assign our assets to guarantee the project, nor would I recommend any other member of the Coop Board to do so. He argued if we would not go along with the regulations we were obliged to tell SBA. I had another plan. I wanted the SBA guy to come to Springfield where we could sandbag him. I ordered him not to call the SBA. I argued we were his client and invoked a client privilege relationship. “Trust me, on the day of the closing the SBA guy will change his mind and you will see a good demonstration in community organizing.”

We set a closing date for 9:00 AM, August 15, 1975 in the Boardroom of the Springfield Institute for Savings.

On the advice of their attorney, Rich Morassi, the Coop Board agreed unanimously not to sign. I knew Rich would agree with me. Dick Booth also supported my fears. The other three tenants, Jim Vasacopolis with Leonard's Drugs, John Royland with Royland Cleaners and the Casa board also refused to guarantee the construction loan. When I told our attorney, he again advised that we call the SBA attorney. I ordered him not to.  “Let him come to Springfield and face us.” 

At 9:00 A. M. everyone was there except the SBA attorney. We made the day a celebration. The Springfield Daily News and the three local TV stations were there. It would be a theatrical day and for the occasion I wore my golden suit and a wild bow tie. The three banks and Casa closed on the loan with a stock purchase in MDC, the corporation financing the construction. The News and TV stations covered the event. Brightwood was on parade, the bankers were stars and the timing was perfect.   

We waited for the SBA attorney. At 10:15, I began to worry that someone might have tipped him off. He arrived at 10:30. We set the stage with a press conference on TV. The bankers and even the SBA attorney said a lot of positive things about how they were in support of what Casa and the Brightwood Corporation were doing to revitalize Brightwood and the North End. Then we moved to the closing. The three banks and Casa signed their papers. After this the bankers and the press left the room because they did not want to stay for the boring part of the morning. Little did they know.

We arranged for the three minor tenants to present their signed leases and collateral papers first and the Brightwood Cooperative would be last. Our attorney was getting nervous but held to the script until The SBA attorney asked for the collateral papers from the Cooperative Board. Our attorney broke the news. Not only would the Coop Board not sign personally for the Coop loan but that neither the Cooperative nor any of the other tenants would sign as guarantors for the Shopping Center. The SBA attorney came unglued. Our attorney and the SBA attorney left the room. As soon as they left we sent news to the three banks that SBA was backing out of the deal - the deal that would make them look so good on the six o'clock news! My diary goes on to read:

“Morassi and the three banks got into the discussion. The rest of us waited in the room. Finally after a half hour of heated argument, calls to SBA in Washington, calls to Senator Kennedy, calls to Senator Brooks, SBA came back into the room at 11:15 and finished the closing. I walked the SBA attorney to his car and offered him an olive branch - an invitation to come back and be recognized at our grand opening. The olive branch was dropped in the bank parking lot with his parting shot. "I've been sandbagged. You won't see me in this town again!"

We did try to do what we could to give the Brightwood Cooperative the managerial and technical resources it needed to survive. With the help of an AE "Capitalization Committee" non-member deposit, Casa provided an ongoing $20,000 line of credit to the Brightwood Cooperative and redeemed over $200,000 in food stamps for the Market.8 NCUEA introduced the Brightwood Cooperative to a leading expert in supermarket management, Alan Galant. Alan's family owned a very large chain of supermarkets along the East Coast and he taught marketing at several colleges in the D.C. area. Alan came to Brightwood on several occasions. Galant worked with Carlson on the layout of the store: He helped the Coop buy good used shelves, coolers and freezers and a variety of other equipment. He helped them interview and select a Manager and told the volunteers to work outside the store, not in the store.  

Despite these efforts, the Cooperative failed within a year. By that time we had found a viable grocery store to take over the store and the lease. The Brightwood Cooperative had a short life but served a very important role. Without a major tenant we could not have begun the building. When we go about building neighborhoods and their economies we need tools. The most important and powerful tools are the neighborhood organizations. Outsiders might view the Brightwood Cooperative as a failure. I have always looked on it as a tool that worked for its intended purpose. It was the tool that got us the Shopping Center.      


