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These two photos—of traffic on I-75/85 and bikers on the BeltLine—represent two sides of Atlanta.
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The Atlanta BeltLine. The black line is the twenty-two-mile planned streetcar corridor. The dotted line is the somewhat longer trail, which sometime departs from the corridor.

















INTRODUCTION
ATLANTA’S LIVABLE FUTURE



Atlanta is on the brink of either tremendous rebirth or inexorable decline. At the center of a perfect storm of failed American urban policies, Atlanta has the highest income inequality, and its metro area features the longest commutes, in the country; attempts at twentieth-century urban renewal blasted highways through the city center and destroyed neighborhoods; suburban sprawl impaired the environment even as it eroded the urban tax base and exacerbated a long history of racial injustice. Although many cities across America suffer these problems, the issues have collided nowhere so conspicuously as in Atlanta.


Consequently, Atlanta’s quest for reinvention maps onto America’s broader struggle to renew its cities: to transcend racism, segregation, and gaping economic divides, to transition from cars to public transit and walkable environments, to find new prosperity in the ruins of vanished industries. Having undergone an extraordinary transformation in recent decades, the city is now on the verge of emerging from its adolescence to become a grown-up city, with enough density to support a web of public transit, plenty of parks connected by multiuse trails, bike-friendly streets, and opportunities for people in the most troubled neighborhoods to break the cycle of intergenerational poverty. Yet Atlanta has been on the verge of something for most of its relatively brief history, and there is a real danger that the city’s leaders will opt, once again, for image over fundamental change. Atlanta cannot afford to wait any longer; nor can the country.
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The most promising symbol of the city’s potential for rebirth is the Atlanta BeltLine. A twenty-two-mile ring of mostly defunct rail lines, running through forty-five neighborhoods girdling Atlanta’s downtown, the BeltLine is currently being transformed into a stunning pedestrian walkway and potential streetcar line. The project’s backers hope that it will spur redevelopment, urban activism, community organizing, and environmental awareness. Many see it is a model for the next American city: walkable and accessible, diverse both economically and racially. Its success will reflect a remarkable turn of events, since the BeltLine’s rail beds once served to segregate the city by race. Yet, as with all massive social endeavors, the BeltLine has faced countless obstacles and fierce critiques, including from those who fear that the project will displace the city’s poorer black residents with wealthier white ones.


City on the Verge dives deep into Atlanta’s history but focuses on the BeltLine’s evolving struggles as emblematic of the greater forces sweeping through the city and country at large. This potential “emerald necklace,” as architect and city planner Alexander Garvin (who helped plan its new parks) has called it, could rejuvenate the heart and soul of the city. The Atlanta BeltLine also provides a wonderful lens for viewing the disparate areas of the city, north, east, south, and west, rich and poor, white and black. In literally encircling the city it provides a metaphorical narrative hoop on which to organize the book, with forays into the inner city as well as the outlying suburbs.


The success of the Atlanta BeltLine is key to the city’s rejuvenation, helping to reverse the late-twentieth-century “white flight” into the suburbs, which produced some of the worst sprawl in the country. You might say that the battle over the BeltLine is a matter of life or death: Atlanta could emerge as a truly great city—or it could fall back into congested mediocrity.


Because Atlanta combines so many of the nation’s urban ills, City on the Verge provides a key to understanding the crises—and potential renaissance—of American cities generally. “Americans sense that something is wrong with the places where we live and work and go about our daily business,” wrote social critic James Howard Kunstler in 1996. “We drive up and down the gruesome, tragic suburban boulevards of commerce, and we’re overwhelmed at the fantastic, awesome, stupefying ugliness of absolutely everything in sight… as though the whole thing had been designed by some diabolical force bent on making human beings miserable.” Atlanta is an extreme case in point. Just a few years after Kunstler wrote, Time magazine featured it as the classic exemplar of American urban sprawl: “Once wilderness, [metro Atlanta is] now a 13-county eruption, one that has been called the fastest-spreading human settlement in history. What it leaves behind is tract houses, access roads, strip malls, off ramps, industrial parks and billboards advertising more tract houses where the peach trees used to be.”


As a relatively low-density city surrounded by mall-studded suburbs, Atlanta most closely resembles other Sunbelt cities, such as Phoenix, Houston, Dallas, Miami, San Jose, and Los Angeles. The pressure on these urban centers to reinvent themselves through “smart growth” that fosters safe, affordable, dense, mixed-use, transit-friendly neighborhoods will only increase, as nearly 90 percent of US population growth over the next two decades is projected to occur there.


“Atlanta is traffic-obsessed to a degree that, among major American cities, perhaps only Los Angeles can match. And it is the place where traffic and demographic inversion [young adults and affluent retirees moving in to the city, while immigrants and the poor shift to the suburbs] seem… to be most closely tied together,” wrote Alan Ehrenhalt in The Great Inversion and the Future of the American City (2012). Traffic obsessed, yes, because Atlanta is also traffic strangled. This city “has probably been the source of more bad transportation policy than any other in America,” wrote David Owen in Green Metropolis: Why Living Smaller, Living Closer, and Driving Less Are the Keys to Sustainability (2009).


Unless Atlanta can reposition itself—no longer perceived as a congested, sprawling, auto-dependent area—it risks slowly dissolving into an amorphous urban shell, leaving isolated communities powerless to attract business, fix infrastructure, solve huge health problems, or resolve racial prejudice and income inequity.


Atlanta is not alone in its attempts to adjust to new urban realities. In the era of the automobile, American cities evolved into places that inadvertently made lives more harried and less healthy. Inner cities decayed. People sat in cars rather than biking or walking. Junk food was cheaper and easier to find than fresh fruit and vegetables. The “edge cities” surrounding the urban core, accessible only by automobile, leeched life and business from traditional downtowns. (In metro Atlanta, the oxymoronically named Perimeter Center exemplifies the phenomenon.) Over the past two decades, some US cities have clawed their way back to civility. Eschewing suburban commuter hell, empty nesters and young professionals have relocated to innovative cities such as Portland, Oregon; Seattle, Washington; and Charlotte, North Carolina, which are far ahead of Atlanta in terms of livable initiatives such as bike lanes, trails, parks, and streetcars.


While not the only such urban project, the BeltLine is the most ambitious and transformative. And with its short, turbulent history, hubris, diversity, creative public-private partnerships, fraught politics, climate, and dramatically contrasting affluence and poverty, Atlanta can serve as a kind of petri dish for the remaking of a city. If it succeeds, it will offer hope and an example for other urban areas; if it fails, it will become a cautionary tale of epic proportions: this is how to create an unlivable urban area.
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So if Atlanta doesn’t fail, what will its future look like? What could the BeltLine do for the urban core, for real estate and jobs as well as individuals and families? Here is a hopeful vision:



Atlanta, 2030. John and Susan live in the NuGrape Lofts on Ralph McGill Boulevard, right on the BeltLine. On summer nights, they sit out on the old cement loading dock, enjoying a glass of wine as people stroll by, walking their dogs, romancing, or looking for a bite to eat. Rollerbladers and cyclists zip along in their own lanes. Every few minutes, a streetcar clangs by. On workdays, John walks north on the BeltLine past the Historic Fourth Ward Park, admiring the sunken pond and its amphitheater surrounded by terraces, fountains, and boardwalks, then turns left across a pedestrian bridge to the huge Ponce City Market building, where he works in a café. On his way home, he sometimes ventures a bit farther south on the BeltLine to watch kids perform terrifying maneuvers in the skateboard park. Susan grabs the streetcar, changing at North Avenue to head west toward Georgia Tech, where she is an administrator. On weekends, John and Susan often jump on their bikes to explore the city and the many parks along the twenty-two-mile BeltLine trail that circles it. They can also veer off on spur trails into the city or connect to the Silver Comet trail going toward Alabama. Riding gives them a more holistic feel for Atlanta than driving. The view of the city skyline constantly shifts. They share the trail and the city with people of all shades and ethnicities—African Americans, whites, Hispanics, Koreans, Bosnians, Somalis, gays, straights, pensioners, children. They ride past some of the wealthiest as well as some of the poorest city neighborhoods, though all property near the BeltLine has gone up in value, as more people move into the corridor.





