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The Downtown Forward  project in 
Mansfield received a $5 million tax credit 
from the Ohio Historic Preservation Tax 
Credit program. Downtown Forward is a 
transformational revitalization initiative 
made possible through the donation 
of 14 historic Mansfield buildings from 
the Fernyak family and is a partnership 
between the Richland County Foundation 
and Windsor Development.

The project also received $600,000 from 
the Ohio Department of Development 
Transformational Mixed-Use Development 
Program for one of the buildings, the 
former Hautzenroeder & Co. Cigar 
Manufacturers building on North Diamond 
Street. The adaptive reuse project will 
restore a long-vacant historic building 
while preserving an important part of 
Mansfield’s industrial heritage.

Windsor Development is an Ohio-based 
firm specializing in historic redevelopment 
and community-centered downtown 
revitalization. The phased project will 
restore historic buildings, introduce new 
housing and activate commercial spaces 
in the heart of the city.

“This is one of the most significant 
moments for downtown Mansfield 

in generations,” said Allie Watson, 
President and CEO of the Richland 
County Foundation. “The Fernyak family’s 
extraordinary gift ensures these historic 
buildings remain community assets 
while creating new opportunities for 
residents, businesses, and investment. 
Downtown Forward represents long-
term commitment, thoughtful growth, and 
belief in Mansfield’s future.”

A Legacy Gift for Downtown Mansfield

The Fernyak family has played a long-
standing role in downtown Mansfield. 
Their decision to donate buildings reflects 
a belief in the city’s future and creates a 
rare and exciting generational opportunity 
to bring new housing, restore historic 
spaces, and strengthen the heart of 
downtown in a meaningfully coordinated 
way.

“Our family has believed in downtown 
Mansfield for many years. We felt strongly 
that the next chapter for these buildings 
should be guided by an organization 
focused on the long-term good of 
the community,” said John Fernyak. 
“The Richland County Foundation is 
uniquely positioned to ensure these 
properties continue serving Mansfield for 

generations. We’re excited to see new 
life, new residents, and renewed energy 
in the heart of downtown.”

What’s Coming to Downtown Mansfield

Phase One of Downtown Forward will 
renovate 180,000 square feet and create 
approximately 102 new apartments 
in a mix of studio, one-bedroom, and 
two-bedroom units. Based on standard 
residential occupancy, the development 
is expected to bring approximately 150 
new residents to downtown Mansfield, 
significantly increasing daily activity and 
foot traffic. 

The redevelopment will also introduce 
approximately 50,000 square feet of 
commercial space, supporting additional 
retail, restaurant, and small business 
opportunities in the downtown core.

The multimillion-dollar investment 
includes architectural restoration, 
infrastructure improvements, modern 
building systems, and historic 
preservation efforts designed to maintain 
the character of downtown Mansfield 
while making the buildings viable for  
long-term use.

Downtown Forward Receives Tax Credits
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A new scholarship fund, The Laura Evilsizor McElfresh Fund, has been 
established at the Richland County Foundation, to preserve the memory and 
celebrate the legacy of a remarkable former teacher, athletic director, and 
assistant principal. The fund will award scholarships to Mansfield Senior High 
School graduates pursuing either a college degree or a career technical 
education certificate. 

Laura began her inspiring career at Mansfield City Schools as a physical 
education teacher, but she quickly became a champion for young women 
in athletics. She didn’t just teach, she personally organized the district’s first 
girls’ tennis and track teams and went on to coach both.

Her trailblazing spirit led to a historic moment in 1980 when she was named 
Athletic Director at Malabar High School, becoming the first woman in the 
entire state of Ohio to hold that prestigious position. This was a testament 
not only to her skill but also to her commitment to empowering girls. 

Driven by a lifelong commitment to personal and professional growth, Laura 
earned her master’s degree in 1982. She then dedicated her final years 
in education to serving students as assistant principal at Malabar until her 
retirement.

Beyond her professional achievements, Laura’s heart belonged to her 
community. She was involved at the First Congregational Church, Mansfield 
Garden Club, Mansfield Symphony Chorus, and was a longtime volunteer at 
the Mehock Relays, living a life defined by service.

