
hen it comes to protecting the past, it’s not just about 
preserving old houses.

Case in point: Behind the 1821 Savannah house 
where Girl Scouts founder Juliette Gordon Low was born in 
1860 is a formal garden of flowering shrubs and lush, green trees 
dripping with Spanish moss—all configured in attractive geo-
metric designs linked by gravel paths. This natural retreat isn’t 
original; it dates to the 1950s, when Georgia’s first registered 
female landscape architect, Clermont Lee, installed a garden 
featuring plants prominent during Low’s lifetime. 

The home’s owners, Girl Scouts of the USA, want to replace 
Lee’s design with a more group-friendly gathering area. That 
proposal landed the garden on 2019’s Places in Peril list, pub-
lished each year by the Georgia Trust for Historic Preservation. 

“The trust uses the guidelines of the National Register of 
Historic Places to determine if a site or building—or a sce-
nic landscape—should be considered significant,” says Mark 
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By H.M. Cauley
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P res! ving the past
f"  the fut# e

McDonald, president and CEO of the Georgia Trust, based in 
historic Rhodes Hall in Atlanta. 

The most frequently threatened historic landscapes are 
cemeteries. No matter what shape a property takes, the trust’s 
mission since 1973 has been to promote an appreciation for 
Georgia’s diverse historic resources and to provide for their 
protection and use.  

“Georgia is one of the leaders in the country for preserv-
ing its historic sites,” McDonald says. “We have some of the 
strongest and most active local preservation organizations in 
Savannah, Macon, Augusta, Athens, Americus, Thomasville, 
Columbus, Rome and several others. They’re separate, but we 
partner with them; we can get more done together than we can 
working separately.”

Depending on the community, the preservation work can 
take different forms. 

“We have interesting and ironic challenges,” McDonald 

Juliette Gordon Low Birthplace Garden, 
Savannah Miller Theater, Augusta

!
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says. “F or instance, in growing metro areas like Atlanta, Savan-
nah and Athens, we have development threats. Once you get 
out in the countryside, the challenges are different, like a lack of 
funds and economic activity to support historic buildings.” 

But collaborating with the Georgia Trust is invaluable, says 
Christine McCauley Watts, ex ecutive director of the Madison-
Morgan Conservancy, now in its 20th year.

“The trust mentored us through the development of our 
endangered-properties revolving fund 
that we started in 2017,” she says, referring 
to the program that lends funds to pur-
chase and restore properties before  
selling them to recoup the investment. 
“And having some of our properties 
named on the Places in Peril list has 
brought attention to them.”

Erick Montgomery, ex ecutive direc-
tor of Historic Augusta, has appreciated 
the trust’s support of local efforts across 
the state, such as the campaign to save the 
Juliette Gordon Low Birthplace Garden.

“I f we need their ex pertise on a legal or preservation issue, 
we can call them,” he says. “They tend to be more hands-on in 
smaller places that don’t have a staff. They also have an awards 
program that brings attention to and helps our local projects. 
Last year, the Miller Theater’s [ Augusta]  $ 23 million renovation 
won a top award, and though, as with most nonprofits, it didn’t 
mean a cash award, it was nice to get that recognition.”

Another important element of the trust’s work is its atten-
tion to legislation.

“The trust monitors what’s going on with the legislature, 
and they let us know if we need to be aware of anything that af-
fects preservation,” Montgomery says. “Without their support, it 

L e f t :  Sparta residents 
gathered in 2 0 1 6  f or a 
rededication cerem ony  of
the H ancock  C ounty   
C ourthouse.   R i g h t :  The  
historic courthouse  
appeared on the Georgia 
Trust' s 2 0 1 3  P laces in P eril 
list and suffered signifi cant 
fi re dam age in 2 0 1 4 .

A b o v e :  The E leanor R oosevelt School in W arm
Springs.  L e f t :  Mark  McD onald, president and 
C E O  of  the Georgia Trust, celeb rates with 
D eb ron W illiam s ( right)  and his sister, V oncher 
W illiam s ( lef t) , who purchased the R oosevelt 
School through the trust' s revolving f und.   
The f am ily  will rehab ilitate the school into 
an agricultural learning center.  

would be hard for us to get a lot of leverage in the legislature.” 
Local preservation groups can seek assistance from the 

trust’s staff to find resources and grants, to organize work  
parties and to keep up-to-date on preservation news. The trust 
also provides training workshops.

“We offer about five different classes on topics like how to 
save buildings, fundraising and how to make buildings more 
energy-efficient,” McDonald says. “We even have one for  
Realtors on what’s historic and what’s not.” 

The trust also oversees a revolving fund program that often 
means the difference between demolition and preservation for 
significant properties. The goal is to connect property own-

‘Georgia is one of the leaders 
in the country for preserving 
its historic sites.’ 

