from

Private
Garden
to

Public
Forest

The majestic and resilient hemlock, Solomon’s
plume and passion flower of the Georgia Piedmont
are quietly disappearing; in their place arise
developments of concrete and steel. The Atlanta
area is one of the fastest-growing urban centers
in our country, but that development comes at
a price: we’re rapidly losing our connection to a
landscape that should define who we are. The
children who will one day inherit this earth have
fewer and fewer places to discover the world around
them, experience the subtle changes of seasons,
and develop the sense of humility that comes with
knowing that our home is so much bigger than
what we’ve built. Nestled in the heart of the City
of Decatur, Georgia’s most densely populated
city, the Woodlands Garden offers a chance for
our community to experience a refuge for and
celebration of the species native to this area, it
offers a glimpse of what our city looked like before
us. Woodlands invites you to help us connect
children and adults to the joys that come from
understanding our natural world.
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Our Roots
Preserving the Georgia Piedmont

A

fter World War II, when Scott Boulevard
was still a dirt road, Dr. Chet Morse and
his wife, Gene, settled their young family
on a wooded seven-acre parcel and called it
“Woodlands.” In 2002, the Morse family made
a planned gift of their land to the Decatur
Preservation Alliance (DPA) so that future
generations could experience the urban sanctuary
and natural wonders of the forest.
With the help of renowned landscape architect
Edward Daugherty, the Woodlands DPA
committee designed a master plan that would
evolve Woodlands into a public garden while
protecting its character as a nature preserve.
While other green space projects at the time
were being designed around popular varietals
and family-friendly playscapes, Daugherty
recognized the need for a place that preserved
and celebrated the unique Georgia Piedmont
ecosystem. (See Washington Post article,
Appendix IV.)
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To assist with this, well-known native-plant
expert and landscape architect Steve Sanchez
contributed an innovative planting plan to restore
rapidly disappearing native plants to an area once
used for agricultural terracing. The plan included
reintroducing plant species that used to call this
place home.
Today, most of the garden has been returned to a
native landscape. Master gardeners and volunteers
have worked hard to rid the garden of invasive
take their place again, blooming on the sunny
slopes and creek banks. More than 30 tree species
tower overhead, including 100-year-old oaks and
the original family gardens, including the more
than 65 varieties of camellias the Morse family once
cultivated, also remain.

From Private to Public
Under the early leadership of the DPA, Woodlands
discovered its niche as a native Piedmont
demonstration garden. It developed a strong corps
of volunteers and master gardeners, and became
known as a unique green space to groups such as
the Georgia Camellia Society, Trees Atlanta, the
National Audubon Society, as well as to individuals
throughout Decatur.

Visitors today come to Woodlands to stroll under
Trees Atlanta-awarded Champion trees or to enjoy
monthly concerts or special events such as Fairies
in the Garden. Volunteers come to discover how to
nurture the growth of wild ginger, rue anemone and
elementary school curriculum and to play in nature.
Arborists, bird watchers, and environmentalists alike
come to marvel at the unique woods that have been
made public in Decatur.
While regular public events have been held at
Woodlands since the 2002 gift, Woodlands’ public
outreach efforts and infrastructure changes were
restricted out of respect for Gene Morse, who
resided on the property until December 2010.
Woodlands Garden operated as a committee of
the DPA until September 2011, when Woodlands
Garden of Decatur, Inc., which had been formed
a year earlier and was subsequently recognized
by the IRS as a Section 501(c)(3) charitable
organization, took title to the property from DPA.
In 2012, the Morse home was demolished to make
way for the new lawn area, and the following year,
the garden announced its new hours – open to the
public from dawn to dusk.

3

Our Solid Trunk

I

n the past 12 years, Woodlands has become
an organization characterized by committed

and deep civic support.

Leadership
Thirteen local leaders comprise Woodlands’
Board of Directors (see Appendix I). Each director
volunteers at events. More than half of Woodlands’
directors have been involved since the beginning;
Woodlands Board President Alan McNabb was
DPA counsel at the 2002 closing.
Woodlands also has two part-time staff members.
Ruby Bock has served as garden manager since
2006, and executive director Claire Hayes joined
Woodlands in 2013, bringing more than 10 years
of green space experience with the Dunwoody
Nature Center.
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Financials
Gene and Chet Morse established an endowment
for Woodlands to ensure that maintenance costs
would always be covered. Managed by the
Community Foundation for Greater Atlanta, the
Woodlands endowment currently yields around
$75,000 per year, or more than half of the current
$140,000 annual operating budget. Woodlands has
also received generous donations from more than
300 community individuals since it began, and has
approximately $280,000 in reserves.