The Laura Evilsizor McElfresh Fund, thoughtfully established by her 
stepdaughter, Molly McCue, ensures that Laura’s passion for education and 
her dedication to helping students achieve their potential will continue to 
inspire and provide opportunities for generations to come.

Scholarship Fund Established in Memory  
of Laura Evilsizor McElfresh

Construction is expected to begin 
in Q3, with completion targeted for 
late 2027. The project is expected to 
generate approximately 160 construction 
jobs during redevelopment and 12–14 
permanent full-time operational jobs once 
the development is stabilized.

“Projects like this only succeed when 
the community leads the way,” said Alex 
Dorsey, Founder and CEO of Windsor 
Development. “We have heard Mansfield 
loud and clear. Our focus is to preserve 
the character of these historic buildings, 
create quality housing, support local 
businesses, and bring more people 
downtown every day. We believe this 
investment will have a lasting impact 
on Mansfield, helping create a vibrant, 
walkable downtown that reflects the 
community’s vision and creates new 
opportunities for generations to come.”

Downtown Forward is designed as a 
phased redevelopment effort. Phase I 

represents the first step in a broader 
long-term opportunity. The Fernyak 
family owns approximately 50 properties 
downtown, creating the potential for 
continued investment, additional housing, 
and commercial redevelopment over time.

A Transformational Step for Downtown

Downtown Forward will restore historic 
buildings, activate underutilized upper 
floors and bring new residents to the city 
center, supporting existing businesses 
and increasing daily activity and foot 
traffic, essential components of long-term 
economic vibrancy.

Mayor Jodie Perry called the project a 
milestone for Mansfield’s future.

“This investment represents confidence 
in our city and our downtown,” said Mayor 
Perry. “Bringing more residents downtown 
strengthens small businesses, increases 
vibrancy and builds on the progress 
already underway. Downtown Forward is 

exactly the kind of partnership that moves 
Mansfield forward.”

The donation allows the Richland County 
Foundation to guide the long-term future 
of key downtown properties while working 
with development partners to ensure 
thoughtful redevelopment that benefits 
the entire community.

“This is about more than buildings,” said 
Allie Watson, President and CEO of the 
Richland County Foundation. “It’s about 
creating a downtown where people live, 
gather, and do business. This is exactly 
what community foundations are built 
to do: turn meaningful gifts into lasting 
community benefit. We’re extremely 
fortunate to have strong partners beside 
us, years of community planning behind 
us, and an extraordinary donor gift that 
makes advancing our mission possible.”

Additional phases, renderings, and project 
details will be released as planning 
progresses.

Honoring a 
Trailblazer: 

How to give to the Laura Evilsizor 
McElfresh Fund

You can ensure Laura’s dedication 
to education and equal opportunity 
continues to thrive.

Every gift to The Laura Evilsizor 
McElfresh Fund directly supports 
students who are seeking either a 
college degree or career technical 
education certificate.

You can donate online at 
richlandcountyfoundation.org or 
write a check to the Richland County 
Foundation and note the fund on the 
memo line.
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A scholarship fund has been established through the Richland County Foundation to honor and 
preserve the legacy of Judge Jeff Payton—a man who dedicated his life to fairness and integrity, 
in the city he proudly called home.

The Judge Jeff Payton Scholarship Fund serves as a lasting tribute to his unwavering commitment 
to justice, community, and expanding opportunities for others.

This Fund is dedicated to supporting minority students as they pursue higher education, whether 
through a traditional four-year college or a career technical education center. It is a fitting tribute to 
a leader who believed in the potential of every person he met.

Affectionately known as “Mansfield’s Son,” the judge’s roots were here. He graduated from  
Malabar High School and returned home following college. He wore many hats during his legal 
career, from earning an internship with the United States Department of Justice to serving as the 
first director of the Richland County Legal Services Association. His tenure as a juvenile court 
magistrate further highlighted his dedication to the community’s youth.

Richland Public Health Emergency Response 
Coordinator Shane Myers provided CPR, 
AED, and Stop the Bleed training to the staff 
at the Richland County Foundation. He is 
pictured with Senior Community Investment 
Officer Siera Marth-May. The Richland AED 
program was made possible by a grant 
from the Foundation. It has allowed over 20 
organizations to receive AED devices, Red 
Cross training, and continuing education 
opportunities. For more information, visit 
Richland Public Health’s website. 