— Mark  McD onald,  
president and C E O  of  the Georgia Trust
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F o r  t h e  1 5 t h  y e a r ,  t h e  G e o r g i a  T r u s t  f o r  H i s t o r i c  P l a c e s  h a s  p u b -
l i s h e d  a  l i s t  o f  t h e  s t a t e ’ s  m o s t  e n d a n g e r e d  h i s t o r i c ,  a r c h a e o l o g i c a l  
a n d  c u l t u r a l  r e s o u r c e s .  T h e  e n t r i e s  c o v e r  s t r u c t u r e s ,  s i t e s ,  d i s t r i c t s  a n d  
l a n d s c a p e s  t h a t  h a v e  b e e n  a d v e r s e l y  a ! e c t e d  b y  v a r i o u s  f a c t o r s ,  i n -
c l u d i n g  n e g l e c t  a n d  e n c r o a c h i n g  d e v e l o p m e n t .  T h e  t r u s t  w o r k s  w i t h  
i n d i v i d u a l s ,  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  a n d  c o m m u n i t i e s  t o  s a l v a g e  t h e  p r o p e r t i e s  
b e f o r e  t h e y  a r e  l o s t  t o  p o s t e r i t y .
• A n t i o c h  B ap t i s t  C h u r c h ,  C r a w f o r d v i l l e ,  T a l i a f e r r o  C o u n t y :  B u i l t  

i n  1 8 9 9  f o r  a  c o n g r e g a t i o n  o f  f r e e d  s l a v e s ,  t h e  c h u r c h  i s  n o  
l o n g e r  i n  u s e .

• A s b u r y U n i t e d  Me t h o d i s t  C h u r c h ,  S a v a n n a h ,  C h a t h a m  C o u n t y :  
T h e  A b e r c o r n  S t r e e t  c h u r c h  d a t e s  t o  1 8 8 7  a n d  i s  t h e  o n l y  A f r i c a n  
A m e r i c a n  U n i t e d  M e t h o d i s t  c o n g r e g a t i o n  i n  t h e  c i t y ’ s  V i c t o r i a n  
D i s t r i c t .  

• C ar y R e yn o l d s  E l e m e n t ar y S c h o o l ,  D o r a v i l l e ,  D e K a l b  C o u n t y :  
D e s i g n e d  b y  n o t e d  a r c h i t e c t  J o h n  P o r t m a n ,  t h e  1 9 6 1  s c h o o l  i s  p a r t  
o f  t h e  m i d c e n t u r y  N o r t h w o o d s  H i s t o r i c  D i s t r i c t .

• C e n t r al  S t at e  H o s p i t al ,  M i l l e d g e v i l l e ,  B a l d w i n  C o u n t y :  T h e  s t a t e ’ s  
" r s t  p s y c h i a t r i c  h o s p i t a l  a n c h o r s  a n  a l m o s t  2 , 0 0 0 - a c r e  c a m p u s  
w i t h  a b o u t  2 0 0  b u i l d i n g s ,  s o m e  o f  w h i c h  d a t e  t o  1 8 4 2 .  T h e  s i t e  w a s  
c l o s e d  i n  2 0 1 3 .  

• F o u n t ai n  ( S t o n e )  H al l ,  A t l a n t a ,  F u l t o n  C o u n t y :  L i s t e d  o n  t h e  
N a t i o n a l  R e g i s t e r  o f  H i s t o r i c  P l a c e s ,  t h e  h a l l  w a s  b u i l t  i n  1 8 8 2  a n d  
i s  s t i l l  a  l a n d m a r k  o n  t h e  A t l a n t a  U n i v e r s i t y  c a m p u s .  I t  w a s  i n i t i a l l y  
c a l l e d  S t o n e  Ha l l ,  b u t  a f t e r  i t  b e c a m e  p a r t  o f  M o r r i s  B r o w n  C o l l e g e  
i n  t h e  1 9 3 0 s ,  t h e  n a m e  w a s  c h a n g e d  t o  h o n o r  t h e  s c h o o l ’ s  f o r m e r  
p r e s i d e n t ,  B i s h o p  W i l l i a m  A .  F o u n t a i n .

• H e r i t ag e  P ar k ,  G r i #  n ,  S p a l d i n g  C o u n t y :  I n c l u d e d  i n  t h i s  c o m m u -
n i t y  s p a c e  i s  t h e  R o s e n w a l d  S c h o o l ,  b u i l t  i n  1 9 2 9  w i t h  f u n d s  r a i s e d  
b y  A m e r i c a n  e d u c a t o r  B o o k e r  T .  W a s h i n g t o n  a n d  J u l i u s  R o s e n w a l d  
o f  S e a r s ,  R o e b u c k  a n d  C o .  t o  e d u c a t e  A f r i c a n  A m e r i c a n  s t u d e n t s .  