Despite many unanticipated setbacks, Atlanta is already realizing this vision straight out of the “new urbanism” playbook.* The NuGrape building, headquarters for the soda pop company from 1937 through 1971, has indeed been converted into high-ceilinged lofts, and residents really do sit out on the former loading dock on summer nights. The Historic Fourth Ward Park, with its nearby skateboard area, was finished in 2011, and the massive old Sears warehouse on Ponce de Leon Avenue is now the Ponce City Market, a combined retail, residential, and commercial space. The 2.25-mile Eastside Trail section that goes by the NuGrape Lofts was paved, landscaped, and completed in late 2012. In December 2014, the city inaugurated an east-west streetcar loop—the first in the city since 1949—through the downtown area, which may eventually link into the BeltLine system.**


The restoration of the long-empty Sears behemoth and the replacement of a flood-prone area of abandoned warehouses and decaying businesses with a large park are near-miracles in a city that has specialized in tearing down historic buildings and underfunding even its existing parks. And the BeltLine itself, its Eastside Trail jammed with pedestrians, bikers, and dog walkers, is perhaps the greatest miracle, repurposing a derelict corridor of mostly abandoned rail lines as a combination of trails, parks, mixed-income housing, retail and office space, and possible public transit that may revitalize the city.


Twenty-two percent of Atlanta’s population lives along the BeltLine, which is, according to land use strategist Christopher Leinberger, “the most important rail-transit project that’s been proposed in the country, possibly in the world.” New York Times reporter Richard Fausset called the BeltLine “a staggeringly ambitious engine of urban revitalization.” Kaid Benfield of the Natural Resources Defense Council deemed it “the country’s best smart growth project… so enormous, so multifaceted, so ambitious and potentially transformative, and so complicated that it is difficult to know where to start.”


The story of how the BeltLine began in 1999, as a master’s thesis by an unknown architectural grad student named Ryan Gravel, developed a grassroots following, and ultimately gained acceptance from Atlanta’s mayors, corporations, and nonprofits, all the while pushing through various obstacles that threatened to derail the project, is complicated and fascinating. And although particular to this city’s struggle to create the BeltLine, the convoluted politics, legal issues, and improvisational strategies should inform other urban efforts, which inevitably face their own challenges. The often overlooked but crucial metropolis of Atlanta can inform the future of our cities nationwide, with their own all-too-familiar woes.


But this book goes well beyond the BeltLine project, transformative as it may be. It also analyzes the city and region, looking at such issues as transportation, race, housing, education, religion, the environment, energy, public health, business, politics, and the economy. Mirroring the spur trails off the BeltLine, spur sections discuss related places and subjects.


Still, the BeltLine remains the project that will link disparate areas of the city. Though this massive undertaking will take at least another decade or two to complete, undoubtedly encountering many more bumps along the way, it is well under way, supported with funds stemming from Home Depot, Coca-Cola, Cox Enterprises, and UPS, among others. The city government is squarely behind the effort.


In Makeshift Metropolis: Ideas About Cities (2010), Witold Rybcynski noted, “Large cities currently have a number of significant disincentives: faltering school systems, high tax burdens, unwieldy municipal bureaucracies, poor services, and unresponsive governments.” Again, God knows, Atlanta has provided ample evidence. But with the BeltLine maintaining the momentum generated by its grassroots origins, the city government has become more responsive; services are improving, and schools are likely to follow in time. Still, this story is far from over and involves failures and looming questions as well as successes.


Although set in the present with a view to the future, City on the Verge draws on a rich historical context. A century ago, cities may have been dirty and polluted, but they were dense, vital hubs of industry and commerce. Workers lived in neighborhoods near factories (like Atlanta’s Cabbagetown, near the Fulton Bag and Cotton Mill) serviced by railroads. Wealthier people lived further out along the streetcar lines in the first suburbs (like Inman Park). During the 1920s, the automobile began to change that way of life and culture. In the postwar era, desegregation and white flight to the suburbs hollowed out downtowns, a trend ultimately tied to important public health issues such as air pollution, global warming, water availability, affordable housing, and increased obesity.


Still a young city, Atlanta has yet to clearly define itself or its future. After General William Tecumseh Sherman reduced it to ashes in 1864 during the Civil War, it re-created itself as the “Phoenix City,” and it has been reinventing itself ever since, boasting about the “Atlanta Spirit,” labeling itself “the World’s Next Great City,” all the while unsure of its real character. “If Atlanta could suck as well as it blows, it would be a sea port,” one cynic observed in the 1890s, implying that Atlantans were blowhards. Although never a typical Southern city, it has that patina of gracious living cheek by jowl with hardscrabble poverty. It has precious few historic buildings, having routinely torn down the old and thrown up new skyscrapers (or parking lots, stadiums, and convention centers). Unplanned development has rendered metro Atlanta a mishmash of malls and crowded expressways, with mostly segregated neighborhoods surrounding a hollowed-out downtown core. Its public schools are deeply troubled.


Yet Atlanta remains a tremendously appealing place to live. People who move to the city for their own or a spouse’s job usually come to love its diversity, energy, distinctive neighborhoods, restaurants, theater, museums, music, sports, and recreational opportunities. More young people are choosing to live “in-town,” helping to rejuvenate troubled neighborhoods. For a major metropolitan area, Atlanta still retains a small-town, intimate feel. Everybody seems to know everyone else, along with the latest gossip. And yes, it does indeed foster a type of Southern hospitality you won’t find in New York. Amid accents of all kinds, you’ll still hear “How y’all doin’ today?” Although the summers can be brutally hot and humid, nothing makes you appreciate a swimming pool or ice-cold Coca-Cola more, and then there are the warm, magical summer nights. Atlanta winters are mild; springtime explodes with daffodils, azaleas, and dogwoods; and the autumn is long and mellow.


Atlanta offers diversity in all senses of the word. It is a troubled, dynamic, appealing, contradictory city, and the BeltLine project has the potential to envelope it with a livable new urbanism where people can walk and bike, enjoy parks, and get around on streetcars (or bus rapid transit) and rapid transit. The BeltLine will link to new urban farms whose fresh food can contribute to better health, along with an active lifestyle.
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As an Atlanta native with a profound personal involvement with the city, I now live far away in northern Vermont. Yet I have continued to monitor the problems and progress of my birthplace through the years as I have returned to visit family and friends, as well as to research two other Atlanta-related books (For God, Country, and Coca-Cola and Inside the Outbreaks).


I wrote most of City on the Verge in standard journalistic third person, but readers will find me popping up in the first person throughout the book. I grew up in the city, and my family’s roots in the region extend back generations. I was born on October 1, 1948, the year before the decommissioning of Atlanta’s last streetcars in favor of trackless trolleys (buses with overhead electric lines), themselves soon replaced by diesel-fuming buses. I recall my father giving the finger to Ku Klux Klansmen as we drove past the field where they were burning a cross in Marietta. During my childhood African Americans had separate schools, bathrooms, and drinking fountains. Like most upscale families, we had a black maid, whom I loved deeply, though I knew virtually nothing about the part of town in which she lived.


As a teenager, I worked for a summer as a welder’s assistant at Southern Cross Industries (formerly the Southern Spring Bed Company), where my father was an executive. My great grandfather had founded the business in 1884, two years before Coca-Cola was invented in Atlanta, in the same era that produced the BeltLine railroads, which skirted the overburdened central rail junctions and helped to open the outlying area to industry. Today that bedding factory on Martin Luther King Jr. Drive (formerly Hunter Street) has been converted into the Mattress Factory Lofts. Ironically, MLK Jr. also worked there for a summer as an adolescent.


I remember when the “Atlanta Population Now” sign on Peachtree Street, which tracks the growth of metropolitan Atlanta, broke 1 million people in 1959 (it now exceeds 6 million in a thirty-nine-county area, projected to swell to 8 million by 2040). I remember when Interstate 75 plowed through the red clay near my home on West Paces Ferry Road in the 1960s.


That road was named for the man who operated a ferry across the nearby Chattahoochee River. I used to canoe on its muddy waters, colored and polluted by the runoff from eroded developments upstream. I knew that Native Americans once lived there too. I found their arrowheads in the woods. On a school trip, I visited the Etowah Indian Mounds, where ancestors of the Creek Indians lived 1,000 years ago. On a family vacation to the mountains of North Carolina, I watched Unto These Hills, a dramatization of the 1838–1839 expulsion of the Cherokees along the “Trail of Tears.”