Brightwood Shopping Center

On Monday, August 26 the Brightwood Corporation broke ground to start the construction of the Shopping Center. It was a Kodak moment. The closing had been a battle but now everyone (except the SBA) was around Mayor Billy Sullivan with shovels in their hands or standing and cheering the event. It was a credentializing and legitimizing event. The $400,000+ that was being invested into the Brightwood Corporation reminded me of the $9,000 grant from the US Ambassador's fund that helped build the credit union offices and community halls for Kikai Kelaki and eight other villages in Cameroon. Like the $9,000 grant, this investment was a sign that what we had done in the many months of learning and planning and effort was legitimate. It also demonstrated that we had partners and encouragers.  

Once construction got underway, the BC needed a new challenge. The financing was in place, the tenants were signed up, Dave Carlson the Architect, was responsible for the day-to-day supervision of the construction. All the BC had to do was listen to Dave's reports, sign checks and watch the construction crews. The need for a shopping center was being addressed.  The BC began looking for a new challenge. We began talking about the need for new housing in Brightwood and Memorial Square.

On September 14, 1976, the Brightwood Corporation announced the grand opening of the Brightwood Shopping Center. Geno Baroni, the President of NCUEA and Floyd Agostinelli flew up from Washington for the event. Geno, Dick Booth and Mayor Sullivan were the featured speakers. It was a wonderful day for me for the neighborhood and for the Brightwood Corporation.


Brightwood Development Corporation (BDC)  

The Brightwood Corporation died in childbirth. After the Shopping Center was up and running, the Brightwood Corporation had lost its purpose. It was organized in 1974, flourished in 1975 when it developed the Shopping Center and became the center of activity in 1976 when the neighborhood economic discussion shifted to housing. The BC desperately needed staff to carry out its new agenda. 
On Wednesday, August 27, the day after construction on the Shopping Center began I met with Tom Wiley, BC Treasurer, Scottie McTaggot, Ellen McKay and Gary Ferri. We decided to divide accounting and management responsibilities into three areas, 1- Retail and Commercial, 2- Chores and 3- Housing and Program Development. Scottie McTaggot, the Chair of the Community Development Department at Springfield College would head the "Retail and Commercial" division, Gary would oversee the Chores Corporation. Ellen would chair BC's "Housing and Program Development" arm.  

Gary liked "Chores" from the day we created it in 1973. “Chores” was a not-for-profit corporation. It employed local people to do chores for elderly and disabled people who choose to remain in their houses rather than move to institutions. Chores charged a fee for services based on the incomes of its customers. The State of Massachusetts paid the difference between what Chores charged and a market rate the State dictated for each hour of service. There was a small administrative fee included in the payments but not enough to employ full time staff.  

Housing development would be a big jump for the Brightwood Corporation. BC was a for-profit business that was run entirely by volunteers. We needed another corporation in our toolbox, a not-for-profit corporation that could be eligible for housing grants. The BDC would be a Community Development Corporation (CDC). We needed to find some long-term funding to get started. A CDC requires a professional full-time staff. I began looking. I met with Mayor Sullivan to see if the City could provide a grant to help the BC organize the BDC. I am happy now they didn't.

There has been a love-hate relationship between CDCs and cities since the birth of the CDC in the Model Cities program. In particular, the CDCs were seen as federal creatures that interfered with the city's turf. In general, there always has been and will be a struggle between those in power and emerging democratic institutions.9 Bureaucracy has always looked on community and economic development like the person who loves corn and hates lima beans and is faced with a bowl of succotash.10
I was planning to meet Floyd Agostinelli the following day in Lansing, Michigan. He agreed to fly back to Brightwood with me to meet with our BED team. Floyd and I were to be in Lansing to fight a fire. The Michigan Commissioner of Banks had issued the Christo del Rey Credit Union an order to liquidate and we were meeting with them to do damage control. The fire in Lansing was figurative. While we were in Lansing a real fire erupted in Memorial Square. It started after a policeman shot and killed a 21-year-old Puerto Rican man on Tuesday night. It simmered through Wednesday and exploded on Thursday, August 28. The incident made national news. 

While we were flying back the Springfield Daily News was on the street with the headline: "RIOTS IN MEMORIAL SQUARE" The Daily News called the rioting inexcusable and it was. But the shooting was also inexcusable. In the three years we lived in Brightwood, I saw far too many incidents of police brutality. We lived in constant fear that something like the 1969 riots would erupt again from one of these senseless incidents. In the meantime Casa, the Brightwood Corporation, the Shopping Center and other positive processes in the community were working to provide a vision of a neighborhood that would be safe, secure,  and respected by the greater Springfield community. Sometimes we felt we were fighting a loosing battle.