G e o r g i a T r us t  f o r  H i s t o r i c  P r e s e r v at i o n ,  1 5 1 6  P e a c h t r e e  S t .  N . W . ,  A t l a n t a .  
( 4 0 4 )  8 8 1 - 9 9 8 0 .  georgiatrust. org.

• J o h n  N e l s o n  D e m i n g  H o m e ,  V a l d o s t a ,  L o w n d e s  C o u n t y :  
L o c a l  c r a f t s m a n  J o h n  D e m i n g  l e f t  h i s  m a r k  o n  t h i s  c i t y  b y  b u i l d i n g  
i m p r e s s i v e  h o m e s  f r o m  t h e  l a t e  1 8 0 0 s  t h r o u g h  t h e  1 9 2 0 s .  H i s  o w n  
h o m e  w a s  b u i l t  i n  1 8 9 8  a n d  h a s  b e e n  v a c a n t  s i n c e  2 0 0 6 .  

• Mas o n i c  L o d g e  N o .  23 8 ,  D a l t o n ,  W h i t " e l d  C o u n t y :  W h e n  c o n -
s t r u c t e d  i n  1 9 1 5 ,  t h i s  b u i l d i n g  s a t  i n  t h e  m i d d l e  o f  D a l t o n ’ s  b l a c k  
c o m m u n i t y .  I t s  s e c o n d  $ o o r  h o s t e d  M a s o n i c  m e e t i n g s  f o r  A f r i c a n  
A m e r i c a n  m e m b e r s .

• N o l an  C r o s s r o ad s ,  B o s t w i c k ,  M o r g a n  C o u n t y :  O n c e  p a r t  o f  a  
p l a n t a t i o n ,  t h i s  g r o u p i n g  o f  b u i l d i n g s  r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  t r a n s i t i o n  f r o m  
a  s l a v e r y - b a s e d  t o  a  s h a r e c r o p p i n g  a g r i c u l t u r a l  e c o n o m y .  T h e  
o l d e s t  s t r u c t u r e  w a s  b u i l t  i n  1 8 1 7 ;  t h e  m a i n  n e o c l a s s i c a l  h o u s e  
w e n t  u p  i n  1 9 0 5 .  T h e  p r o p e r t y  a l s o  i n c l u d e s  a  f o r m e r  c o m m i s s a r y ,  a  
m u l e  b a r n  a n d  t e n a n t  f a r m h o u s e s .

• R o s e  H i l l  S c h o o l ,  P o r t e r d a l e ,  N e w t o n  C o u n t y :  T h e  B i b b  M a n u f a c -
t u r i n g  C o .  b u i l t  t h i s  s c h o o l  i n  1 9 3 7  f o r  c h i l d r e n  o f  t h e  t h e  a r e a ’ s  
b l a c k  m i l l  w o r k e r s .  I t  w a s  t h e  o n l y  A f r i c a n  A m e r i c a n  s c h o o l  i n  
P o r t e r d a l e  f o r  m a n y  y e a r s .

ers with buyers willing to make appropriate renovations, then return any 
proceeds from the property’s sale back to the fund for future use. The trust 
then holds an easement, or legal right, to guarantee historic integrity, and 
that easement can be on an open space, a faç ade or an interior. So far, 
4 3 properties have been sold through the fund. 

Preserving Georgia’s historic sites presents myriad challenges that 
don’t always end well. I n the case of the Juliette Gordon Low Birthplace, 
the garden was demolished despite protests from various voices, including 
McDonald’s. 

Preservation often makes for difficult conversations, particularly as 
communities grapple with how to tell the stories of plantations and the 
state’s civil rights record. But McDonald is open to having those conversa-
tions.

“We need to take on the truth, take on history accurately and be 
[ aware]  of all cultures and ways of life,” he says. “We need to bring attention 
to things that need to be discussed. We’re preserving history, not beauty.” 

H.M. Cauley is a freelance writer from Atlanta.

N olan C rossroads, Bostwick

The Madison- Morgan C onservancy ’ s E ndangered 
P roperties R evolving F und helped secure and stab iliz e 
the F oster- Thom ason- Miller H ouse until a b uy er agreed 
to conserve and rehab  the property .  The house was on 
the Georgia Trust’ s 2 0 1 8  P laces in P eril list.   F rom  lef t 
are N eil H orstm an, Mark  McD onald, C hristine McC auley  
W atts, Theresa P ippin and R ob ert Trulock .

T he 2 0 2 0  P laces in P ! il list

M
O

TO
RS

PO
RT

M
ED

IA
 / 

H
A

LS
TO

N
 P

IT
M

A
N

 / 
N

IC
K 

W
O

O
LE

V
ER

M
A

D
IS

O
N

M
O

RG
A

N
 C

O
N

SE
RV

A
N

C
Y




