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F rom 1978 until 1982, DARE,
Inc., proved to be an effective
public-private partnership. The
International Downtown Execu-

tive’s Association recognized us as the
prototype downtown revitalization pro-
gram for small tomid-sized cities in the
United States. This was based on our
strategy of revitalization through historic
preservation. DowntownWilmington had
a strong inventory of historic, architec-
turally significant structures.We used
this to our advantage to secure grants
and historic-preservation tax credits.

In these early days,DARE (nowcalled
WilmingtonDowntown Inc. orWDI)was
able to stem the urbandecay andbegin
revitalizationwork in earnest.Newbusi-
nesses openeddowntown, buildingswere
renovated, facadeswere improved.

These buildings on Market Street, between Water and Front, were some of the first to be
redeveloped as mixed-use properties, home to both businesses and residences. [CONTRIBUTED PHOTO]

The late Bob Jenkins leads a tour through downtown Wilmington. Jenkins was one of the pioneers of
downtown’s redevelopment and as a tour guide became one of its biggest promoters. [STARNEWS FILE]

Mary Murchison
Gornto served as
DARE’s executive
director from
1982 to 1984.
She would
later become
Wilmington’s
city manager.
[STARNEWS FILE]

In the 1980s and ’90s, the work of Downtown Area
Revitalization Effort began to pay off, bringing
new accomplishments but also new challengesDAREtoDream In the late 1970s,DARE (DowntownArea

Revitalization Effort) led efforts to save
a dying downtownWilmington. The
unprecedented public-private partner-
ship transformed blocks of empty, rundown
buildings into the vibrant downtownwe
enjoy today. In a series of articles for the
StarNews,GeneMerritt—aDARE founder
— is recounting how that story unfolded.
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VIDEO: Take a virtual walk through
downtown Wilmington's revitalization
with Gene Merritt.
PHOTOS: From topless bars to dilapi-
dated wharves, downtown Wilmington
had fallen on hard times in the 1970s.
THE SERIES, Part 1: Read Gene
Merritt's first installment in this series.