As Floyd and I drove into Springfield we could see the smoke and flames in the sky. The police stopped us as we tried to enter Brightwood and only let us in when I showed them proof I lived there. After checking in with Lorraine we went to my office. Joe Domzalski, the NCUEA housing expert was there and the BDC meeting was in process. The room was full and the focus was on the future. We smelled the smoke from the fires in Memorial Square and the flames could be seen to the east across I91. On that remarkable night, while hatred and destruction seemed ready to destroy our community, the Brightwood Development Corporation was born. We were determined not to let the riots get in our way!  

Soon after, Floyd introduced me to John Carlisse who worked for NCUEA on an LEAA grant program. I can't remember what LEAA stands for. It is an acronym for a Justice Department program that was created in the Nixon years. What mattered was Carlisse got an LEAA grant for BDC, which gave Ellen a salary. This was all we needed to launch the BDC.  

John introduced me to the idea of a neighborhood CDC administering a social service program. There was an abundance of these programs administered by social service agencies, which are paid healthy fees to run them. These programs are for the most part ineffective because they are run by single focus agencies, which do not have a neighborhood agenda. They are incident focused and client focused. They have developed a language, culture and a life of their own, separate from the neighborhood's life and culture.  

Why shouldn't a neighborhood-based organization, with a holistic view of the neighborhood and its betterment, get into the delivery of social services? Many CDCs started with staff paid by a Federal, State or local government program. Blue Hills and the Black Economic Union, both Kansas City CDCs, are two good examples of CDCs that receive revenue from social service programs they administer in addition to being engaged in significant housing and commercial development.  

The BC wasn’t the right tool for the housing corporation. The BC was incorporated as a Limited Development Corporation. An LDC is a for profit corporation and as the owner of the shopping Center, the BC had to remain one. In order to apply for an LEAA grant, the corporation needed an IRS 501(c)(3) federal tax exemption. We needed a not-for-profit tool. That was how and why BDC was born. The BC organized the BDC as a not-for-profit Community Development Corporation (CDC) to administer a Federal LEAA grant. No one remembers what happened to BC after BDC. It might be out there somewhere in the graveyard for corporations that have out-lived their missions. But before BC died, it carried out a very important mission and gave birth to a second child that grew very large.

All this happened after we moved to Washington D.C.. Every time I visited Brightwood, I would get an update from Ellen. Her underground office was in the passageway that runs from the Brightwood entrance of the Brightwood School under Interstate 91 and emerges on the Memorial Square side where the classrooms are. I thought back to this tiny underground office when Ellen, who is now an attorney in Springfield, spoke with me on the phone in November 1998. I asked Ellen, "What ever happened to the Brightwood Development Corporation." 

"You would be very surprised, the Brightwood Development Corporation is really big".

In the 28 years since its organization, BDC has grown to become one of the biggest CDCs in Massachusetts and perhaps one of the largest in the US. It has developed hundreds of single family and multiple family housing units, apartment buildings and office buildings. BDC built a shopping mall in Memorial Square. BDC employs hundreds of people either directly of through its sub contractors. It was recently awarded a contract to rebuild and expand a large hospital in Western Massachusetts. BDC owns two large office buildings in downtown Springfield. Its main office is on the top floor of one of the buildings. 

The Memorial Square Shopping Center replaced the one in Brightwood. What happened to the Brightwood Corporation Shopping Center? Recently I looked up the Brightwood Development Corporation on Google. On the www.partnersforcommunitydevelopment.org/brightwood.htm web site there is a picture of the 18,000 square foot El Centro de Salude Medico. I recognized the building immediately. It’s our building, still serving the Brightwood neighborhood.


the North End Community Center (NECC)

The Brightwood neighborhood development story would not be complete without mentioning the North End Community Center. I can only mention it because I had nothing to do with it and therefore don’t know how it happened. Maybe that is why it is one of the best, if not the best outcome from the Springfield Redevelopment Project    

A neighborhood’s development requires neighbors to take responsibility for the well being of others in their neighborhood community. Community development as practiced in the US is a “top down” activity and nowhere is this more apparent than in the way the government delivers social services. When we moved to Brightwood the place was crawling with social service agency workers. They all lived outside of the neighborhood. They came in the morning and left at 5:00. They represented their agency and its programs. Many were dedicated people but few knew the neighborhood. Their first concern was their clients and their caseloads.

