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  WATER Voices  
In the Water on Fox Creek 

• Charlene Vantress • Greg Sawyer 
 
Both Greg and Charlene are lifelong Detroiters.  Both are avid boaters.  The both have immaculate lawns and take pride in their homes’ presence from 
the curb.  Charlene and her husband, Renaldo are avid power boaters and love to fish.  They prefer to have more than one of their boats in the water 
and available for a cruise in canals or on the Detroit River and beyond. 
 

  

Greg prefers the quiet power of his arms while experiencing the canals and river in 
his kayak or with a friend in his canoe.  Greg moved to the neighborhood in 1993.  
He dubbed the unique Arts & Crafts bungalow at Lakewood and Essex “The 
Cornerstone,” when he was helping restore it.  He’s also rehabbed income 
property on Ashland and purchased stately Georgian in 2004 where he expects to 
retire.  Charlene and Renaldo were hoping for an opportunity to find a place in the 
neighborhood and became homeowners of a classic brick English Tudor on 
Ashland in 2008 as they have chosen to retire in the Jefferson-Chalmers 
community, just up the street from Greg.   
 
They’ve both seen human waste and dead creatures in Fox Creek from the Great 
Lakes Water Authority Combined Sewage Outfall less than two blocks north, more  

times than they can count.  In 2019, both properties were overwhelmed with water from the rise in the Great Lakes and both have experienced 
basement flooding nearly every year in the last decade with anywhere between 2-4’ of combined sewage.   
 

    

After the first basement flooding, 
Charlene and Renaldo abandoned 
the entertainment space they once 
had and Greg can’t count the 
number of laundry appliances he’s 
replaced.  Both have had to 
change the conditions of their 
expensive homeowner’s insurance 
policies.  The June 2021 event 
was devastating for both of them 
and like many residents, the  

trauma of that experience keeps them on edge every time it rains, both for concerns of sewage in their basement and their backyards.   
 
Both Greg’s and Charlene’s property was damaged by tiger dams and sand bags and they are both frustrated by their inability to maintain, improve and 
enjoy their backyards.  There is close to 200 behind Charlene’s home and Greg has an untold number as he scooped them from tree lawns after the 
City removed them from other properties.  A deflated and “ridiculously heavy” tiger dam is dangerously blocking Charlene’s access to her seawall, 
where her boats are normally docked, but with lake and water levels so low, their boats are currently in dry dock.  They’d like to get them in the water 
and have free and safe access to them when they do.  Like Greg, Charlene has chosen to hang on to her sand bags and use them as fill when seawalls 
are raised.   
 
As property owners on Fox Creek, they have deteriorating seawalls and both received quotes for repairs and replacement.  At more than $30,000, 
Charlene has suggested, “That’s like purchasing another home and we can’t afford that without jeopardizing our retirement resources.”  Greg is under 
contract for a new seawall and boat well and had he not refinanced three years ago, “With current interest rates, I wouldn’t be able to afford it now.” 
 

 

Greg is the middle of three sons.  Charlene and Renaldo share a total of seven 
children from previous marriages.  She worked for the US Postal Service but the 
bag she carried had tools.  She was a machine mechanic for the sorting 
machines at the huge central facility on Fort Street just west of downtown.   
 
Greg holds a Bachelor of Arts from Detroit’s College of Creative Studies, was an 
Adjunct Professor of his alma mater and has a successful career building and 
renovating millions of square feet in hundreds of commercial office facilities 
around the country and in Canada.   
 
A second-floor bedroom provides space for a modern workspace of his own.  
He's been active in the community since her arrived as noted in the picture to the 
left from the mikd-90s planting flowers in AB Ford Park and is currently leading 
the Permit Committee for the Jefferson-Chalmers WATER Project.   

 
 
Charlene’s current hobbies include working on the yard and getting the house more safe and secure for coming years.  Her career as a mechanic 
means she’s handy and while she provides the labor, “Renaldo helps with constructive criticism,” laughing with her big smile.  Charlene has “a strong 
love and connection to the water” and suggest, “water is a beauty in and of itself” while recognizes “it’s essential to our life, our survival.”   
 
Greg believes, “We can be successful living harmoniously with nature and with cooperation and support from a variety of public agencies, we can find 
solutions that will allow our waterfront community to thrive.”   


