


[image: image]




[image: image]




[image: image]
The Polar Bears of Edgehill are as essential to Nashville as the Parthenon, the state capitol, and the Donut Den.
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One of Adrien Saporiti’s I Believe in Nashville murals.
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Graffiti on a Riverside Village street corner.


Introduction

It was an elegant evening. Outside a large columned house on Nashville’s Belle Meade Boulevard in the middle of the second decade of the twenty-first century, the big green lawn darkened in an unseasonably warm Tennessee dusk, patrons of the city’s vibrant public library sipped drinks and politely jockeyed for a moment with the guest of honor. They clasped his hand again and again, often reaching out to touch his shoulder; more than a few hesitantly asked for a picture, their faces lighting up when John Lewis said yes, of course.

So it went for a long cocktail hour: the elite of a once-segregated city paying unabashed tribute to perhaps the greatest living civil-rights champion, a man who had learned the craft and the power of nonviolence in the city’s American Baptist College and Fisk University more than a half century before. Nashville was where he learned the patience to endure unimaginable hate—psychological and physical—for a larger cause. It was his bravery—in Montgomery, in Selma, in his words as the youngest speaker at the March on Washington—that helped lead to the end of Jim Crow. “Because of you, John,” Barack Obama wrote to Lewis on the occasion of Obama’s inauguration as the nation’s first African-American president. Lewis’s first sit-in was to desegregate the downtown Woolworth’s lunch counter here. “Nashville is where it all started,” Lewis remarked quietly that evening at the library party. “The city has changed so much—so much. It’s hard to believe, sometimes.”

Lewis, a veteran congressman from Atlanta, was right: Nashville’s current moment is hard to believe. But it’s become an established fact, more a long-term reality than a civic fluke. The numbers are by now familiar: in 2016 Nashville moved ahead of Dallas and Austin on Forbes’s Best Cities for Jobs list, holding the number-four slot nationally. Just Denver and Austin are expected to expand more rapidly in terms of population over the next decade. Roughly put, about eighty people move to the Nashville region every day. The school system is home to 120 different languages.

Such statistics are telling but fleeting. They’ll change soon enough, either upward or downward. That’s the way history—life—works. What won’t change—for this is also how history and life work—is the moment itself. This book is testament to the reality of right now, a right now that has Nashville and its disparate people living in a kind of civic golden age. Yes, yes, I know: as Robert Frost taught us, nothing gold can stay. But that doesn’t mean the golden age wasn’t golden, and—to torture the metaphor a bit—there is utility, great utility, in being able to remind ourselves, in tarnished days, of brighter ones.

Heidi Ross has given us a great gift: a powerful visual record of a fascinating new hour in the life of an ancient place. Here are the places and the people—some of them, anyway—who have helped make Nashville a place people want to come to. And, when you think about it, is there really any better test for a city than to produce the kind of ethos that makes wayfarers long to be counted among its people?

Long the capital of country music—a red-state mecca before we called them “red states”—Nashville in the twenty-first century has realized the vision of its nineteenth-century fathers and become an Athens of the New South. The economy is booming; Vanderbilt University is virtually impossible to get into; Reese Witherspoon and Nicole Kidman both have homes here. The prosperity grows out of a live-and-let-live spirit, sometimes called the Nashville Code, where celebrities stand in line unaccosted at Starbucks in Green Hills and hipsters pour into formerly marginal neighborhoods to create little Brooklyns with a drawl.
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Archer meets John Lewis. When asked about the role Nashville played in his development as a civil rights leader, the congressman replied, “Nashville prepared me.”


At once cosmopolitan and comfortable, Nashville can, depending on what you’re looking for, be slick or sleepy, invigorating or calming. My wife and I, both Southerners by birth and inclination, moved our family to Nashville from New York six years ago. We loved Manhattan, where we had lived for more than a decade and where our three children were born, but as the kids grew toward their teenage years we became restless in the North. Though the world of doormen and taxis has its charms, the need to treat even a quick walk to Central Park as a mission akin to the invasion of Normandy—imagine strollers in the place of landing craft—was tiresome. We had kept a house in Sewanee, Tennessee, the tiny Episcopal college town where I went to school. We spent our summers there, and each year it grew progressively more difficult to pack up for the re-migration to New York. On something of a lark, after our fifteenth summer, we made an appointment to look at houses in Nashville.

The city was not totally foreign territory. I had grown up in Chattanooga; my wife, in Mississippi; and I had spent many pleasurable hours here while working on a biography of Andrew Jackson, so we thought it worth the exploratory trip. We fell in love with the first house we saw—an old neo-Georgian with lots of space—and, through friends, intuited what we now know to be true: the city offers the best of familiar Southern life with more engaging cultural offerings than any one person can truly experience. In a word, it seemed perfect. And so it has proven to be.