Yet it didn’t occur to me that European settlers had killed or driven out the Creek and Cherokee who used to live in what I knew as Atlanta. And despite unearthing musket balls from the Civil War, seeing Gone with the Wind (which premiered in Atlanta in 1939), and visiting the Cyclorama near the Grant Park Zoo, it didn’t occur to me that this war was fought because those white men had imported and enslaved the Africans whose ancestors provided domestic servants for the wealthy enclave in which I grew up. Like most children, I simply accepted my world as the given order. Only in retrospect did I recognize what a small and privileged bubble that world represented.


So the research for this book has in many ways given me an opportunity to explore my native city for the first time. I have walked the entire BeltLine and stayed overnight with kind hosts in its wildly disparate surrounding neighborhoods. I have interviewed hundreds of people, ranging from the homeless, to Mayor Kasim Reed and former mayors Shirley Franklin and Sam Massell, to BeltLine and neighborhood leaders and activists present and past. I have also spent time in Gwinnett County to the north; Clayton County to the south; Decatur, Clarkston, and Stone Mountain to the east; and Serenbe to the southwest.


All of this has reminded me once again what a marvelous, crazy blend of a city Atlanta is, where a chic, upscale restaurant like Two Urban Licks, housed in a cavernous former warehouse right next to the BeltLine in the Old Fourth Ward, lies only minutes from Bedford Pine, a subsidized housing complex along Boulevard Avenue that is notorious for drug deals, crime, and prostitution. The ultramodern reflective skyscrapers of Buckhead and Peachtree lift out of concrete pads that ooze red clay. With more trees than any other major American urban area, Atlanta looks like a forest from on high, and the whole city thrums on a summer night with the sound of cicadas and the scent of magnolias. Yet it has a paucity of parks compared to most other American metropolises and is one of the least pedestrian-friendly cities in the world.


Walking the BeltLine, interviewing the homeless, the police, the neighbors, the drug dealers, the activists, the developers, the hustlers, the hip-hop artists, the new immigrants, the entrepreneurs, the academics, the students, the nouveau riche, and the old guard, I have sought to connect the dots of past and present, rich and poor, black and white. The BeltLine, in encircling the city, connects areas whose inhabitants hardly know one another now. It has also served for me as a kind of metaphor in a personal journey of reconnection and discovery.


I am opinionated and passionate about my native city. Nonetheless, I won’t express many opinions again until the final chapter. I prefer to let the facts and characters speak for themselves so that readers are free to make their own judgments. By the time I offer my own, perhaps those conclusions will dovetail with yours, based on the stories you’ve read—or perhaps not.


A road map of the book you’re about to read is necessary. The contents reflect original research, extensive historical reading, news synthesis, nearly four hundred interviews, and old-fashioned shoe-leather journalism. In Part One, chapter styles trade off with one another. One set of chapters offers an unbroken linear narrative of the BeltLine’s evolution and struggle, while alternating chapters offer expansive perspectives on Atlanta’s history, transportation and racial issues, housing, public health, urban planning, education, and more. Part Two offers a panoramic view of the city from the ground level, with chapters exploring the neighborhoods adjacent to the BeltLine, towns “outside the Perimeter”—or OTP—of the city proper, and, finally, the troubled downtown “hole” in the BeltLine donut. By the end we’ve brought the story up to date and look to Atlanta’s future.


That future looks hopeful but is by no means etched in stone. There is no guarantee that the entire BeltLine loop and other sustainable development efforts will be completed. The city doesn’t even own the entire BeltLine right-of-way—the railroads still own about 40 percent—and the project has really just begun. Its financing remains unclear, as does whether streetcars will (or should) parallel the trail. Yet it is a good and worthy fight, one that has inspired the city in ways I never could have imagined just a few years ago. I hope you will take inspiration from the effort and join me in rooting for my hometown and the rest of America’s cities.













Part I


BUILDING THE BELTLINE




Part I explains how the BeltLine developed, bringing the story to the end of 2015. Alternating chapters explore relevant Atlanta history and other issues, such as race and health.


















PROLOGUE



WALKING THE BELTLINE


On a mild December day in 2011, I am walking the southern half of the Atlanta BeltLine with Ryan Gravel, whose 1999 thesis inspired this enormous project to lay trail, transit, and parks along a twenty-two-mile loop. Abandoned for decades, the loop had been all but forgotten, even as it encircled the city’s downtown and touched dozens of neighborhoods. When we began our walk, the project was five years along, had overcome extraordinary opposition, and was already galvanizing the city.


A tall, lanky man in his late thirties, Gravel speaks calmly, logically, and sparingly, almost in a monotone. His hair turned white a decade ago, giving him a certain gravitas. No one could accuse him of having a dynamic presence; yet his determined advocacy for his vision of a rejuvenated Atlanta, anchored by this loop of former (and current) railroad beds, shines through in everything he says and does.


We met this morning at the Inman Park Metropolitan Atlanta Rapid Transit Authority (MARTA) station on the southeastern side of the city, then walked through the station and over the Hulsey Rail Yard, a large terminal for trains. This is one of three places along the BeltLine that pose major obstacles and discontinuities—where it is unclear how to connect the trail-transit loop seamlessly. Will CSX, the railroad that owns the Hulsey Yard, agree to sell and move? Or will the BeltLine tunnel under it, go around it, or find some other solution? Walking the BeltLine today shows me something I haven’t fully grasped before: how very physical the act of renewal is, the necessity of contending with the city as it is to build something better.
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Ryan Gravel on the future BeltLine, December 2011








Then we walk west down Wylie Street past the rail yard and turn left, heading south onto the future BeltLine, the beginning of a three-mile stretch where a train brings sand twice a week to a concrete plant, the sole remaining customer on this dead-end stretch.


We walk through Reynoldstown to the left and Cabbagetown to the right, two of the forty-five neighborhoods along the BeltLine. Cabbagetown, where poor white employees of the local cotton mill once lived, has become a trendy enclave in the past few years. Today, however, we will walk through some of the poorer south and west Atlanta neighborhoods, mostly African American, while more affluent, largely white neighborhoods lie to the north and east.


Just before we cross Memorial Drive we pass an old railroad depot converted into an upscale restaurant; to the right are the new Lofts at Reynoldstown Crossing, built in an old Triumph motorcycle factory, with a few affordable units subsidized by the BeltLine project.


Now we walk along Bill Kennedy Way, crossing Interstate 20, one of the few places where the planned BeltLine streetcars must run in the street rather than along defunct railroad lines. To the left is Glenwood Park, a new urban community built in 2006 by Mindspring founder Charles Brewer. With its Drip Coffeehouse, restaurants, and townhouses, it exemplifies the relatively dense, mixed-used development that the BeltLine should attract.


We walk past a huge pile of sand near the concrete plant, then through a wooded area along the track. To the left is a hill covered with kudzu that Gravel says will one day be a park. A billboard looms above with a message from the Mormons. Two red-tailed hawks fly overhead. To the right through the trees, we can see the towers of downtown Atlanta. If I couldn’t see them, I ponder, I might think I was on a country road, even though the BeltLine is usually within a three-mile radius of the heart of the city. Yet I know that the Grant Park neighborhood is on our right, and Ormewood Park is on our left.


As I walk around the southern half of the BeltLine today, I am struck by how the city views shift and shade with different angles and times of day. Because the railroad grade had to remain relatively level, despite Atlanta’s location in the rolling foothills of the Appalachian Mountains, the corridor sometimes rises above people’s backyards. In some places it runs through old warehouse rows; in others it burrows through beautiful old tunnels and runs in cuts below street level. During long stretches you can see the connected contours of the city and its rolling hills and creeks as you never could from a car.
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When Ryan Gravel first walked the BeltLine, in places he had to bushwhack through this kudzu corridor.








We walk past derelict concrete pads where public housing units were razed in the past decade (as were most of the “projects” in Atlanta), past makeshift chicken coops from which we hear crowing. “Fighting cocks,” Gravel says. But aren’t they illegal? “Of course,” he says, deadpan.


Now we reach the Peoplestown neighborhood on the right, where we leave the trail to walk through the adjacent D. H. Stanton Park, one of the newly renovated parks along the BeltLine. Built atop an old landfill, the playground once seeped unremediated methane gas until the day a little girl caught fire as she came down a sliding board and apparently created a spark. She survived, but the park was bulldozed. Now it features solar panels, a splash pad, and a new playground.