Civic Support
The City of Decatur recognizes Woodlands as
an anchor green space (see the city’s letter of
support, Appendix II). Woodlands is in regular
contact with the city manager and other city
personnel, and former mayor Bill Floyd was the
chair of Woodlands’ original 2005 capital campaign
(see Our Accomplishments, Appendix III). The
city also recently hired a landscape infrastructure
coordinator who will actively work with the
Woodlands staff and board.

Woodlands Garden as a Classroom:
The Story of a 12th Grade/4th Grade Partnership

F

ive years ago, the Woodlands Garden
Education Committee approached
the City Schools of Decatur with the
idea of providing an outdoor learning
experience at Woodlands for 4th
grade students. The Committee had created
a program of woodland-based activities that
support the Georgia Performance Standards
for life science in the 4th grade. Committee
member Debra Le Doux, a science teacher at
Decatur High School, enlisted the help of her
colleague, Stephanie Gillain, the high school’s
AP Environmental Science teacher, to provide
guides for over 200 4th graders who would visit
the Garden over a two-day period. Since that
City Schools of Decatur 4th graders have visited
Woodlands with about 75 high school seniors
acting as their guided walk leaders.
The high school students learned to facilitate
during which the 4th graders gently dig at a
for themselves how changes in the environment
due to development can affect an ecosystem.
The younger students love learning from the
big kids, and the high school students get
a thrill out of using what they have learned

in school to teach the 4th graders through

in its habitat. This joint learning experience

relay race, which simulates how external
features affect an organism’s ability to survive

living in the largely urban Decatur area.
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Our Vista

W

oodlands Garden is at a pivotal point
in its growth. With the removal of the
Morse home from the property, and the
establishment of Woodlands’ own 501(c)(3) in 2011,
now is the perfect time to expand the garden’s
master plan.

A New Public Face
To make the Garden more accessible to visitors,
Woodlands has partnered with the City of Decatur
to purchase the 1-acre parcel on the corner of
Scott Boulevard and Clairemont Avenue (see
Appendix V, Corner Propery Map). This acquisition
is vital to our growth and a key component of our
master plan, as the current entrance is hard for
exact location of the garden and when we are
open. In addition, this acquisition will preserve the
parcel as a garden gateway to the City of Decatur,
rather than allowing further development.
The Decatur Development Authority (DDA)
acquired the corner property, with the city and
Woodlands providing funding for the closing costs.
DDA and Woodlands have an agreement by which
Woodlands will endeavor to raise the funds to
buy the property from the DDA within 18 months.
Woodlands is committing $150,000 of its reserves
and anticipates selling the house on the property
for $250,000. Woodlands hopes to raise the
remaining $350,000 by February 2016 to acquire
this vital corner tract.
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Improved Public Infrastructure
To complement the more public entrance and with
a focus on the mission of Woodlands Garden, we
propose to enhance the garden’s infrastructure to
the effect of this increased accessibility on the
garden itself. Improvements will include a newly
developed visitor center (including restrooms), and
TSW has rendered plans to open Woodlands to
more people without compromising the “haven”
quality of the Garden. The plans will also enhance
the open lawn area where the Morse house stood,
highlighting the natural elements that make
Woodlands so attractive, and create a natural play
area for children. Although the focus will be on
maintaining the serenity of the garden, the plans
will allow for community and limited private events,
which could provide income for the Garden.

Better Community Education and
Outreach
Woodlands is committed to educating the greater
community about the Piedmont ecosystem and
conservation in general and has demonstrated this
commitment throughout its short history. As an
example, Woodlands worked with the City Schools
of Decatur to create hands-on nature activities that
supported the Georgia Learning Standards for 4th
grade science. A more recent education initiative
resulted in the creation of a comprehensive plant
database, plus the installation of roughly 400 plant
labels throughout the seven acres. Woodlands also

works with various local groups, including scout
troops, garden clubs, and the Atlanta Audubon
Society, to create tailored tours and presentations.
Given this demonstrated commitment, our efforts
to increase public awareness and use of the garden
will be accompanied by increased educational
support. We want to ensure that all garden visitors
who wish to learn about our plants and the natural
world will have the tools to do so.
One key component of this expanded educational
outreach will be to hire someone to manage
outreach and partnerships and to oversee and
initiate educational collaborations with other
organizations. For example, plans are being made
to begin YMCA programming and garden tours

for senior living residents. Discussions also have
begun with City Schools of Decatur to increase
grade levels. We hope to do the same with DeKalb
County Schools.
Woodlands will also pursue more active
partnerships with neighboring green spaces such
as The Wylde Center, Fernbank Science Center,
Fernbank Museum of Natural History, The Georgia
Perimeter College Native Plant Botanical Garden,
and The Atlanta Botanical Garden. We hope to
combine resources and constituencies with these
connecting our message and services to the
broadest possible audience.
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Capital Campaign Budget
The proposed improvements
outlined here, including the
corner property acquisition
and transformation, the garden
infrastructure enhancements, and
increased educational resources
and outreach, will cost $1.9 million.
Woodlands Garden will contribute
its reserves of $280,000 and we
anticipate selling the house on
the corner property. That leaves
just over $1.3 million to be raised
from the Atlanta community. At
right is a breakdown of funding
goals, current sources of funds, and
estimated need:

