Luck is what happens when preparation meets opportunity.
 
 Seneca, Roman dramatist, philosopher, and politician (5 B.C. – 65 A.D.)
Something is stirring within Indianapolis’s Near Eastside and Martindale-Brightwood neighborhoods.   It is an undercurrent that the residents of these communities have known for a long time:  an undercurrent of strength, faith, and the willpower of unwavering leaders who work tirelessly to make their communities a better place for all with little earthly rewards.  

These neighborhoods have recently come into national prominence in light of two recent events:   one being the home build and neighborhood revitalization featured on ABC television’s “Extreme Makeover: Home Edition” in May 2009; the other being the announcement of a National Football League practice facility to be built at (or near) Arsenal Technical High School as the cornerstone of the 2012 Super Bowl Legacy Project and Near Eastside Quality of Life Plan, which were key components of Indianapolis’ successful bid for Super Bowl XLVI. 

Many would say that these neighborhoods are “lucky” to get ABC’s lights and cameras to their neighborhood; that Arsenal Tech athletes and IPS students will be “lucky” to use the state-of-the-art practice facility once the 2012 Super Bowl has left Indianapolis.  However, the leaders in these communities know that their hard work and preparations have finally met with great opportunity.  These significant developments are contributing to a revitalized spirit among the residents and a rebirth of neighborhoods that have faced crime, deteriorating housing, and other challenges in recent decades.  

To understand the Near Eastside and Martindale-Brightwood neighborhoods today, one must look at the foundations of these communities and the stories of their residents.  Read more about the history and the present-day initiatives to improve day-to-day lives of current residents in these communities.

History of Martindale-Brightwood

Martindale-Brightwood is a neighborhood situated on the northeast side of Indianapolis.  Its boundaries are roughly East 30th Street on the north, Massachusetts Avenue and Interstate 70 on the south, North Sherman Drive on the east, North Keystone Avenue on the west.
  Martindale and Brightwood began as two separate working-class communities.  Brightwood, originally platted and incorporated in the 1870s, was settled initially by railroad and other industrial workers;  the City of Indianapolis annexed the area in 1897.  The heavy rail traffic and suppliers in the area led to the neighborhood’s initial success; the “Bee Line” in Brightwood became the early railroad center of Indianapolis.  Station Street was the center of the business district and ‘downtown’ focal point of Brightwood until the late 1960s.  The neighborhood was comprised initially of foreign-born and first-generation Europeans primarily from Germany, Ireland, and Great Britain who worked on the nearby railroads or for other industrial employers in the area.  Brightwood was a pleasant small town with a thriving industrial sector and railroad center.  Indianapolis Public School #51 and St. Francis de Sales Catholic Church parish school were the two local schools serving families in the neighborhood.


Martindale was settled in 1874 as an industrial and residential neighborhood primarily by African-Americans who found railroad and manufacturing jobs nearby.  The center of Martindale was Beeler Avenue, which later became Martindale Avenue, known today as Dr. Andrew J. Brown Avenue.  Residents built and attended many churches along this avenue, some of which continue today, including St. Rita’s Catholic, St. John’s Baptist, and Scott United Methodist churches.  Douglas Park, dedicated in 1921, offered recreational opportunities to local residents and a swimming pool by 1927.  Martindale had its own public school where neighborhood children, mostly African-American residents, attended.


Change came to the area in the mid-to-late twentieth century.  Many of the railroad companies relocated from the area by the late 1940s, taking away the jobs of numerous local residents.  Developing suburbs in the nearby townships attracted residents away from urban life.  The construction of Interstates 65 and 70 through the area brought prosperity and development to Indianapolis, but wreaked havoc upon the Martindale-Brightwood area.  These factors, including a rising African American presence in the neighborhood, contributed to “white flight” to the suburbs.  Housing in the neighborhood soon became filled by low-income, mostly African-American families.   In 1960, African-Americans comprised 50 percent of Martindale-Brightwood’s population; by 1990, over 90percent of Martindale-Brightwood was African-American.


Given the dramatic change in its character, Martindale-Brightwood was declared a “poverty target area” by the federal government in 1967.  Crime continued to increase in the neighborhood throughout the 1970s and 1980s, and law enforcement sought to address gang and drug activity throughout the 1990s.  Area organizations and congregations did their best to fight the rising crime and poverty issues.  St. Francis de Sales parish school and St. Rita’s youth programs were important in fighting these social problems.  The St. Francis de Sales school served the community from 1903-1970, closed and reopened, then closed forever in 1983.  The land is now home to Martin University, a private university dedicated to serving low-income, minority, and adult learners.  St. Rita Roman Catholic Church and school, under the leadership of Father Bernard Strange, has played a vital role in the community in programming sports leagues and dances for area youth.  Father Arthur Kelly continued the youth programming at St. Rita’s and, when asked to leave, started the St. Nicholas Youth Ministry, dealing with gang violence head-on through mediation and by offering a Childhood Socialization Program, even when violence and even deaths occurred on the property.
  Key public schools in the neighborhood were closed as a result of decreased enrollment caused by city-wide mandated busing.  Indianapolis Public Schools #26, #51, and #56 remain open and serve the Martindale-Brightwood neighborhood.    

Schools were not the only active factors combating poverty and rising crime in Martindale-Brightwood at the end of the 20th century.  Several churches and community organizations stepped up to provide aid against poverty, dilapidated houses, health problems, crime, and unemployment, which plagued the neighborhood.  These organizations continue to do good work today and include the Edna Martin Christian Center, Brightwood Community Center, Martindale-Brightwood Neighborhood Association, Martindale-Brightwood Community Development Corporation, St. Rita Catholic Church, St. John’s Baptist Church, Scott United Methodist Church, St. Paul AME Church, Jireh Sports, Oak Hill Neighborhood Association, Hillside Neighborhood Association, Overcoming Church, Martindale-Brightwood Community Resurrection Partnership, Bridges to Success Indianapolis, and Making Connections Indianapolis among countless others.
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