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For more than two decades, the 
Pleasant Valley community that 
straddles the city's southern border just 
north of Interstate 85 o•  Augusta Road 
has been stigmatized by crime that for 
years seeped out of Piedmont Manor 
Apartments and spilled over into the 
streets.

To the children who grew up there, 
the popping sound of gun€ re at dusk 

was as commonplace 
as the sharp honks of 
car horns are to the 
Woodru•  Road area.

Older folks whose 
life's earnings had been 
poured into their small 
wood frame or brick 

homes closed their blinds and locked 
their doors at night, fearing that if they 
spoke out against the gangs who had 
in€ ltrated the neighborhood they'd be 
singled out and retaliated against.

By the late nineties, soured drug 
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Douglas Cobb, left, 
and Lavonia Norman 
play a game of domi-

nos at the Pleasant 
valley Connection in 
the Pleasant Valley 

Community. The pair 
is taking part in the 

Senior Citizen Program 
offered at Connection. 
The group meets three 

times a week to play 
games, enjoy fellow-
ship and have lunch.

Sweeney
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deals were erupting into murder on 
the streets.

ªI'd like to believe it was a nice place 
to stay,º said Ralph Sweeney, who 20 
years ago was a middle schooler living 
with his family at the housing proj-
ect that was then known as Piedmont 
Manor. ªBut that's because you got used 
to what you saw, and told yourself that 
was how it was supposed to be.º

Sweeney, now 36, moved away from 
Pleasant Valley before high school 
and went on to graduate from Wade 
Hampton High before earning a 
bachelor's degree in criminal justice 
from the University of South Carolina 
and a master's degree in human resource 
development from the University of 
South Carolina Upstate.

Today, he is back in Pleasant Valley 
and among a group of community 
leaders struggling to maintain change 
that has come in recent years to a 
neighborhood that sits almost directly 
between the Greenville Country 
Club's championship Chanticleer and 
Riverside golf courses but still ranks 
among the county's most economically 
depressed areas.

One of the biggest reasons behind 
the positive shi! in Pleasant Valley 
in recent years, residents say, is the 
Pleasant Valley Connection, a modern 
and vibrant community center that 
opened in 2004.

Today, the center is a lifeline to young 
people and their families, as well as se-
niors within Pleasant Valley, o•ering 
an a!erschool program, one-on-one 
tutoring for elementary students dur-
ing the school year and basic computer 
skills, GED preparation and parenting 
classes for adults.

There is also an exercise and social-
ization program for senior adults that 
includes lunch three days each week 
and a summer day camp for youth 
that focuses not just on play time 
but educational activities designed 
to broaden the horizons of children 
through positive peer interaction, ex-
posure to the arts and field trips to 
places they might not otherwise ever 
be able to go.

ªWe've had children in the third 
and fourth grade who'd never seen the 
Liberty Bridge before until we took 
them,º said Sweeney, the executive 
director of the Pleasant Valley 
Connection. ª"at's only two miles up 

the road.º
"e summer day camp, which in 

years past has served an estimated 75 
children, took a hit this year because 
of budget tightening caused by the 
economic downturn. Fewer than half 
the traditional numbers of kids are 
being served, and out of town day trips 
such as those to the U.S.S. Yorktown 
and Fort Sumter in Charleston had to 
be scratched.

"e center, which operates with an 
annual budget of about $300,000, re-
lies on funding from the United Way 
of Greenville County, Bi-Lo Chari-
ties, the Hollingsworth Foundation, 
the kindness of a few local churches 
and private donations, Sweeney said. 
"is year's $25,000 fundraising cam-
paign has been extended through the 
fall, but so far has fallen short at about 
$16,500.

"e need, however, only grows.
An estimated 44 percent of the 

children who make up a part of the 
population of an estimated 4,200 who 
live in Pleasant Valley test not ready for 
kindergarten.

Better than two thirds of the senior 
adults struggle with health issues such 
as diabetes and high blood pressure and 
have little access to medical care. 

