A Word in Edgewise . . . 


Last week I participated in the Visioneering trip to Chattanooga, Tennessee with over sixty individuals from the greater Wichita community.   We flew out on Wednesday morning at 5:45 a.m.   We arrived in Atlanta and boarded a bus to Chattanooga for the two hour trip to our destination.   The bus trip was a good opportunity to visit with individuals that I didn’t previously know and to renew relationships with people that I hadn’t seen in awhile.  Most of the conversation centered around the compact and full schedule that laid before us and the prospects of what we might discover in Chattanooga that would apply to Wichita, Sedgwick County and our region.  Bus rides aren’t exactly my favorite mode of transportation but we used the time to frame out what we wanted to accomplish on our visit.


In Chattanooga, we immediately hit the ground running.   We were welcomed at the Hunter Museum of American Art which is on the Tennessee River by Mayor Ron Littlefield of Chattanooga.   He gave us incite to the history of downtown Chattanooga and the events that led to the dramatic changes that have happened in the last few years.   In 1969, Chattanooga was proclaimed the dirtiest city in the United States by Walter Chronkite on national television.   Understandably, that was a catalyst for the community to rethink who they were, what their best future looked like and how to get there.   Shortly afterward, the community engaged in tough conversations about how they changed that awful image and what steps it would take to get there.


Chattanooga’s riverfront is quite remarkable.   It is vibrant, walkable and serves as a centerpiece of life for the community.  We had the opportunity to visit with several individuals and group representatives that were responsible for much of the past growth and future planning of the downtown area.   The director of RiverCity Company, Jeff Pfitzer, was particularly interesting as he not only shared the successes that precipitated the wonderful changes to downtown but the pitfalls, roadblocks and failures that hampered progress or served as really tough learning mechanisms.   We also heard from Jack Murrah who was the Past President of the Lyndhurst Foundation in Chattanooga.   The foundation played an intregral part in the early funding of several of the downtown initiatives that are alive and well today.   


Early on Thursday we had chance to visit CreateHere, an art and culture incubator that also worked on the economic value added that the art community could bring to a city.  The unique part of the entity was the connectivity to the young professional cohort group in the community and how it was generating interest in young people living downtown.  It had an amazing story to tell.  I was intrigued with many of their programs which were plentiful and diverse.   I will not go into them in this writing but will be following up on their applicability to Wichita and will update as I learn more.   Obviously, I am going to be interested in organizations, infrastructure, programs that help keep our best and brightest in the Sedgwick County area.   


Next we got a chance to visit Miller Plaza, a unique space that served as the connective link  between the Riverfront and the South Business district.   It was an innovative design that offered countless possibilities for the public to gather for concerts and other events but was available daily for downtown folks to gather, eat lunch and visit.   It was well-manicured landscaping with seating, fountains and public art.   I tried to think of the possibilities of something like this to connect the new downtown arena to Century II and the waterfront.  I had never seen this particular kind of architectural usage.   


As I reflect on the first day and a half, I realize that trying to comment on all the trip in one writing is probably not a good idea.   I have only begun to tell the story of what I saw, what my reflections were, and how any of it applies to Wichita and Sedgwick County.   I want to do it justice and to articulate what I think the relationship to what I saw is to the future of our wonderful community.   As I continue to say … you don’t know what you don’t know.   I am equipped with new ideas, new re-vitalization philosophies and successes, and new relationships with progressive individuals within our own community.   And a new sense that we can be better … for our kids and future generations.   And truthfully I think that is a huge part of what I am elected to do.    That’s all for this week.   More on Visioneering in Chattanooga next week.   Thanks for letting me get a word in edgewise.     tn