While I was working with Casa Credit Union on economic development issues, Barbara Rivera, John Kane and others were working on other social issues. While we were building Casa to take control of the North End’s economy, they were laying the foundation for the North End Community Center to take responsibility for addressing social issues. Their first job was to take these issues away from the agencies and bring them back into the neighborhood’s agenda.

Their work paid off. Today Barbara is the Director of the North End Community Center. The center employs over 100 neighborhood social workers that know the neighborhood and are trained to find and help people in need. The NECC runs the Day Care, a Health Clinic and a variety of other social service programs.   


a neighborhood community and economic development plan - that worked

There are three reasons why the BED plan worked. It was the right plan, in the right place, at the right time.  

The right plan: community development as practiced in the US is a “top down” activity. The professionals had the wisdom and the solutions to the neighborhood’s problems. By organizing Casa we took an entirely different approach to the development of Brightwood. Casa expected the people of Brightwood to have the solution to Brightwood's problems. In Casa, the people of Brightwood defined themselves in their own terms and then organized and disciplined them​selves to make that definition stick.  In short, Casa believed in its membership.

The other businesses, the Brightwood Corporation, the Brightwood Development Corporation, the Chores Corporation, the Cooperative Supermarket, were important neighborhood building organizations but Casa was the critical one. The various boards of directors for these organizations came out of the leadership that grew from the Brightwood Economic Development Committee and the Casa Board and committees. Each of these organizations was a tool to be employed in the economic development of Brightwood. But Casa Credit Union was the most important tool. The BEDC was convinced the mobilization of local savings was the key to a successful neighborhood economic development plan.

Casa worked because it had a neighborhood agenda. The Brightwood and Memorial Square neighborhood people knew the difference between Casa and other banks. Casa was successful because it understood its role as a neighborhood economic development educator. As the people’s cooperative bank, Casa provided many valuable services. On an average, 90% of its member share savings was on loan to members. This return on its investment in the neighborhood community meant that millions of dollars were now available to meet the neighborhood’s needs. On October 31, 1977, Casa was worth $1,070,188 and self-financing. In just over three years more than $5,000,000 had been loaned back into Brightwood. With a million dollars in shares, Casa was able to return this money to its members and their neighborhood year after year, over and over. This was money that had previously escaped and now was being put to use in consumer loans, personal loans, auto loans, home repair loans, business loans, educational loans and a variety of other neighborhood betterment investments. Casa brought more development to the North End of Springfield than the sum of all the government development programs combined.

Because of Casa more than a dozen small businesses in the North End got the financing they needed to get started. By conservative estimates, these new businesses created over 75 neighborhood jobs. Sometimes Casa was able to provide the start-up capital, other times it partnered with or sold the business loan to other Springfield banks. By the end of 1977, Casa held 35 first mortgages on homes in a neighborhood that had formerly been redlined by Springfield banks. 

A remarkable part of the Casa story is the strong relationship with the Springfield banking community and outside investors. Because of its sound operation and ability to attract neighborhood capital, outsiders wanted to partner with Casa. Casa partnered with three Springfield banks to raise the $400,000 that financed the Brightwood Shopping Center. With the help of the AE Capitalization Committee non-member deposit, Casa provided an ongoing, $20,000 line of credit to the Brightwood Cooperative Market and redeemed over $200,000 in food stamps for the Market every year. 

The Casa Board created a series of "events" to let the neighborhood know Casa and what it intended to do. Casa had three "grand openings": on June 15, 1974, when all the former board members were honored, in April 1976, when Casa moved into the new shopping center; and again in September 1976, when Casa joined in the opening of the Brightwood Cooperative Market. Annual meetings were also occasions for neighborhood events. In November 1975, over 200 people sat down to a roast pig dinner to celebrate Casa's tenth annual meeting.

In December each year the new board would hold a half-day workshop and reorganization meeting to evaluate the past year and to set goals for the coming year. The meeting ended with a dinner at a local restaurant.  

Casa held together because of Casa's good name in the neighborhood and because one of its neighbors, Tony Cabrera, was its manager and loan officer. Outsiders had good credentials and came well recommended by local bankers but they never were able to manage Casa. 

