OLDER NEIGHBORHOODS SEE VALUES SKYROCKET

COMPARED TO NEWER AREAS FAR FROM DOWNTOWN, PROPERTIES CLOSE TO THE CITY'S CORE SEE THEIR WORTH RISE RAPIDLY 

GREENSBORO  

   Lane Herndon saw a gem in his Victorian home in College Hill. He stripped the tired structure bare a few years ago and, with his own hands, restored the 1908 home for his family.

   He talks with his neighbors often, he can walk to do most of his errands, and whenever he does warm up the car, he doesn't have far to go.

   "I used to drive down Battleground 15 minutes to get to my job," Herndon said of his commute from his previous home. Since he's moved closer to downtown, "we never get in the car for more than five minutes."

   In the past eight years, many have joined Herndon's centripetal movement. Even as the city's borders are moving steadily outward, Greensboro's core neighborhoods have seen a solid resurgence.

   Homes in the established neighborhoods around downtown - Fisher Park, Westerwood, Aycock and College Hill - increased in value twice as fast as the rest of the city in the past eight years, according to a News & Record computer analysis. By contrast, property values in newer neighborhoods at the city's edge crept up only slightly.

   Like most real estate, homes in Greensboro become more valuable year after year. The average single-family house in Greensboro is worth 29 percent more this year than in 1996, according to tax values provided by the Guilford County Tax Department. The agency recalibrates its figures every eight years, giving a good idea of which areas are becoming more popular -- and more valuable than before.

   That average was far outpaced by the city's established neighborhoods, those developed before the postwar suburban boom in the 1950s. Leading the way is College Hill, where the value of the average house went up 74 percent since 1996. Many homes there saw their values double or triple after owners invested in restoring the vintage structures.

   Herndon and his wife, Joy, bought their house on Mendenhall Street a few years ago for $35,000 through a city program that turned over dilapidated houses to owners who are willing to restore them. A contractor, Herndon put $100,000 worth of work into the house.

   The result: a historic home that appraisers say would sell for more than $250,000. Not that Herndon is selling.

   "You can go walk at 11 o'clock at night, and there's other people walking, too," he said.

   Many of those are UNCG students, but Herndon said they make better neighbors than one might expect. There's always a ready crop of baby sitters, said the father of three.

   That recipe - older, well-built houses, a sense of community and being within walking distance of work and errands - is what many have opted for instead of a newer home in suburbia.

   "There just seems to be a reversal - not to go to a new house," said Lynn Black, a real estate agent for Yost & Little. "Your neighbors visit and talk. Maybe there's a yearning to go back a little bit."

   No car necessary

   For newcomers from larger cities, living near downtown is a primary consideration. Laura Smith grew up in Fisher Park but later went off to other cities like Pittsburgh; Tampa, Fla.; and Chicago. When she moved back two years ago, she found a place on Simpson Street in her old neighborhood that has some of the same attractions as a big city.

   "Being able to walk to a diner for breakfast is one of my favorite things from the larger cities I lived in," Smith said. "Now there is a diner that my neighbors go to, and I can meet new people and just stop in for a quick bite without the hassle of driving anywhere."

   When Brad Stephens and his wife, Lori, were looking to move in 2001, they knew to limit their search to downtown neighborhoods. They both lived in College Hill when they met, and they ultimately found a home one neighborhood over: Westerwood.

   "The neighborhood atmosphere was so much stronger," Stephens said. "It has sidewalks, mature trees. It felt like the neighborhood you wanted to be in."

   The saying that they don't build them like they used to applies to Stephens' 1926 house. He found this out the hard way when he spent the good part of a day drilling into solid oak beams that hold up the first floor. That's something Stephens knows wouldn't be found in newer construction.

   "I'm not into going into an area and clear-cutting just to cram in as many houses in there," Stephens said. "They're just not built nearly as well as something built in the '20s," Stephens said.

   In their drive for something different, the yearning to go back a bit, home seekers are rejecting the idea of sprawl, commuting and shopping strips. The embodiment of that frustration is usually called "Battleground" after the commercial strip connecting downtown and the bedroom communities in the northwest.

   Ann Cantrell used to drive in from Summerfield down Battleground Avenue for years while she worked downtown. After moving to College Hill five years ago, two blocks from her children's day care, she doesn't have to stomach a long drive home every evening.

   "It's so nice not to spend your whole life in the car," she said.