Each week, an estimated 45 to 50 
senior adults regularly participate 
in the programs o•ered through the 
Pleasant Valley Connection. Still, that's 
only about 8 percent of those who are 
eligible.

Trouble is, there is no room to grow.
"at has Sweeney holding his breath.
ªI really don't want to ever be 

associated with having to turn people 
away,º he said.

Piedmont Manor has been cleaned 
up, renamed Shemwood Crossing 

and is under the direction of new 
management, but housing is still a 
problem. As recently as two months 
ago, 11 of the 15 houses on one street 
had been foreclosed on.

Still, Delores Sullivan is one of the 
folks in Pleasant Valley who refuses 
to dwell on those negatives. At 56, 
she is taking classes to earn her GED. 
She takes great pride in her job as the 
front desk assistant at Pleasant Valley 
Connection.

ªNegatives are positives because they 
make us stronger,º she said. ªI believe 
we have to be persistent and consistent, 
and God will allow us to do great 
things.º

"at doesn't mean it isn't easy to 
get frustrated, if not aggravated, said 
Princella Bridges, president of the 
Greater Pleasant Valley Neighborhood 
Association. Much of the drug dealing 
and gang activity no longer occurs 
openly on the street, but the reputation 
resulting from it remains.

While such Greenville notables as at-
torney Merl Code, school trustee Leola 
Clement Robinson-Simpson and the 
Garrett family of Watkins-Garrett & 
Wood Mortuary grew up in Pleasant 
Valley, Bridges said, many folks are 
likely to remember it as the base of the 
Valley Boyz gang or the home of Dar-
ryl and Bernard Holmes, two brothers 
who in the late 1990s were among a 
group of young black men who terror-
ized Greenville's Eastside in a string of 
violent crimes.

At 35, Darryl Holmes is serving a 30-
year sentence in the state Department 
of Corrections on a voluntary 
manslaughter conviction for his part 
in the slaying of a Greenville store 
owner. His brother, Bernard, was 
killed in the midst of an unrelated 
store burglary that occurred after the 
earlier slaying.

ªSome people won't ever have 
pride in their community,º she said. 
ªHistorically, we've been challenged 
by some of the same players, and some 
of the o•spring of those who were 
troublemakers before are still around.º

Newer challenges continue to crop 
up every day, she said.

"at includes a proposal now being 
discussed by Prestwick Development 
to build a low-income housing project 
on a site on Augusta Road belonging to 
Augusta Heights Baptist Church.

Earlier this month, Prestwick 
Development was noti€ed by the state 
it would be eligible for tax credits if 
adequate funding can be secured for the 
project, which Bridges said would bring 
about a return of the same problems 
once caused by Piedmont Manor.

ª"is isn't about a•ordable housing,º 
she said. ªIt is about developers being 
invested in our community's success for 
the long term. We've worked too hard 
to get rid of that kind of situation.º

Greenville City Councilman David 
Sudduth said the project isn't a sure 
thing just yet. 

ªI can tell you with the initial site 
plans I've seen for the development I 
can't support it for the scale of density 
alone,º he said. ªI also know there is a 
sewer issue with inadequate capacity.º

Bridges wants to be sure the city 
understands how critical decisions in-
volving issues like the Augusta Heights 
project are for Pleasant Valley, where 
something as simple as new sidewalks 
and freshly paved roads can boost mo-
rale and create pride among residents.

She wants to see Pleasant Valley 
continue to grow as a place where older 
folks feel comfortable sitting on their 
front porch on a summer night or going 
to the community center for bingo, a 
place where enough educational and 
recreational activities are planned for 
children where they don't end up in 
trouble.

ªWe're on the verge of that now,º she 
said. ªI just believe every neighborhood 
deserves the same opportunities.º

Contact April Silvaggio at 679-1226 
or asilvaggio@greenvillejournal.com.

This home on Potomac Avenue in the 
Pleasant Valley Community is on the market. 
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