Art—visual, sung, written—is the city’s soul. Nashville was home to the Fugitive poets in the early twentieth century, a band of writers that included Robert Penn Warren, Allen Tate, and John Crowe Ransom. The Frist Center for the Visual Arts sits in the middle of town, hosting first-class exhibitions such as Secrets of Buddhist Art: Tibet, Japan, and Korea and a retrospective on Irving Penn. In music, this is still a place where talented dreamers arrive unknown with hopes of immortality. Tim McGraw showed up one day in May 1989. He’d sold everything he had back home in Louisiana, boarded a Greyhound bus, and arrived in town with his guitar. It’s a legendary tale that happens to be true. He played at Skull’s Rainbow Room in Printers Alley in downtown Nashville and slept on a friend’s couch before he got his first record deal.

What’s culturally striking is how the city’s different tribes manage to create a unified sensibility rather than a divided one. There are, among other elements, the old-line families in West Nashville, the music world presided over by McGraw and Faith Hill, Cassidy and Dierks Bentley, and Jack White, and the book universe centered on Ann Patchett and Karen Hayes’s independent bookstore, Parnassus. The photographer Jack Spencer is based here, living and working in a converted warehouse on the train tracks; the distinguished author and songwriter Alice Randall is Vanderbilt’s writer-in-residence and the faculty head of a freshman dorm on the university’s beautiful Ingram Commons. Taylor Swift has a place in town, and Witherspoon has opened a store in 12 South.

Growth, of course, brings growing pains. The prosperity in some quarters has cast a needed light on those families and neighborhoods left behind. Public schools require more attention and resources; public transit has, to put it charitably, not kept up with the demands of a rising population. The problems are real, but they are the kinds of challenges a city wants to have if there must be challenges—and there always must be.

Last autumn, during the party for John Lewis’s visit to Nashville, he and I talked a little bit about an interview we had done for Garden & Gun magazine. He had been kind to give me the time for it, I said; I knew how busy he was. Gracious as ever, he demurred and then turned to greet more well-wishers under the tent in Belle Meade. As I watched him, I remembered something he had said in that interview—something about the South and redemption. Later that evening, I looked it up. “I always felt growing up that in the South there was evil but also good—so much good,” Lewis had said. “We are still in the process of becoming. I am very, very hopeful about the American South—I believe that we will lead America to what Dr. King called ‘the beloved community.’ I travel all the time, but when I come back to the South, I see such progress. In a real sense, a great deal of the South has been redeemed.” Nashville now feels like a vital part of that larger story—a place where old and new meet, and move forward, together.

—Jon Meacham




The Ferry Takes Us Back and the Wings Bring Us Home
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A smoke break on Lower Broadway.


There is a small road in Nashville, not too far off Charlotte Pike, that runs into the Cumberland River, and another road on the other side of the river that rises out of the water for no reason at all. When I was growing up, Cleeces Ferry ran between the two. The ferry held maybe a half-dozen cars. This was before they’d built the Briley Parkway Bridge, and so the ferry was the only way across unless you wanted to drive to Ashland City. There were always a few cars waiting on either side. The river isn’t very wide and the whole trip took fifteen minutes, including the loading and unloading of cars. My sister and I stayed in the car and read our books. We didn’t even look out at the water. As children, we failed to imagine a time when the ferry would be obsolete, or a later time when the ferry would be forgotten, when people might wonder why some idiot built a road that ran straight into the river.

I swore I wouldn’t do this. I wouldn’t write about what Nashville was. I would write about what Nashville is. After all, what Nashville is and what it was bear pretty much no relationship to each other. Or they do bear a relationship, just not a resemblance. Even the river has changed.
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Cumberland River.


When I was growing up, Acme Farm Supply downtown, which everybody called Acme Feed and Seed, was the place we went to buy molasses oats for the horses. It was where we bought pig feed and those little pellets the rabbit liked. The place smelled like a tack room, like dust and hay, with a floor of wide, unvarnished boards. That same building now houses a restaurant and bar called Acme Feed and Seed. The red-and-white checks that were meant to call Purina to mind are still painted on the second floor, but there is no feed corn or seed corn or dog food. Instead there is an attractive hostess who tells us our table is right this way. The first item on the menu is chicken tinga, and I wish I could go back in time to tell the men in overalls who loaded the fifty-pound bags of chicken chow into our station wagon that one day this place would be a restaurant called Acme Feed and Seed, and if they wanted a plate of chicken tìnga, they would need to call at least a week in advance for a reservation.
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The Pancake Pantry has had a line down the street since it opened in 1961. When the crowds became too overwhelming, they rebuilt the same restaurant next door, doubling the size.


I can play this game forever: the coffee bar Fido in Hillsboro Village has a neon sign in front that says “Jones Pet Shop.” That is not some
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