   Those demands seem to have driven property values up much faster near the city's core than at the edge. A News & Record computer analysis of tax appraisals draws the profile of a home whose value grew especially fast in the last eight years: close to downtown, built before 1950, no garage and a small lot.

   The city's three historic districts, Aycock, College Hill and Fisher Park, are at the top of the list. Others, including Sunset Hills, Lindley Park and Westerwood, also saw big gains, between 45 percent and 75 percent.

   Fringe grew slowly

   On the other end of the spectrum, homes that grew half as fast as the rest of the city had one thing in common: they are as far from the city's center at Elm and Market streets as you can go and still be in Greensboro.

   Among those are some of the city's largest and most expensive neighborhoods, such as Lake Shore, Woodland Hills and Grandover Resort. Part of the slow increase may stem from the recent vintage of the homes, many of which are less than 15 years old.

   Take Woodland Hills, a newer subdivision off New Garden Road in northwest Greensboro. The typical house sits on a little less than a half-acre, has 3,125 square feet of floor space and was built in 1991. But the market hasn't been very kind; the average $320,000 is only 12 percent higher than it was in 1996.

   Turn into any of the neighborhood's nine cul-de-sacs, and you'll find large homes on moderately sized lots with manicured grass. It's a scene that is repeated dozens of times all across the area.

   While demand for the limited housing downtown is forcing up values, the suburban frontier means there's always a bigger lot a little bit farther out that could be had for less. An analysis of tax data shows that since work was finished on Woodland Hills, developers built another 5,776 single-family homes on the city's edge within five miles. Most are in Summerfield and unincorporated Guilford County, where owners don't pay city taxes.

   So, for a buyer looking for a homestead on a cul-de-sac northwest of the city, why go for a 15-year-old house on a half-acre when a new one on a full acre is up for sale a short distance away?

   Robert Brown, an appraiser for Elliott & Company, said like any market, home prices are set where supply and demand meet. There may be similar demand for homes on the fringe, but an oversupply will depress values, he said.

   "There's a real limited number of houses in Sunset Hills," Brown said. "There's a lot more neighborhoods like Woodland Hills. There's a lot more supply of them, so there's more of an imbalance in the market."

   In other parts of the city, there were sharp differences between areas right next to each other. In Old Irving Park, home to some of the city's most expensive homes, property values went up

   53 percent. Across Cone Boulevard, homes in New Irving Park are worth only 20 percent more than in 1996.

   In eastern Greensboro, values increased about average, with the Stephens Street area, near the corner of Florida Street and Benbow Road, showing a strong increase of 45 percent. At the city's southern edge, neighborhoods like Woodlea Lakes rose 17 percent.

   Closer to downtown, city redevelopment officials are directing their efforts to improve traditionally minority neighborhoods like Southside and Ole Asheboro. The same techniques that helped spur investment in College Hill - buying up dilapidated properties and turning them over to investors - already yielded a complex of new row houses in Southside. Last month, the city approved a plan to create a downtown-style block of shops on Martin Luther King Jr. Drive that Ole Asheboro residents could easily walk to.

   "The cycle of decay is being reversed," said Bill Seawell, who heads Seawell Realty.

   He said newcomers often like the attraction of downtown and focus their searches there. Community efforts to revive the Central Business District, the area traditionally referred to as "downtown," have added to that attraction, Seawell said.

   Keith Debbage, a professor of urban geography at UNCG, said Greensboro should consider itself lucky to have a ring of established neighborhoods that help keep its downtown from deteriorating. Having that attraction could help the city set itself apart from the rest of the Southeast.

   "That's not that common," Debbage said. "You don't see that every day of the week in Sun Belt cities."

   Demand in places such as College Hill has driven many people to renovate former rental housing back into homes for families. After finishing his house, Herndon bought another down the block and is busy fixing it up. Residents there say the shift from rentals to owner-occupied houses has improved the neighborhood's character and individuality.

   When Rene and Larry Lawrence moved to Greensboro in 1986, they found a gem in Sunset Hills, which wasn't as popular than as it is now. They bought the home from the Cohen family, who started the Carlyle & Co. and Jewel Box chains.

   The 72-year-old house can be difficult to maintain, but the couple can easily walk to Ham's or Southern Lights for a meal. Then there's the second floor: a re-creation of a cruise liner with steam pipes, portholes and a functional shuffleboard court. Rene Lawrence said such amenities set their home apart and helped drive its value up 64 percent since 1996.

   "Where else could you find a shuffleboard court on the second floor?"
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