Casa defined itself as the neighborhood financier, a neighborhood organizer and a neighborhood educator. In order to organize its wealth, a neighborhood had to continually organize and educate its members. Neighborhood education is the cornerstone of the plan. As we will see in the next chapter, Casa was what we came to define as a Community Development Credit Union. 

The right people: The people critical to the success on any project. Who are the people on the team that made Casa work? There were the neighborhood leaders. I have already mentioned Tony Cabrera, Barbara Rivera, Gary Ferri, Ellen McKay, Chris Rodriguez, Wilfredo Sierra, Lynn Watkins, Roger Burnell, Jeff Nugent, Tess Kestler and Elena Ayella. There are so many others I haven’t mentioned but I remember fondly. Simon and Sue Mielniczuk, Tony and Mattie Comforte, Lee Royland, Dot Johnson, Teddy Sylvester, and Gloria DeCoco come to mind. Some of these were long time residents like Barbara, Tony Cabrera, and Elena. Others like Lorraine and I who fell in love with Brightwood and moved into the neighborhood where we worked. There were outsiders who left their hearts in Brightwood. Paul Greeley, Dick Booth, Scottie McTaggot, Rich Morassi, Bob Hafey, Jack Harris, Al LaRiviere, Bob Ley, Bill Glover were more than volunteers, they were good friends. 

The Brightwood Economic Development Office shared space with John Kane and Kitty Singleterry. Kitty worked for John and was our receptionist and secretary. John worked for Springfield Community Services and was in charge of the social service component of the HUD – SRA project.  SCS contracted with the Greater Springfield Chamber of Commerce to carry out the economic development side of their contract. John represented the contractor. I worked for the sub-contractor. 

John was the first person I met on my first day at work. We talked about the history of the SRA project and our relationships. We talked about our backgrounds. John had a degree in social work and had served as a volunteer working in poverty neighborhoods. Shortly into the conversation I knew that John was someone I would come to like and respect. We were both Irish, Catholic and anticlerical. We both cared about the poor and were angered by the way government and the big corporations had caused such destruction in neighborhoods. 

John introduced me to Kitty and then took me into the next room to show me my office and introduce me to my staff, Barbara Rivera and Wilfredo Sierra. After John left we had our first staff meeting. They told me what they were doing and I introduced them to the “Y” theory of management. Translated, “both of you keep doing your thing and when we meet we can talk about it. In the meantime I will figure out what I am supposed to do.” 

Within a month I filled the two vacant slots in the contract. I hired Chris, a neighborhood leader who worked on his own and would supervise Wilfredo. I hired Lynn to help the “disadvantaged” youth find jobs. Lynn was a smart, articulate, forceful and good-looking young African-American woman. Lynn was exactly the person I needed to care of the more aggressive “disadvantaged” (e. g. the one that punched me).  

While John and I were clear on the mission and goals early into our day-to-day living together John’s management style and my “Y” style came into conflict. Every time he would comment on my management I would remind him my staff were not his employees. If he had a problem he should have his boss take it to my boss. The argument would usually end with John telling me the “Y” theory was anarchy and that he would never enter into a sub-contract with anyone again!            

And so the X and Y theories lived together for over a year until a spring day in 1973 the discussion had become so heated John and I felt we needed to rebuild our relationship. In the finest Irish tradition we agreed to make up over food and a drink. That afternoon, after a lunch squeezed between eight martinis each we found ourselves driving in John’s car down the middle of Plainfield Street. That was over thirty years ago and the last time I got so drunk I could hardly walk into the house. Fortunately, Lorraine is forgiving. 

I hope I never get that drunk again but the good news is that somewhere in the afternoon John and I reaffirmed our relationship and in this trial by martini we became stronger friends than before. This was also the last time we discussed management differences. John was always a strong supporter of my work. He is one of the major reasons why Casa was so successful.

The right time: Timing is everything. When I wandered into Brightwood I not only wandered into strong and dedicated neighborhood leaders, it was a perfect time to meet them. Neighborhood people and many professionals had done the criticism. The big government top-down approach did not work. What a stroke of fortune that I happened to arrive at that time with this silly idea that a third world approach to community and economic development might work in a low wealth inner-city neighborhood.  


and what became of Casa?

