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that could eventually attract a major auto manufacturer. During my time 

as mayor, I worked with Hamilton County Mayor Claude Ramsey and our 

community to build the infrastructure that established Enterprise South 

and began an aggressive marketing effort to bring a large-scale auto pros-

pect to the site.

Through twists and turns, the community maintained focus, invest-

ed wisely and exercised tremendous effort and energy in recruiting a major 

employer to our city. Volkswagen broke an economic barrier that will take 

the city, the region, and the state to levels we can only begin to imagine. 

The God-given amenities, culture and quality of life Chattanooga offers 

make it a world-class city. I love coming home from Washington on a Friday 

afternoon and going out to a great dinner with my wife Lizzie, or hiking 

up the back of Lookout Mountain with our dogs, or riding our bikes on the 

River Walk as people are out barbecuing with their families and fishing off 

the piers. We just love the sense of community.

It took a lot of work from a lot of people to make this happen. 

When my father took a job at the Dupont plant and moved our family to 

Chattanooga in the 1960s, the pollution was so intense we used to hear 

about businessmen taking two shirts to work so they could change into 

a clean one at lunchtime. I remember listening to the radio on my way to 

Chattanooga (City) High School and hearing the pollution index for the day. 

Chattanooga once built a reputation as the Dynamo of Dixie, but as time 

went on, we lost more and more manufacturing in the city.

By the mid-1980s, when I was in my thirties and owned a business 

that was operating around the country, Chattanooga reached what I would 

consider an extreme low. We had cleaned up the air by then, but nothing 

Photos at right, left to right – Seven water cannons 
shoot water into the air at the bottom of The Passage. 
Coolidge Park offers both places to play and quiet 
places to sit. Bob Corker worked to provide additional 
access to both sides of the Tennessee River in down-
town Chattanooga.

Right, below – The deck of the Holmberg Pedestrian 
Bridge, which connects the Bluff View Arts District with 
the rest of downtown, is made of 1½ inch-thick lami-
nated glass. 
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was happening downtown. Young people went away to be educated and left 

our community. They just didn’t feel like their future was in Chatt anooga.

In a mid-size city like Chatt anooga, each individual can have a tre-

mendous impact, and I was inspired to join others in making a diff erence 

during the Venture and   Vision 2000 period. When  Chatt anooga Venture 

began the   Vision 2000 process in 1984, several important elements came to-

gether. The private sector took the lead in creating a vision for the commu-

nity, which was complemented by strong elected leadership at both the city 

and county level. Implementing the vision required money, and much of 

our success must be att ributed to our community’s heritage of giving and to 

philanthropists who have set a great example for others to follow.

One example is  Jack Lupton. Jack and the  Lyndhurst Foundation 

have had a profound eff ect on the revitalization of our city. Not only was he 

enormously generous, he was willing to risk his reputation on civic endeav-

ors like the  Tennessee Aquarium, which we were able to build with mini-

mal public dollars. Today it is almost impossible to look anywhere in our 

community without seeing the benefi ts of charitable giving.

In the mid-1990s, I moved to Nashville as Tennessee’s Commissioner 

of Finance and Administration for several years, but something drew me 

back to Chatt anooga. Like so many Chatt anoogans, I wanted to be part of 

transforming our city.

Shortly after I was elected mayor in 2001, we initiated the  21st 

Century Waterfront project as the centerpiece of an eff ort to revitalize the 

city. The  Tennessee River is not only a rich part of our history; it improves 

our quality of life. People of all backgrounds are att racted to our waterfront 

where they can spend time with loved ones and walk away feeling uplifted. 

◄◄◄ Photos at left –  Coolidge Park and The Passage at  Ross’s Landing offer interactive water features.

◄▼ Photo below– The 21st Century Waterfront project added seating at  Ross’s Landing for spectators to 
watch regattas and other activities on the river.
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The river created this city in the first place, and the waterfront project was 

about reestablishing that relationship.

To kick off the effort, we held a meeting at the Trade Center and 

more than 300 people showed up to make suggestions. Using onion skin 

paper on top of drawings, we recorded people’s ideas. An architect took 

those ideas and created a design. In less than 90 days, we raised over $50 

million in charitable giving from the private sector. Thirty-five months 

later, the waterfront opened. I believe our ability to move forward in such 

a timely fashion may have helped convince Volkswagen of Chattanooga’s 

appeal as much as the beauty of the waterfront itself.

Chattanooga’s return to the waterfront also represents a successful 

marriage of economics to environmental preservation. All of the outdoor 

recreation activities available here – the river, the mountains, the greenways 

and blueways – attract young people and highly-educated, highly-skilled 

professionals who could live anywhere in the world. This community con-

tinues to invest in saving land and focusing on the outdoors, values that at-

tracted Volkswagen and that will attract other companies.

The waterfront project also typifies one of Chattanooga’s other great 

characteristics. Unlike some communities that create 10-year plans, which 

end up collecting dust, we create a plan and take action to make it a reality.

By documenting the strides we have made over the past 30 years, 

I hope this book will inspire others to create a bold vision for themselves 

and their communities. Chattanoogans who are in their twenties can look 

around and see what this city has accomplished just in their lifetimes. We 

now build upon a heritage of action, generosity and cooperation as the vi-

sion for our city continues to grow.   

▲ Downtown Chattanooga’s four 
bridges frame its active waterfront. 

► Rembrandt’s Coffee 
House in the Bluff View 

Arts District, which 
opened in 1994, at-

tracts locals and visitors 
from around the world.

ALEX MCMAHON