Activity

Description

Sources of Funds

Need

Woodlands Garden
(WG): $150,000
House Sale: $250,000

$350,000

ACCESSIBILITY & VISIBILITY: $850,000
Corner property acquisition

Total cost $750,000

Corner property development

TSW design, signage, bus-safe drive, plantings
and development

$100,000

PUBLIC INFRASTRUCTURE: $830,000
Parking and Gates

35 parking spaces

$250,000

Visitor Center and restrooms

ADA-compliant visitor center with front plaza
and restrooms

$170,000

Open Lawn Area

Manicured with garden rooms of
native plants and structure/fountain

$175,000

Natural Play Area

Experiential nature playground for all ages

Streambank and Other Infrastructure

Streambank restoration, retention pond, and storage

$35,000
$200,000

EDUCATION: $170,000
Materials

Curriculum development; smart phone interactive app
and interactive kids’ page to website; plant ID database

$20,000

Program Outreach
Coordinator

P-T position costs @ 5 years

WG: $80,000

$70,000

Capital Campaign

Consultant fees and materials

WG: $20,000

$0

Operational Expenses

Loss of operating expenses raised due to Capital
Campaign (estimated $15,000/year for 2 years)

WG: $30,000

$0

$530,000

$1,370,000

ADMINISTRATION: $50,000
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TOTALS

Help Us

Spread Our Branches
Woodlands Garden connects new audiences to the
joy that comes from understanding our natural world.
As a refuge for and celebration of the species native
to the Decatur area, it offers a glimpse of what our
city looked like before we arrived. Thanks to the
generous land gift and subsequent endowment
established by the Morse family, Woodlands Garden
is now an asset preserved in perpetuity for the public.

“If we want children to
empowered, then let us allow
them to love the earth before
we ask them to save it.”
-David Sobel, Beyond Ecophobia

We ask for your help in opening up this great asset
to the wider public. Your investment will allow
Woodlands to focus on what it does best – providing
a forest where our children and future generations
can discover the world around them, experience
the subtle changes of seasons, and value the small
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APPENDIX I

Woodlands Board of Directors 2014
Kate Baltzell
Trees Atlanta
Patty Bonner
Retired Director, Inman Park
Cooperative Preschool
Mark Burnette
Treasurer

Principal, Joyner & Burnette
Genia Cayce
Morse family member,
Retired Executive Director,
Rockdale Foundation

Staff
Claire Waggenspack Hayes
execuTiVe direcTor

Ruby Bock

Garden ManaGer
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Annie Godfrey
Vice-PresidenT

Environmental Protection Agency
Greg Levine
Co-Executive Director,
Trees Atlanta
Alan McNabb

Diane Simms
Hank Spiker
Principal, SpikerStudio, LLC
Raye Ann Viers
Attorney, Taylor & Viers PC

PresidenT

Tammy Weiser
Asset Manager, Real Estate

Mary Ellen Pendergrast

Dr. Lawrence A. Wilson
Adjunct Professor of Environmental Science,
Emory University

First Vice President, SunTrust
secreTary

Morse family member
Community Volunteer

APPENDIX II

City of
Decatur
Letter of
Support
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APPENDIX III

Accomplishments 2002-2014
2002
Preservation Alliance

2003
Lynne Saussey, emphasizing the unique Georgia
Piedmont ecosystem
Sanctuary, resulting in quarterly walks and a bird list

have since tagged more than 60 varieties of camellias
in historic garden

2007

initiated

2008

2004
2009
2010
amphitheater

2005
largest gifts from Robert W. Woodruff Foundation and
City of Decatur

2011
501(c)(3)
Preservation Alliance
houses built by Skyland Trail, an adult mental health
treatment organization

native trees

2006
planting plan
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2013
Hayes
Garden for its unique preservation of urban forest and