Angel Poventud joins us at Stanton Park. A CSX conductor who runs trains through the northwestern section along the future BeltLine (the only truly active rail section), Poventud is among the BeltLine’s most enthusiastic devotees. He probably knows the corridor better than Gravel, having walked it dozens of times in the past three years. His answering machine identifies him as “Angel of the BeltLine.” Upbeat and friendly, with a bushy head of curly black hair, Poventud is a familiar figure in Atlanta.


We continue to walk along the BeltLine, past a derelict warehouse now serving as a paintball battleground. “Over there is a carpet recycling plant,” Poventud says. “In the summer, when they are busiest, everything around here is covered in carpet fiber. It’s pretty terrifying. Don’t hang out there too long.”


We pass a burned hulk, a former city maintenance facility, then swing west under Interstate 75/85. Beyond the bridge on the right is a gigantic, abandoned thirty-one-acre asphalt lot that once served as a truck transfer station. Beyond it lies Pittsburgh, one of the poorest African American neighborhoods in Atlanta. To the left is Capitol View Manor, still troubled but in better shape and, as the name implies, offering a view of the capitol’s gold dome. “I live down there,” Gravel says, “past those trees.”


We now walk on a dirt path, the rails removed. Only a few years ago, this trail was nearly impassable because of the kudzu, and few ventured here other than the homeless, who established makeshift shelters. Some stretches are still overgrown with weeds and strewn with trash, despite repeated cleanup efforts. I am reminded of Ryan Gravel’s advice e-mailed before our BeltLine hike: “Sneakers should be fine—it used to be that I would recommend bringing a machete and a snake-bite kit, but fortunately those are no longer necessary.”


A little farther along, Poventud leads us to the right through some trash and vines onto Lexington Avenue by Adair Park. “This is my house,” he says. We take a tour of this small home in which no one could possibly live, with peeling paint, fallen ceilings, and black mold. Poventud bought it for $14,000 and plans to fix it up. “I’ll live here someday, right on the BeltLine!” he asserts. The drug dealers next door recently moved out, he adds hopefully.


We resume our northward trek on the BeltLine, under a three-bay bridge that holds Murphy Avenue, Lee Street, and MARTA and railroad lines. Here Poventud calls out to Abraham, a homeless man who has lived for nine years in a jury-rigged lean-to under the bridge. Water puddles amid the garbage.


We continue past West End to the right and the Westview neighborhood on the left, where a sign says, “Hosea Feed the Homeless.” Soon the corridor narrows as we walk down Warehouse Row, as Gravel calls it, a forlorn stretch of mostly abandoned industrial buildings, then through a gulley below street level, past Enota Park on the left (to be expanded as part of the BeltLine project), and under I-20 again, as the interstate runs west out of the city. A branch of Proctor Creek originates near here in the Mozley Park neighborhood, though it is often buried and terribly polluted as it runs north toward the Chattahoochee River.


In the early twentieth century, most of these neighborhoods were upper-class white streetcar suburbs, as was Adair Park. After World War II, when whites fled to the suburbs and poorer African Americans moved in, neighborhood stores and industries failed, and the area fell into decline. Aside from the Kroger and Big Bear supermarkets in West End, the area is a “food desert,” with junk food and liquor far easier to find than fruits and vegetables.


We end our day, late in the afternoon, in the Washington Park neighborhood on the west side, halfway around the loop.
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Four months later, in April 2012, I meet Ryan Gravel and Angel Poventud again at Washington Park to resume our walk clockwise around the northern part of the BeltLine. This time, however, our route is not so straightforward. Because much of the northwestern corridor still hosts active freight trains (with Poventud often driving them), it isn’t clear where the BeltLine will go. A map shows two alternate routes, to the east and west, both of which somehow have to traverse Howell Junction, a valley of five converging rail lines.


We walk north through an encampment created by “urban homesteaders,” as Poventud describes those who have erected tents and hovels amid the weeds. We then have a choice—we can attempt to follow a kudzu-choked abandoned line (nearly impassable) to the right or follow a CSX line, the easier route, under Joseph E. Boone Boulevard. We take the latter. Then we turn right onto another CSX rail line that goes north through Maddox Park, once a beautiful recreation area, now taken over by drug dealers. The swimming pool lies empty and cracked, and the homeless camp out in the clubhouse. The surrounding Bankhead and Grove Park areas are among the poorest neighborhoods in Atlanta, and we can see boarded up homes as we walk along the train track. Nearby, to the west, is a huge old quarry that will be filled with water, the centerpiece of a future Westside Park, which will be the crowning jewel of the new BeltLine parks.


At this point we leave the railroad track to walk along a series of roads. We pass by the King Plow Arts Center, a repurposed industrial site, on West Marietta Street. Gravel says that he would prefer this route, when the BeltLine is eventually built here, but he is philosophical about the outcome. “This isn’t the kind of project you can control. You are just lucky to participate in it.” We scurry through a hole in a fence and down a hill to Howell Junction, a dense and (to me) terrifying conjunction of railroad lines. “Don’t worry,” Poventud assures me. “The trains go really slow through here.”


We continue north, following another CSX line under Huff Road, past the Atlanta Waterworks on the right, under Howell Mill Road, over Northside Drive, and under I-75, which runs northwest toward Chattanooga. Now we have crossed over into stabler, more well-to-do, predominantly white areas, with Berkeley Park and Collier Hills to the left and Loring Heights and Atlantic Station to the right.


In most of this northwestern quadrant, the BeltLine trail will probably separate from the planned transit. On the train track, we cross a high wooden trestle (after ascertaining that no trains are coming), below which the Northside BeltLine Trail already runs alongside Tanyard Creek. (I had walked this bucolic path with my brother, who lives nearby.)


We follow the railroad track under Collier Road, named for a pioneering Atlanta resident, and on the right we pass Piedmont Hospital, the largest employer on the potential BeltLine. The CSX rail we’re following now curves due east and runs under Peachtree Street, the central spine of Atlanta. On the right lies Brookwood Hills, a neighborhood of lovely homes established in the 1920s. We leave the track briefly to visit Peachtree Creek, which here runs parallel on the left over some riffling rapids.


Now we approach the Armour/Ottley Yard on our right, a light industrial area that is home to MARTA’s maintenance facility, various rail lines, and businesses such as SweetWater Brewing Company. At this point, near the northern end of the BeltLine, we scramble up a twenty-foot slope, leaving the CSX line and climbing to the Norfolk Southern track, which we will follow south along the loop’s eastern edge. Somehow the BeltLine transit will have to make this vertical climb more gradually.


I am feeling overwhelmed with the enormity of this BeltLine project and how much it’s going to cost: at least $4 billion. It has to surmount so many physical challenges, including brownfields remediation, installation of handicap-accessible ramps to adjacent neighborhoods, and earthmoving to create a corridor next to the active railroad line. It has yet to obtain the rights to almost half of the corridor.


When I give vent to my concerns, Ryan Gravel answers calmly. “Sure, there are all these obstacles to be overcome, but this is not rocket science. Look at how they created Spaghetti Junction,” he says, referring to the complicated, expensive knot of stacked expressway interchanges north of Atlanta where I-85 and I-285 (the Perimeter) meet.


“Look at the new international terminal at the airport. I mean, they built an entire runway over the interstate there.” He is referring to the terminal about to open at Atlanta’s airport, which took four years to complete and cost $1.4 billion. “Sure, this is a complex, expensive, long-term project, but it can be done.” He’s right, I think. We’re used to paying insane amounts for other forms of transportation. Why not this streetcar and trail loop?


The afternoon sun on this spring day slants down on two drunks asleep near the tracks. We step around them on our walk south, leaving the Piedmont Heights neighborhood to our left. A golf course abuts the railroad to the right, and beyond it we can see the beautiful winding, tree-shaded roads of Sherwood Forest and Ansley Park, upscale white suburbs. We pass Ansley Mall on the left, skirting the rear parking lot and businesses that currently face away from the unused rail corridor we’re walking on. We enter Piedmont Park and cross Clear Creek several times as we continue south on the dirt path that follows the former rail line. Passing a dog park on the right, we end our walk at the Park Tavern just before the BeltLine trail crosses the busy intersection at Monroe Drive near 10th Street.






[image: ]








On a previous day, wearing a hard hat that Angel Poventud lent me, I had already walked with him along the remaining 2.25 miles of the BeltLine, from this point down to DeKalb Avenue, where it dead-ends into the Hulsey Rail Yard, near the Inman Park Station, where this walking tour began.


