A Word in Edgewise . . .


And now the next installment of Chattanooga:  Lessons learned.   I want to continue to relate my experience in Tennessee on the Visioneering trip.   I am sure I will probably leave something out but I will try to be as comprehensive as possible.  I will pick up where I left off last week. 


After we gathered at Miller Plaza, the unique public space, that linked the Riverfront with downtown Chattanooga, we visited some uniquely different residential spaces that were starting to proliferate in the downtown area.  Our hosts emphasized their strategic plan to bring high quality urban design residential to the area along the river and in areas where neighborhoods were starting to develop or revitalize.   Getting people to live downtown was an important part of Chattanooga’s plan to add vitality to a once lethargic downtown.   I think there were some real practical applications to Wichita.   


As we left the near waterfront urban residential units we found out quickly the walk ability of the area.   We walked across the Walnut Street pedestrian bridge across the Tennessee River to the North Shore shopping area.   It was a nice little jaunt to a unique and ‘funky’ retail and restaurant area that once was solid factories and industrial.  In fact there was an interesting green space that was a re-developed remediation site.   The walking bridge was a reclaimed automotive bridge that was not functional for cars anymore.   It was a great example of re-use of infrastructure that still had value.   And it served as a great linkage of two parts of the downtown that once were very fragmented and under-utilized. 


We got a good look at a business district on the North Shore that sprung from a very depressed area.  It was lined with different, innovative and ‘funky’ local businesses that gave it a unique flavor much like our Delano district in Wichita.   As we finished our homemade ice cream at Clumpie’s along Frazier Blvd. we walked over to Renaissance Park, the planned green space that was once an ugly and polluted part of Chattanooga’s industrial past.  One of the unique segments of the park was a grass sledding hill that old and young alike could use by bringing their own cardboard to use as a sledding device.


Our final destination on day two was actually on the Tennessee River.   We had a chance to get a guided river tour to view the Tennessee River gorge and to first hand see the improvements and the reconnection of the citizenry to the waterfront through public spaces, parks, walkways and housing.   The River has a wealth of history particularly as relates to the Civil War, but the more recent history of taking an under-utilized, neglected natural amenity and re-juvenating it to the present livable, usable and enjoyable state of function was really part of our underlying mission for the trip.   We got a good insider look at that.   


I couldn’t help but be amazed at the progress that Chattanooga had made on their riverfront and downtown.   I had been there in the 70’s and can still remember that my overall impression was less than favorable.   It goes to show that strategic planning buffeted by citizen involvement, tenacity, patience and a desire to be better can certainly change the environment in which we live.   Wichita and Sedgwick County have a great base line to work with.   I will continue to write on my experiences next week.   And talk about the Chattanooga community’s big victory on luring a Volkswagen production facility to their area.   That’s all for this week.   Thanks for letting me get a word in edgewise.      tn 

