ZADA L. LAW
March 23, 2017

Mayor Megan Barry
Office of the Mayor
1 Public Square, Suite 100
Nashville, TN 27101
Dear Mayor Barry,
I am writing to you about the Request for Quotation 969636 (RFQ) dated 23 January 2017 issued by the
Metro Finance Office for Greer Stadium in Fort Negley Park. The RFQ mentions the historic sensitivity of
Fort Negley, but it does not include any information about the historic significance of the portion of Fort
Negley Park occupied by the stadium and associated parking surfaces.
I am an archaeologist and public historian. I work at Middle Tennessee State University’s geospatial
laboratory while doing doctoral research on Fort Negley Park. I would like to share my research on the
Greer portion of Fort Negley Park and urge you to consider the impact that development in this portion of
the park will have on Nashville’s history. While I am currently a member of Metro Parks’ Fort Negley
Technical Advisory Committee and a liaison to the Friends of Fort Negley, I want to be clear that I am
writing on behalf of myself and am not representing either of these entities.
When I first began researching Fort Negley Park as a consultant for its 1996 Master Plan, my “research
lens” was focused mainly on the Civil War construction of the stone fortification and its restoration by the
Works Progress Administration (WPA). Some years later, when I went back to school at MTSU and
proposed Fort Negley as a dissertation topic, my advisor suggested that I broaden my focus to address the
history of Fort Negley Park as a whole. Once I shifted my gaze away from the stone fort on the crest of Saint
Cloud Hill, I discovered that Fort Negley Park contains much more than military history.
Fort Negley Park was established in 1928 when Nashville’s Board of Park Commissioners purchased 47.5
acres from Annie S. Fargason’s estate for a municipal park. Fargason was a direct descendent of Judge John
Overton of Travellers Rest, and this land had been in the Overton family since Judge Overton bought 33
acres that included Saint Cloud Hill in 1805 and 20 adjacent acres to the south in 1828. Greer Stadium
and its parking lots presently occupy a portion of the historical Overton tract (see Image 1).
A legal document describing the condition of the Overton tract prior to the city’s purchase notes that the
city intended to restore the fort “as it was during the Civil War and make of the land a public park.” The
Park Board applied for WPA funding, and between 1935 and 1941, hundreds of relief workers in Nashville
restored the fort and transformed the hillslope west of the railroad tracks into a sports complex that
included four softball fields, a hard ball field that was also used as a boxing ring, a lighting system, a
comfort station, bleachers, and green space (see Image 2). A considerable amount of WPA-built stone walls
– a hallmark of the WPA’s influence on Nashville’s historic cultural landscape – and a remnant of the stone
bleachers built into the hillside are still extant (see Image 3). The softball fields may still exist
archaeologically beneath the stadium’s footprint.
In addition to its WPA history, the land in the Overton tract also has historical significance for Nashville’s
African American community history. In August 1862, the Union Army began “impressing” thousands of
African Americans to mine, cut, and lay the limestone walls of Fort Negley. Abolitionist George Luther
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Stearns wrote, “These men working in the heat of the autumn months, lying on the hillside at night in the
heavy dews without shelter, and fed with poor food, soon sickened. In four months about eight hundred of
them died; the remainder were kept at work from six to fifteen months without pay.” Later, a refugee or
“contraband” camp grew on the hillslope below Fort Negley as African Americans fled from enslavement to
the protective lee of Union lines. This camp formed the nexus of a sizeable post-war African American
residential neighborhood, but in the 20th century, much of this neighborhood was taken for construction of
the I-40/I-65 interchange.
Nashville’s Park Board records clearly indicate that they purchased the Overton tract “for the purpose of
establishing and constructing a public park thereon” (September 26, 1928). They knew that parkland would
become a more precious commodity in the future and seized the opportunity to create a park in an
expanding part of the city. Parkland is still a precious resource today, and I urge the city not to trade off the
existing and historic land in Fort Negley Park land for development as the RFQ proposes.
In this moment, Nashville has the opportunity to reclaim the Greer portion of Fort Negley Park as useable
parkland that honors the historic intent and use for which it was purchased. The historic WPA recreation
space in the Greer portion could again be used for municipal and neighborhood sports. Greenspace and
plantings could supplement a dwindling urban canopy. Moreover, the history embedded in the cultural
landscape in and around Fort Negley Park connects to virtually all aspects of Nashville’s rich and diverse
historical past. I believe that “the best history is in our own backyard,” and I am concerned that Nashville is
losing many historic spaces to development. Please don’t let this happen at Fort Negley Park.
Thank you for your consideration, and I am happy to provide more information upon request.
Sincerely,

Zada Law
cc:
Metro Council
Metro Planning Commission
Metro Historical Commission
Metro Parks
Friends of Fort Negley, Inc.
Historic Nashville, Inc.

Attachments ( 3 images)
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Image 1. The red line shows the land purchased from Judge John Overton’s heirs in
1928.

Image 2. 1940s aerial photo of Fort Negley Park with WPA improvements. (cropped
from Metro Archives, RG 11-2515).
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Image 3. The white dashed lines indicate WPA-era stonework. A bleacher remnant is
indicated with a white oval north of the stadium.