This section, called the Eastside Trail, was under construction, the first segment of the BeltLine to be completed later in 2012. Poventud and I had seen the huge old Sears building looming to the right as we crossed Ponce de Leon Avenue, named for the springs from which Clear Creek sprang—now buried somewhere under pavement near the Sears building, which was being renovated into Ponce City Market.


We walked past the Historic Fourth Ward Park, just nearing completion to our right, past Two Urban Licks, the restaurant in an old warehouse to the left, and the skateboard park on the right. Multistory apartment buildings rose like mushrooms in this new area, quickly becoming one of the hottest in Atlanta. The Old Fourth Ward, birthplace of Martin Luther King Jr. and until recently mostly African American, was gentrifying, with quite a racial mix. Part of the BeltLine mandate is to provide thousands of affordable housing units, but already surging rents were forcing lower-income residents out of this neighborhood. This issue will challenge Atlanta, a city with vast economic inequities, in years to come.
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I walked the twenty-two-mile BeltLine loop at the beginning of my research for this book, which took another four years to complete. The Eastside Trail, opened in October 2012, was an immediate hit. On weekends, it is jammed with bikes, rollerbladers, baby carriages, strolling couples, and dog walkers. In the fall of 2014, Ponce City Market, still in development, rented its first apartments, as restaurants and other businesses began to move in.


As this book goes to press, the Westside Trail is nearing completion, but it’s not clear whether it will jump-start development in the poverty-stricken area. Most of the BeltLine project remains uncompleted. The next step could be acquisition of the defunct southern CSX rail line that will connect the Eastside and Westside Trails. Meanwhile, the city already owns the trail running north through Piedmont Park from the end of the Eastside Trail, and construction could proceed there. The huge acreage around the former quarry remains undeveloped, with the nearby northwestern stretch of the BeltLine left as the last challenge in an area with active rail. Not one streetcar has yet rolled along the corridor.


The Atlanta BeltLine has been a long time coming and may miss its 2030 deadline for completion, but it is happening, and what began as a master’s thesis and grassroots movement may indeed help to transform Atlanta into one of the most desirable cities in the country. If its progress thus far is any indication, however, the path will be full of unanticipated challenges.













CHAPTER 1



RYAN GRAVEL’S EPIPHANY




When the design of public infrastructure directs private action, architecture and planning become political.


—Ryan Gravel, Belt Line—Atlanta, December 1999 master’s thesis




Most summer mornings in 1995, Ryan Gravel, then twenty-two, sat behind his steering wheel in the I-285 Perimeter gridlock as he drove from his suburban home in north Chamblee, Georgia, to work as an intern at Fowler Design Associates, an Atlanta architecture firm. He hated the commute. “There are a lot of great things about Atlanta, but this wasn’t one of them, and I was quite miserable,” he recalled. He daydreamed about the spring when, as a college senior at the Georgia Institute of Technology (Georgia Tech), he had studied in Paris at the École Nationale Supérieure d’Architecture de Paris–La Villette. What a contrast! Taking the metro or walking everywhere, he hadn’t needed a car. “I was in the best shape of my life. I lost twenty pounds in a month and felt great.” Pedestrian-friendly neighborhoods, all with their own markets offering fresh food, dotted the city. Life was more civilized and healthy. Why couldn’t Atlanta be like that?


Nor was Gravel happy with his job at Fowler, where he designed suburban malls. “I felt I was part of the problem.” In the fall of 1996, after the Atlanta Summer Olympics, Gravel returned to Georgia Tech to earn a joint master’s degree in architecture and city planning. As he searched for a thesis topic, he thought about the old Atlanta rail lines he had explored as an undergrad. Also, as part of his graduate work, he had compiled a facilities inventory for the Atlanta Public Schools, which took him into every city neighborhood. “My experience touring around, combined with knowledge of the old rail lines, got me interested in how connected these communities could be.” He realized that four of those lines—originally the Atlanta & Richmond Air-Line Railway, Seaboard Air Line Railway, Atlanta & West Point Belt Line, and Louisville & Nashville Railroad Belt Line—encircled the city, within two or three miles of the downtown area, and ran through dozens of diverse neighborhoods.


By the late 1800s, a spiderweb of rail lines had converged in Atlanta’s congested downtown area. These four freight lines had been built to bypass the central train terminal. In response, industries sprang up along the new rails, then in surrounding neighborhoods. After World War II, however, with the domination of trucks, cars, and national businesses, most rail service dwindled or died, as did the associated industries.


When Gravel explored the area on foot, he found barren stretches of track made virtually impassable by kudzu, the ubiquitous Japanese vine widely planted in Georgia in the 1940s to control erosion. Abandoned warehouses and factories lined the tracks, where the homeless had thrown up encampments. On only one stretch of track in the northwestern sector did CSX still have a busy rail line. In another dead-end section to the southeast, trains ran sporadically to deliver sand to a concrete manufacturer. Why not turn this corridor into public transit? Gravel envisioned a Southern version of Paris, a revitalized city with local markets and connected neighborhoods. He would call it the Belt Line, named for a couple of the old rail segments.*


Not Entirely a New Idea


On hearing his idea for the BeltLine, Gravel’s Georgia Tech advisor, Randal Roark, was immediately supportive. In fact, he told Gravel that his epiphany wasn’t entirely new. “It’s similar to the Cultural Ring project I worked on before the 1996 Olympics.” Roark had served as the planning director for the Corporation for Olympic Development in Atlanta (CODA), when Starling Sutton, a real estate developer and community activist, approached him with a novel idea—which he called the Cultural Ring—that he had been working on since the 1980s. He wanted to use eighteen miles of the abandoned rail corridor as a venue for tourists, connecting unique cultural and artistic sites in Atlanta.


In the early 1990s, Sutton was helping to convert two vacant industrial buildings, the old King Plow factory on Marietta Street and the abandoned Candler cotton compress factory on Auburn Avenue, into artists’ studios and lofts (the current King Plow Arts Center and Studioplex). Both would be part of the Cultural Ring. In the end, nothing came of the project, other than interesting academic projects for Roark’s Georgia Tech architecture students. Now, Roark showed some of them to Gravel.


Intrigued, Gravel studied the Cultural Ring concept, but it seemed unworkable to him as described, and it ignored the southern route he had identified. He wasn’t interested in a project to shuttle tourists around Atlanta. “I thought if we reused the corridor for real transit and combined it with appropriate changes to zoning and subdivision regulations, then it would also bring economic benefits and growth. The design of public infrastructure could ensure that the project accomplished more than just moving people around. It could change the city’s growth patterns”—that is, suburban sprawl, downtown desertion, automobile addiction, racial divisions, and inequitable development.


As he conducted more research, Gravel found that the idea of repurposing the abandoned or underused rail corridors went back even further. He discovered that the initial 1960 plans for MARTA, the city’s rapid transit line, followed the northeastern and northwestern sections of the BeltLine. He found an artist’s mockup, showing a MARTA train running past the Sears building on Ponce de Leon Avenue along the northeastern stretch of his proposed BeltLine—eerily similar to Gravel’s vision of a streetcar running along the same rail corridor.


In November 1989, the Rails to Trails Conservancy, then a three-year-old nonprofit based in Washington, DC, sponsored a study of abandoned rail corridors in the metropolitan Atlanta area. The subsequent report, completed in 1991, noted that 2,500 miles of Georgia railroad track had been abandoned, 340 miles of it in the previous five years, with 70 miles approaching the “chopping block.” Yet Georgia had only a single, 1.5-mile rail-trail, in the city of Rome. “Atlanta has the opportunity to be pro-active instead of reactive to abandonment trends in the rail industry,” the report stated. “Now is the time to begin converting the railroad’s intricate pathway through city and county into a long curving park of beauty, resource and recreation for all the people of Atlanta.”


The report detailed the ten rail lines entering Atlanta, along with their rail-trail potential, but it was most enthusiastic about the BeltLine idea, here called the Circle Line:




As Atlanta surveys its sobering lack of open space and its diminishing prospects for linear greenways, the 20 miles of rail line circling downtown gain significance. Established at a time when the city’s only concern was facilitating rail transportation, it presents an unexpected potential legacy for recreational development and community connection. To encircle a major American city with a combined 20-mile rail rotary and rail-trail park would be a feat of extraordinary vision and brilliant engineering.… The Circle Line is a living, albeit hidden, community corridor that connects Atlanta to Atlanta.


