


[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.

[image: image]
Archer meets John Lewis.
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