Floyd Agostinelli, Geno Baroni, Alan Galant, Bob Dolan and many others at the National Center for Urban and Ethnic Affairs gave Casa a boost it needed to get started and helped Casa through several early crises. My contract with NCUEA allowed me to help Cabrera and to monitor Casa and advise NCUEA. Casa almost ran out of cash just before Christmas of 1975. It was held up in October 1976 which caused a run on the bank. Casa almost ran out of cash again by Christmas of 1976. Each time NCUEA funnel "non-member deposits" into Casa to prop up the shares.

Floyd Agostinelli incorporated Alternative Economics (AE) in 1976 to support "Community Development Credit Unions". Casa was a founding member of AE and Cabrera was its first Secretary. In April 1977, Casa entered into a management contract with AE to provide management assistance and capital through its Capitalization Committee. With AE's help, Tony Cabrera was able to continue as Casa's manager and train other neighborhood residents as assistants. Had AE not acted, Casa would have gone into receivership. For the first time since its new beginning in 1974, Casa had to get special permission to declare a dividend of 5.5%.

By the end of 1977, Casa was again in a healthy position. After paying another 5.5% dividend it still had a $32,000 surplus. Casa passed through the magic $1,000,000 in September 1977 and it had replaced the Capitalization Committee non-member deposit with its own healthy reserve fund. Casa had four employees and management back up. Many former members were returning and paying off loans that had been written off over previous years. This additional income was averaging $100 every month. In 1977, $1,130,085 had been deposited in Casa and Casa loaned $900,296 back to its members. Going into 1978 everyone seemed to be a little more relaxed.  Casa had reached adulthood.

Tony Cabrera retired in 1981 and Casa could not find a manager who could replace Tony. It stayed in business until 1983 when it merged with the Chicopee Community Credit Union.   

When I spoke with Barbara Rivera in November 1998, she told me that her employees had payroll deductions and were members of the Western Massachusetts Telephone Workers Credit Union. Al LaRiviere, the Manager had been a friend and supporter of Casa since our early organizing days in 1972. Casa might have died but its message and the understanding that people in Brightwood have about the importance of a credit union is still alive in the hearts and minds of many of the residents.

As the following pages "graphically" illustrate, Casa worked. 
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CHAPTER V. NOTES 
1 Sidney Shipiro, Human Services for Brightwood: An Action Plan, Springfield Mass., June 1970.  The Brightwood Economic Development (BED) Program was part of the Social Service Program that was in turn part of the Springfield Redevelopment Authority Program that was financed by the US Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) Urban Renewal Program for Brightwood. The Greater Springfield Chamber of Commerce sub contracted to run the BED Program.





2 The BED office was funded for three years, 1972-1974.  Since January 1975, managers and staff have been hired by organizations that are owned and controlled by Brightwood residents.





3 The "Brightwood Voice" and "North End News" were neighborhood newspapers.





4 David Johnson, the Structure of Neighborhood Decline, a report on neighborhood revitalization strategies for the Springfield Action Commission, April 1977. In his report, Johnson shows that no conventional mortgage loans were given for Brightwood homes in the years 1972 through 1976.  In 1975 and 1976, Casa made 35 conventional first mortgages. The Johnson Report documents considerable evidence of "red lining" in Brightwood and other center city neighborhoods in Springfield.  [Note: We purchased our home on Abbe Ave in 1973 with a VHA Loan.]





5 Peter Livingston, The Crisis in Limited Income Credit Unions, Credit Union National Association, P. O. Box 431, Madison Wisconsin 63701





6 Number 4 Ormsbee Street was also the office of the Brightwood Neighborhood Council, along with its economic development and social services offices.  The building was the neighborhood City Hall and Community Center.





7 THE COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT PROCESS, William W. and Loureide J. Biddle, HOLT, RINEHART AND WINSTON, INC., New York, NY © 1965. ISBN 03-051295-6





8 Casa received $49,000 in non-member deposits from the AE capitalization committee from 1974 through 1976. ($25,000 in 1974, $10,000 in 1975 and $14,000 in 1976)





9 A LAWYERS' MANUAL ON COMMUNITY BASED ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT, The National Housing and Economic Development Law Project, The Earl Warren Legal Institute, University of California Law School, Berkeley, California, 1974.  This extensive 826-page law book details the creation of CDCs through Title VII of the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964 and myriad political and legal problems that CDCs faced in their first ten years.





10 I remembered this analogy from William Fulbright's book "The Arrogance of Power".
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