Political leadership and community commitment will determine the Atlanta metropolitan area’s rail-trail future.… It can only succeed if there is political will and public determination behind its mission.





The Rails to Trails Conservancy report was never made public. On the front of the copy I obtained from a former Georgia state director of the Trust for Public Land, someone had scrawled, “Not released due to political reasons. Excellent report.” When I asked the report’s author, Marianne Fowler, about it, she recalled that the report had been printed and she had already booked her ticket from Washington, DC, to Atlanta, when she learned that the publication’s release had been cancelled. An anonymous source told her, “Your Circle Line would connect white and black Atlanta, and they don’t want that.”


It isn’t clear which political entity squashed publication, but a little later in 1991 the idea resurfaced when Ed McBrayer created the PATH Foundation to plan, capitalize, and build a hard-surface trail system in and around Atlanta. McBrayer, a native of Gainesville, Georgia, had become a biking enthusiast during the fifteen years he lived in Colorado, where he switched from aerospace engineer to home builder. In 1986, he moved back to Atlanta, where he put his bike in the basement. “There was no safe place to ride, so there was very little cycling in Atlanta,” he recalled. But in 1990, when the city was chosen to host the 1996 Olympics, all the talk about Atlanta’s becoming a truly cosmopolitan, international city inspired McBrayer and a couple of friends to start biking again, and they pondered how to develop a bike trail system in time for the games. “We started with a tiny grassroots organization, selling T-shirts and fund-raising with spaghetti dinners.”


An article about McBrayer’s efforts in a Buckhead neighborhood newspaper caught the eye of Jim Kennedy, scion of the Cox Enterprises media empire, which owned, among many other businesses, the Atlanta Journal-Constitution. Kennedy, an avid bike racer, was part of a four-man team that would win the Race Across America the following year, setting a world’s record. With his and other influential people’s support, McBrayer’s new foundation launched successfully. On Saturday mornings during the spring of 1991, his group of “Trailblazers” explored potential greenway trail segments.


In 1992, the PATH Foundation drafted its “Greenway Trail Corridor Plan,” outlining immediate and future plans. “Imagine cycling or walking for hours on wide, beautifully landscaped paths within a string of parks,” the report urged, that “are filled with pedestrians, cyclists and joggers from all over Atlanta.” Cast as linear parks, the new trails would provide “new threads to knit together neighbors, neighborhoods and communities throughout Atlanta.”


And they would improve security. “Homes and businesses adjacent to trails in other urban areas experience less crime due to the level of activity on the trail.” Unfortunately, few Atlantans believed this assertion. At the time, they feared that new urban paths would just attract vagabonds and criminals. Over his decades-long leadership of the PATH Foundation, McBrayer would become used to such attitudes. “I fight a blood battle every time I build a trail,” he sighed.


The report noted that PATH was negotiating with jazz vibraphonist Lionel Hampton to buy land in southwestern Atlanta that eventually became a trail named after the famed performer. The foundation’s early successes also included the Freedom Trail, which parallels the Freedom Parkway going by the Carter Center in east Atlanta, and a trail out to Stone Mountain that follows an old trolley line. The PATH Foundation report proposed putting trails in several parts of what would become the BeltLine, including a section on the west side between Washington and Maddox Parks and another on the east side’s Norfolk Southern line. Neither of those went forward in the 1990s. Instead, after the Olympics, PATH worked on the Silver Comet Trail, a 61.5-mile rails-to-trail project that took ten years to complete and runs from just outside Atlanta to the Alabama border.


One behind-the-scenes person provided a common thread to all of these projects. Alycen Whiddon, a landscape architect, had been an urban planner for the city of Atlanta since 1985 and chaired the Mayors Green Ribbon Committee, which had aimed to double Atlanta’s public acreage by 1996. “I dreamed big,” she recalled. “Why not?” She had worked on the censored Rails to Trails Conservancy report with Marianne Fowler and helped to draft the 1992 PATH Foundation document. In 1993, she authored a “Parks, Open Space and Greenways Plan” for Atlanta in which she coined the term “Cultural Ring” and first proposed the loop. “Yes, I gave Starling Sutton my Cultural Ring idea. I thought it was important to involve as many people as possible,” Whiddon said. “It didn’t matter who got the credit for it.” Whiddon had revised her concept from bike trail to Olympic tourism venue, but still no one had risen to the challenge of implementing her original vision.


A Master’s Thesis


Thus, by the time Ryan Gravel completed his paper in December 1999, various people had proposed using all or part of the old railroads encircling Atlanta, but nothing had come of their plans. Gravel’s master’s thesis, titled Belt Line—Atlanta: Design of Infrastructure as a Reflection of Public Policy, laid out a detailed blueprint for his much broader vision. In just over a hundred pages, he provided a philosophical justification that included historical background and comparisons to other cities. Atlanta was, he observed, “the poster child of the contemporary city, [suffering] from traffic congestion and the ecological consequences of unmitigated sprawl.” He noted that, although architect Rem Koolhaas had called Atlanta a “centerless city,” people were starting to move back to the core. “The [surrounding] Atlanta [metro] region is beginning to choke on its own success,” Gravel asserted.


Indeed, people might literally be choking on its air pollution. “Since 1997, the metro area has been non-compliant with Federal clean air standards and has been cut off from Federal dollars for road building until a plan is developed to bring its air quality back into compliance.” Gravel proposed that a “Belt Line” loop of streetcars—modeled on those of Portland, Oregon—form part of a public transit solution to Atlanta’s woes. He hoped that Atlanta would follow the “Paris model,” which had layers of public transit for different needs: the metro and buses served central Paris, the RER brought in suburban commuters, the SNCF trains connected to other French cities, and the TGV provided high-speed rail to larger cities in France and elsewhere in Europe. “The Belt Line must be connected to new rail lines, new bus routes, and a broader dedication to public transportation and urban ecology.”
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Ryan Gravel’s sketch of the proposed Belt Line from his 1999 thesis




















He then provided detailed plans for the BeltLine loop, including forty-five streetcar stops spaced about a third of a mile apart. Parallel tracks would enable streetcars to run in both directions. A ride around the whole route, at an average speed of fifteen miles per hour (including stops), would take an hour and a half. Gravel, who had clearly done his homework, provided numerous photos he had taken of potential BeltLine segments from each of the four quadrants. He included architectural line drawings of streetcars poised at stops, complete with overhead electric lines, a man and woman about to board, and a man in a wheelchair waiting at the opposite track.


Many areas would require redevelopment so that the front would face the streetcars and trails, with new streets built to connect to the BeltLine. But, Gravel emphasized, there should be minimal parking, since the whole point was to encourage public transit. Changes to city codes and zoning should “prioritize pedestrians, cyclists, and transit over automobiles” and ban suburban-style cul-de-sacs. New residential buildings should offer relatively high density; at the same time, their height and bulk should “not overpower pedestrians, but actually define a coherent space.” Photos showed the sort of older Atlanta apartment buildings he preferred as models: generally three stories high with densities ranging from thirty to sixty units per acre. “The Belt Line winds between neighborhoods, not through the middle of them. This positions it perfectly for small, walkable commercial nodes where it crosses main thoroughfares.”


Gravel acknowledged the need to overcome many obstacles. He envisioned his BeltLine intersecting with five MARTA stations, requiring “awkward diversions” in each case. The former rail lines, running by old industrial sites, suffered from “serious soil contamination and other environmental problems,” necessitating remediation. There were differences in topography and major discontinuities where the route would have to “deviate from those [old rail] lines to make necessary connections,” including a proposed tunnel under the Hulsey Rail Yard north of Cabbagetown. Gravel estimated that the BeltLine would cost around $1 billion, about the same as Portland’s eighteen miles of streetcar lines.


The logical place to start construction would be the northeastern section, he noted, but it ran primarily past “gentrified, middleclass eastside neighborhoods, and construction priority for this line might exacerbate historical discrimination in public transportation against African American neighborhoods.” He therefore suggested beginning with the southern part of the BeltLine because it had a “tremendous amount of redevelopable territory.” The challenges of running alongside active railroads would probably render the northwestern segment “least viable,” thus the last developed. Still, he hoped that this section might serve “as a tool for industrial redevelopment… to reinvigorate Atlanta’s industrial base.”


Oddly, Gravel made no effort to justify the BeltLine’s viability as a streetcar line, an issue that would haunt the project in the coming years. “This is not a transportation study,” he claimed. “It does not justify light rail transit according to current ridership projections.” The southwestern segment, he wrote, “alone solves few transportation problems.” Perhaps, however, “if the redevelopable territory associated with the Belt Line is handled appropriately, future population and employment growth on those sites will support it.”