A grant awarded to the Richland County Land Bank for its Thriving Home Program. 

The program will provide grants of up to $25,000 to homeowners who meet income 
eligibility requirements for approved home improvement costs. The goal is to stabilize 
the housing stock and keep houses from falling into disrepair. 

“We’ve been talking about the importance of housing for years,” said Richland County 
Foundation President Allie Watson. 

“By encouraging a homeowner to make improvements to their home, we can help 
elevate an entire neighborhood. Over the next three years, we can impact multiple 
neighborhoods, which can improve the whole community,” she added.

Mid-Ohio Youth Mentoring 
received a Women’s Fund grant to 
conduct an eight-week Women’s 
Empowerment and Self-Defense 
Class. The goals of the program 
are to build confidence, strength, 
and real-life skills. MOYM 
partnered with the Music Academy 
of Karate and Empowerment. 

New Scholarship Fund Celebrates Judge Jeff Payton
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His journey was marked by a series of 
historic milestones:

•	 1975 Began his legal career after 
earning his law degree from John 
Marshall College of Law at Cleveland 
State University.

•	 1987 Made history as the first Black 
elected official in Richland County.

•	 2009 Retired following a distinguished 
tenure as a municipal court judge.

Beyond the bench, the judge was a 
man of the people. He was a staunch 
ally of local unions, whose support was 
instrumental in his elections. He was 
famous for his ability to connect with 

residents from every neighborhood, 
possessed a legendary memory for names, 
and made it his mission to learn the “story” 
of everyone who crossed his path.

“He saw everybody as a person. He 
lived a powerful life and remained one of 
Mansfield’s brightest stars,” said his wife, 
Carol Payton.

How You Can Help

The Foundation invites everyone to 
donate to this fund. By contributing to this 
fund, you are directly investing in the next 
generation of local leaders, ensuring that 
the judge’s commitment to fairness and 
opportunity lives on.

To donate:

•	 Online: Visit the Richland County 
Foundation website, click donate, and 
use the search function for the Judge 
Jeff Payton Scholarship Fund.

•	 By Mail: Checks can be made out to 
the Richland County Foundation with 
the judge’s name in the memo line. 
You can also use appreciated stock 
or an IRA to make a gift. For more 
information call 419-525-3020. 
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A retirement plan is one of the 
best types of assets to transfer to a 
charity because it produces taxable 
income. Most assets that an heir 
inherits are free from income tax. 
However, an heir will pay income tax 
on disbursements from a decedent’s 
retirement plan such as a profit-
sharing plan, 401(k) plan, or IRA. If 
you are going to make a charitable 
gift, it is usually better to transfer the 
taxable assets subject  
to income tax to a tax-exempt 
charity — such as Richland County 
Foundation — and to transfer the 
non-taxable assets not subject to 
income tax to heirs.  

If you would like to make a transfer 
from your IRA, please email 
Director of Finance Rachel Weber  
rweber@rcfoundation.org   
or call 419-525-3020

Charitable Gift IRAs  
or Retirement Plans
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Catalyst Life Services 
believes confidence can be 
life-changing, and for Lindsay 
Kessler, that confidence 
helped open the door to 
meaningful employment.

Through Catalyst’s “Suited 
for Her Success initiative,” 
made possible by a generous 
grant from the Women’s 
Fund of the Richland County 
Foundation, women actively 
engaged in behavioral 
health treatment receive 
the tools and support they 

need to overcome common barriers to employment. The program is designed to 
reduce financial obstacles while building confidence, promoting independence, and 
empowering women to succeed professionally by offering professional clothing and 
styling assistance.

As Lindsay prepared to re-enter the workforce, she received individualized support 
tailored to her needs, including a professional interview outfit, a haircut, personal 
hygiene products, a portfolio, a planner to organize her resume and appointments, 
and one-on-one support from her Employment Specialist.

Today, Lindsay proudly serves as the welcoming face of Catalyst Life Services’ 
Vocational Department as a receptionist. From greeting guests with a warm smile to 
supporting front desk operations, she plays an important role in creating a positive 
first impression for everyone who walks through our doors.

   

Lindsay’s Success Story courtesy of Catalyst Life Services