Bill Floyd as Chair

used to clear 50 mature pines to avoid damaging

“Stories in the Woods,” about nature to preschoolers

2012
deconstruction of house)
Decatur. Each year, Decatur High Environmental
Science students guide 250-280 4th graders through
Woodlands to meet Georgia Learning Standards for
4th grade Science
labels installed

brought to the community

2014

Partnered with Decatur Recreation Center to develop
“Garden Go Seek” – a passport for a scavenger hunt in
all of Decatur’s green-spaces
TSW enhances and further develops master plan to
improve site access, parking and facilities
Woodlands chosen as a venue for Atlanta Celebrates
Photography
Wilderness Act Performance Series, celebrating our
country’s dedication to preserving its wilderness
Partners with City of Decatur to purchase 1-acre parcel
on corner of Scott Boulevard and Clairemont

Today
service annually
corps
- Monthly Sundays in the Garden with live music
- Fairies in the Garden,
- “Welcome to Woodlands” festival to attract
newcomers and honor volunteers
- Youth artist market and birdhouse auction
- Decatur Garden Tour
- Fall plant sale

APPENDIX IV

Southeast could become an overdeveloped ‘megalopolis’ in the next half century;
The Washington Post, Darryl Fears, August 9, 2014
Giant urban sprawl could pave over thousands
Collazo and Alexa McKerrow, also researchers
It is described as an urban complex comprising
of acres of forest and agriculture, connecting
at USGS, and Curtis Belyea and Rob Dunn,
many major cities. Between Raleigh and Atlanta
Raleigh to Atlanta by 2060, if growth continues
researchers at North Carolina State.
along the study corridor are Greensboro and
at its current pace, according to a newly released
“The upshot is that . . . climate change isn’t the
Charlotte, N.C., and Greenville, S.C. Nearby are
research paper from the U.S. Geological Survey.
only story in the Southeast,” Terando said. “There
Columbia, S.C., and Birmingham.
“We could be looking at a seamless corridor
are large-scale human impacts on our environment
Over the past 60 years, the Southeast has grown
of urban development,” said Adam Terando, a
. . . the way we develop.”
40 percent larger than the rest of the United States,
research ecologist with the USGS and an adjunct
Numerous species of animals would be left with
the study said, with 77 million people living in a
professor at North Carolina State University who
no habitat. The loss of woodlands that soak up
region where development has been suburban and
was the study’s lead author.
highly dependent on cars.
The development will engulf land
The biggest change will likely happen in
from North Carolina to Georgia, and
what the study called the Piedmont ecoThe biggest change will likely happen in . . . the
possibly spread to Birmingham, Ala., “if
region between Atlanta and Charlotte,
we continue to develop urban areas in
cutting through South Carolina. The largest
Piedmont eco-region between Atlanta and Charlotte,
the Southeast the way we have for the
proportion of change, where land will be
cutting through South Carolina. The largest proportion
past 60 years,” he said.
noticeably transformed, is expected to be in
Combining USGS demographic
Appalachian region.
of change, where land will be noticeably transformed, is theButSouthwestern
modeling with North Carolina State’s
models are rigid and do not account
High Performance Computing Services
expected to be in the Southwestern Appalachian region. for uncertainty or change. They cannot
and analyzing the data for six years,
predict how local leaders will plan to
develop land or whether they will use more
estimated that urbanization in the Southeast will
rainfall would leave local waters more vulnerable
ecologically friendly methods of development.
increase by up to 190 percent.
to the storm-water runoff that washes nutrient
“Unless we change course . . . urbanization will
It will nearly mirror the decades-old development
pollution from lawns and motor oils from roads, in
have a more pronounced ecological impact in
of the Northeast corridor, from Washington
addition to increased garbage.
many non-coastal areas of the Southeast than
to Boston, Terando said, and in Florida from
climate change,” said Jennifer Costanza, a research
crowded Interstate 85 corridor would add to the ills
associate at North Carolina State and another
a future that the study is pointing toward,” he said.
contributing to climate change.
study co-author. “It’s impossible to predict the
Development on that scale would result in losses
“The drawbacks are obviously things like more
of 15 percent of agricultural land, 12 percent of
projections are not good in terms of biodiversity
grasslands and 10 percent of forests, the study
thousand miles of streets, and 2 percent to 3
and ecosystem health,” Costanza said.
said. It would take the form of tract housing
percent must be repaved each year, according to
Darryl Fears has worked at The Washington Post for more
developments, business centers and thousands of
the USGS, meaning more tax dollars will be needed
than a decade and covers the environment, focusing on
miles of paved roads.
to repair more roads.
the Chesapeake Bay and issues affecting wildlife.
The research paper was published last month in
A megalopolis is pretty much what it sounds like
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the journal PLOS One. Its co-authors include Jaime
— a giant city or sprawl that spreads over a region.

APPENDIX V

Corner
Property
Map
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Virginia sweetspire

native azalea

Hearts-a-bustin’

Trillum and rue anemone

932 Scott Blvd., Decatur, Georgia

Open daily during daylight hours