That growth would be equitable, he hoped. Elsewhere in Atlanta, he acknowledged, “the gentrification of neighborhoods by the middle class is homogenizing older communities, pushing out the resident poor.” He hoped the BeltLine would somehow mitigate such trends but suggested no methodology. At least Gravel raised the issue of affordable housing, but efforts to resolve it satisfactorily through the BeltLine would be frustrating.


While confident that much development would occur along the new streetcar route, Gravel emphasized that “the Belt Line should accomplish more than just an improved system of public transportation. It has the potential to change the way we look at Atlanta.” Instead of dividing neighborhoods, the old railroad tracks could reconnect “home and destination, rich and poor, black and white.” Perhaps the city’s problems could lead to its salvation. “Troubled by pollution and congestion, Atlanta can seize this chance to redefine itself.”


Gravel summarized his grand plan for the BeltLine’s streetcar project: “Much the same way an infrastructure of highways led to suburban expansion and inner city depopulation in the second half of this century, an expansion of mass transit infrastructure will lead to both the revival of the inner city and the protection of our natural ecology and agricultural resources.” His vision was revolutionary in scope. Other cities had converted abandoned railroad corridors into streetcar lines or trails, but none proposed to connect disparate rails in a loop within two or three miles of a major urban center. In 1999, Friends of the High Line was just forming, though construction on this mile-and-a-half elevated length in New York City would not begin until 2006, and the High Line would offer no transportation benefit, just an unusual, relaxing tourist attraction. The Atlanta BeltLine that Gravel envisioned would knit the city together again.


Randal Roark was so impressed with his advisee’s thesis that he assembled key Atlanta figures to hear Gravel present it, just before Christmas in 1999, on the cusp of a new millennium. In the audience, acting as a kind of jury, were Mike Dobbins, Atlanta’s planning commissioner; Tom Weyandt, head of the Atlanta Regional Commission’s Comprehensive Planning Department; and several others. Gravel, then twenty-seven, was terrified. “He was a kind of shy guy,” Roark recalled. “I almost had to prop him up there to make his presentation.” Gravel’s girlfriend, Karen (later his wife), recalled that his hands shook so badly she feared he might drop the papers. Once he got started, though, Gravel explained the project in his low-key, articulate way. “They were all quite wowed,” Roark said. “They saw the opportunity right away.”


Mike Dobbins, who would later teach planning at Georgia Tech and became a major critic of BeltLine transit plans, didn’t remember it quite that way. “Ryan did a fine student project—creative, elegantly presented, and well developed within its own architecture/urban design premises, but it did not include any transportation analysis. I gently pointed this out at the time, but my attitude toward student projects is to accentuate the positive.” It never occurred to Dobbins that anything would come of the pie-in-the-sky thesis.


A Grassroots Movement


Nor did it occur to Ryan Gravel. He graduated, got a job with a local architectural firm, and shelved his utopian scheme. A couple of years later, he was eating lunch around a conference table with two colleagues, Mark Arnold and Sarah Edgens, and the conversation turned to master’s thesis projects. Arnold had designed a synagogue in Berlin that incorporated a Holocaust memorial. Edgens had planned a New Orleans music school. Then Gravel explained his BeltLine concept. “It was an aha moment,” Arnold recalled. “It was such a great idea.” Edgens, who had lived without a car in Boston, Massachusetts, and Portland, Oregon, was equally enthusiastic and told Gravel, who seemed painfully shy, that she would help to promote his plan.


With support from Arnold and Edgens, Gravel put together a twenty-one-page synopsis of his thesis, including a map of the BeltLine and its projected stations. In a cover letter, dated July 30, 2001, Gravel, Arnold, and Edgens wrote that their proposal aimed to “protect and revive historic neighborhoods, facilitate access to affordable housing, accommodate an influx of new residents, redevelop available land, and provide alternative and desperately needed means of transportation.”


While the 1999 thesis had promoted only streetcars, the three colleagues decided to incorporate bike trails and park connections: “Light rail transit can coexist with bicycle and pedestrian paths, creating a thin necklace of green that connects several major city parks.” They added that the project would be “comparatively easy and quick to implement,” an assertion belied by future developments. They mailed the package to fifty people, including the mayor, governor, and various transportation and planning agencies. The polite brush-offs they received in response essentially said, “Good luck with that.”


All but one, that is. Cathy Woolard, the city council member from District Six, which contained the northeastern segment of the BeltLine, had received a copy of the letter as chair of the Transportation Committee. Woolard, who had served in the Peace Corps and was originally drawn to politics as a gay activist, was open to radical new ideas. Her constituents had been complaining about the kudzu-ridden desolation of the abandoned rail tracks with its homeless encampments, demanding to know when this eyesore would be cleaned up. Others expressed alarm at rumors that a high-speed train would run by their homes. She had also attended a PATH presentation by Ed McBrayer in which he proposed building a trail there as part of an expanded, rehabilitated Cultural Ring concept.*


When Woolard became chair of the Transportation Committee, its primary emphasis had been a fifth runway for Atlanta’s airport. OK, she thought, but what else should we focus on? Improved roads? Public transit? So she called a meeting of every relevant transportation-related agency—MARTA, Georgia Department of Transportation, Atlanta Regional Commission, Georgia Regional Transportation Authority (GRTA), City of Atlanta Department of Planning—and asked what plans they had for the city. The state and regional outfits concerned themselves primarily with getting commuters in and out of Atlanta efficiently. “But the city people had no clue or plan,” Woolard recalled. She thought, Oh my God, we’re about to have transportation done to us. She was concerned that the primary focus was on the suburban commuters outside the Perimeter Expressway (I-285) rather than the city residents. Angry and frustrated that no one seemed concerned about transit options within the city limits, she walked back to her office, put her feet up, and opened a fat manila envelope that had just landed on her desk.


She pulled out Ryan Gravel’s map of the BeltLine and was mesmerized. “I instantly got it.” This solved the problem of the garbage-strewn rail corridor and gave her transportation plans for the city. “I had lived in Washington, DC, and I had watched their rapid transit expand while Atlanta’s stagnated,” she said. “I saw the BeltLine as a way to connect to MARTA and expand its system.”


Woolard called Ryan Gravel, who immediately came to see her, bringing Sarah Edgens and Mark Arnold. “They were really nervous,” Woolard observed. “Ryan was soft-spoken and not real talkative, but he walked me through it, and I understood that it was a way to install a loop of permanent transportation infrastructure in place to encourage development.” She had no idea how to proceed, but she told them, “Together, we’ll do this. It’s a great vision.”


Two weeks later, in a basement of the Virginia Highlands Baptist Church, not far from the abandoned rail corridor, Woolard called a town meeting where Gravel presented his idea, using a beat-up carousel projector. At the same event, Ed McBrayer of the PATH Foundation pitched his idea for a trail. The following day, he sent an e-mail suggesting that they join forces, and when the BeltLine finally began to lay down trail, it would use PATH’s concrete.


Over the next three years, Woolard and Gravel held neighborhood meetings, first in District Six, then, when she became city council president in January 2002, in all the BeltLine communities.* In April 2002, Maria Saporta, longtime reporter for the Atlanta Journal-Constitution, gave the BeltLine its first press coverage. The MARTA system was “woefully inadequate,” Saporta noted. “By using existing railroad rights of way, Atlanta could build on its hub-and-spoke transit system. Perhaps more importantly, it could open thousands of acres to urban redevelopment.” She quoted Woolard: “For the inside-the-Perimeter gang, we need a vision,” and the BeltLine was it. Besides, what else could you do with the corridor? “People can have either kudzu and vagrants, or a very big train, or this.” Saporta gave her enthusiastic support: “At long last, Atlanta leaders are beginning to think creatively about real solutions for its transportation problems.”


Those problems were glaringly obvious, as one letter to the editor noted later in 2002: “Atlanta has sold its soul to the automobile, which produced a city built on sprawl.” Other solutions also being bandied about included a streetcar to run north-south on Peachtree Street, the main thoroughfare of the city; a “C-Loop” streetcar that would begin in the southeast, run up around the west side, and curve over to Emory University in the northeast, forming a rough letter C; and a commuter passenger rail to connect to other cities, ending at a “multimodal station” in the downtown “Gulch.”**


But none could compete with the BeltLine idea, which caught fire, giving people a vision for a future they wanted to be a part of. The BeltLine took on a life of its own. National Public Radio covered it. In March 2003, Council President Woolard took developers and public officials on a bus tour, tracing the rail corridor loop.*** Mindspring founder Charles Brewer, a developer who had just broken ground for Glenwood Park, a mixed-use, walkable community in southeastern Atlanta adjacent to the planned transit path, was aboard for the two-hour ride. “We would love the BeltLine,” he said. “Just bring it on down.”


In May 2003 GRTA included the BeltLine in a transit plan for regional bus service, and by July the Atlanta media noted that it was “picking up momentum,” being considered, along with the C-Loop, by a newly launched MARTA feasibility study. “The BeltLine has more constituencies behind it than any project I’ve ever done,” Woolard said. “This project has really captured the imagination of the city.” For once, here was an idea that people could be for rather than against. Developers, community organizers, environmentalists, transit advocates, green space seekers, biking/hiking enthusiasts, public health physicians, historic preservationists, affordable housing advocates—all took ownership of the project and contributed ideas. Letters to the editor, usually a way for disgruntled citizens to vent, were all favorable. One called the BeltLine “the single most exciting idea for the city of Atlanta I have ever heard.”


Despite all of the enthusiasm, though, how would it get done? Where would funding come from?


The BeltLine’s Early Friends


By this time, Alycen Whiddon, who for nearly two decades had advocated for Atlanta rails-to-trails programs and parks from her position at the Atlanta Department of Planning, had finally decided to leave the city bureaucracy. “I was ready for something new. The thing about planning is, you make a lot of plans, but they seldom get implemented.” In 2001 she took a job at a small, innovative Atlanta architectural firm focusing on new urbanism projects. Of course, she lent her full support to Gravel and Woolard’s BeltLine project. “Thank God they resurrected the idea. I felt like I was beating a dead horse by then, that people would see me coming and roll their eyes.”


Whiddon suggested funding the BeltLine through a tax allocation district (TAD), a relatively new mechanism used to pay for the conversion of the derelict Atlantic Steel property into Atlantic Station in Midtown, with a $77 million bond floated in October 2001. The TAD would freeze the amount of property tax that the city received from a defined area over a set span of years. As the project (whatever it might be) brought new businesses and higher property assessments to the area, the additional tax increment would go toward funding the project, producing a kind of snowball effect: the more taxes the improved district produced, the more money it would generate to pay for further improvements, which would augment tax revenue, and so on.


TADs worked best in decaying, impoverished areas slated for improvements. Touted as win-wins, they did have potential downsides: foregone revenue for the city, county, or participating school district for the TAD’s duration and unanticipated economic snags. Still, they seemed to provide a relatively painless way to target funding for troubled areas.


Whiddon suggested creation of a circular BeltLine TAD that included the train corridor, along with adjacent abandoned warehouses and undeveloped property, but avoided established, thriving neighborhoods. Over twenty-five years—about the time Gravel and Woolard thought the BeltLine would take to implement—increasing property values ought to provide substantial funding. (Whiddon did not point out that, without some kind of subsidy program, such swelling values would inevitably push out low-income residents.) City Council President Woolard thought a TAD was a great idea and asked Whiddon to come up with a rough estimate of its area and how much money it might raise.


In a white paper dated September 10, 2003, titled “The BeltLine Transit Greenway: Economic Opportunities,” Whiddon estimated that 2,854 acres of undeveloped or underdeveloped land within a quarter mile of the future BeltLine corridor yielded $18.5 million in taxes annually. Building out just 30 percent of this acreage, she figured, would generate an extra $210 million per year in incremental taxes. Even if these revenues materialized only in the final ten years of the project, the TAD would produce over $2 billion. That, along with federal, state, and city grants and philanthropic donations, ought to pay for the entire project. Whiddon admitted that this back-of-the-envelope estimate needed further study, but it gave the project credibility and momentum.


As president of the city council, Woolard managed to get the BeltLine included in the City of Atlanta’s 2003 Comprehensive Development Plan, which provided no money but gave it the legitimacy needed to take further steps. In the meantime, Woolard pestered Atlanta mayor Shirley Franklin. “For almost two years we met weekly to discuss city matters,” Franklin remembered, “and in each meeting Cathy [Woolard] had news about the BeltLine and ideas about what the city should do.” But Franklin was mostly occupied with budget deficits, potholes, and sewers. On taking office in January 2002, she found that the city was nearly $100 million in arrears. She’d had to slash jobs, cut her own salary, and raise taxes.


A few weeks later, an Environmental Protection Agency administrator told Mayor Franklin that Atlanta was out of compliance with the US Clean Water Act and would owe $80 million in fines if she didn’t take immediate action. Atlanta’s aging combined sewage and storm water system frequently flooded. Franklin had earned her political stripes by serving under Maynard Jackson, the first black mayor of Atlanta, and Mayor Andrew Young, who had been out of the country so frequently that she’d really run the city. Now she dubbed herself “the Sewer Mayor” and tripled water taxes while campaigning for clean water. Once she had gotten on top of the issue (which was never truly fixed), she was ready to consider the BeltLine. In her January 5, 2004, State of the City speech, Franklin called the BeltLine a “great vision,” though she went no further.


Franklin now asked the Atlanta Regional Commission to include the BeltLine in Mobility 2030, the forthcoming Regional Transportation Plan (RTP), which included a list of potential federally funded projects for the next twenty-five years. But the mayor couldn’t simply demand its inclusion, so Cathy Woolard and her staff rushed to figure out how to get the BeltLine into the RTP document. They sought initial funding for a bike path on the northeastern corridor as a foot in the door. Just two hours before the deadline, they got the application in, and the BeltLine appeared in Mobility 2030, slotted for $150 million over multiple years. The money was completely hypothetical, but now the BeltLine had at least made it into the requisite official document.


In February 2004, Cathy Woolard and Ryan Gravel incorporated a nonprofit called Friends of the Belt Line, modeled after a similar grassroots organization in New York City that was promoting the High Line. Actress Jane Fonda, who lived in a loft condo near the defunct Atlanta rail corridor, narrated a promotional video for the BeltLine. Shortly before Gravel issued the first newsletter for the new organization, dated April 26, 2004, Woolard resigned from the city council in order to run for the US Congress, hoping to find more funding for the Atlanta transit loop in Washington. “At that point, the BeltLine had moved past what a city council president could possibly do,” Woolard recognized. “We had done what we could as a grassroots movement. It needed the mayor to be the champion, with the feds and state. Shirley needed to own it.”


Mayor Shirley Franklin agreed. “Once Cathy left office to run for Congress, I took a serious look at the project.” As part of a survey of unsheltered homeless people (the mayor spearheaded efforts to help Atlanta’s large homeless population), Franklin had recently walked an eastern section of the BeltLine in the dead of night, which gave her an eerie familiarity with the possibilities. Here was a long-term endeavor that could form part of her legacy. Though it would barely have gotten under way during her term in office, she saw the BeltLine as a project that could help the city define itself. Franklin pondered the haphazard way Atlanta had grown. “Historically, great cities have been planned by founders with a long-term vision. I saw the BeltLine project as a way to superimpose a twenty-first-century plan on an existing city.”


At that point, in the spring of 2004, Mayor Franklin turned the analysis and review of the BeltLine project over to Greg Giornelli, president of the Atlanta Development Authority (ADA), the city’s development arm, later to be called Invest Atlanta. Giornelli had worked with Franklin in the 1990s on the redevelopment and revitalization of the city’s East Lake community, a groundbreaking project that replaced drug-infested public housing with a desirable mixed-income development, along with a trailblazing charter school, providing a regional and national model for other troubled neighborhoods.


Now Franklin asked Giornelli to figure out how to make the BeltLine work. The first priority was funding. How could Atlanta possibly pay for it? A tax allocation district might help, but Giornelli was skeptical of Alycen Whiddon’s $2 billion estimated yield over twenty-five years. He decided to fund a serious study of a BeltLine TAD’s feasibility and formed a twelve-person committee. Symbolically, to announce the committee’s formation on May 13, 2004, Shirley Franklin stood in front of a boarded-up brick Atlanta & Western Railroad station on Memorial Drive, smack on the future BeltLine. “Imagine,” she said. “Right here we are laying the vision for the next hundred years for the city.”
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