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Abstract ...

Through a cohesive team of consultants and an extensive
public/private partnership, this project reused the
materials recovered from the warehouse and brick-making
site, created knolls and views taking advantage of the
topography, and built sustainable features and multiple
design scales of program usage for visitors.
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Railroad Park; Derelict Site; Revivation; Renewal; Public
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Project Leader: Tom Leader

Project Team: Akiko Ono, Sara Peschel, Kathryn
Drinkhouse, Gabe Meil, Roman Chiu, Tom McMillan, Paul
Burgin, Ivan Valin

Design Period: 2005 ~ 2008

Construction Period: 2008 ~ 2010

Completion Time: 2010

Awards: 2012 ULI Urban Open Space — Winner

2012 ASLA (Alabama) Honor Award
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Cut and fill strategy

Water recycling strategy
Lakeside promenade

Gabion seating

Recycled construction material
for seating
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The site was filled with large amounts of rubble and assorted
urban and rail detritus in the late 19th century to create dry
space for warehouses. As the excavation proceeds, these
materials will be sorted, inventoried, and stockpiled for use as
gabion infill. Due to budget as well as concept, all site walls are
constructed of these gabions with the infill arranged thematically
according to source and time period.
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Rail + Community + Nature
These were the fundamental elements in the
birth of a city. Birmingham’s story begins in
this very place where rail infrastructure begets
community development.

Originally a steel town, Birmingham grew
around an extensive network of rail lines,

two large steel furnaces, and an 11 track rail

corridor connecting them served the steel-
making industry and provided the “life
blood” to sustain the early city. Birmingham
experienced the same flight to the suburbs
as many other American cities in the late
1960’s and 1970’s, which left many parts of
the downtown retail and office core vacant

or underutilized. Until recently, the city has

lacked a strong body of policy or “roadmap”
particularly regarding sustainable landscape
infrastructure or civic growth priorities in
general. Recent planning direction established
a much firmer footing and led to identifying
the Railroad Park site as a key “civic living
room” uniting the northern and southern

halves of the downtown.

Trains

A decision was made to avoid using trains
and rail as a thematic “flavor”, but instead
as a direct experience for park visitors
via the newly created “Rail Trail”. While
Birmingham lacks a regional geographic
element like a river or bay around which
to orient, it does have the Rail. The new
park embraces these trains and their historic
presence by instead creating a “Trainfront
Park”.

Emerging from a decade’s worth of
planning work by the city was a consensus
that a major downtown park on this site would

help organize and stimulate growth in the
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southern half of the downtown and provide 9. FESKEADIE DAHTHRIR 9. Walking/Jogging on the Rail Trail
10. ®BEH 10. Skate Bowl
new identity based on open space rather than 1. ARSI R 1. Lakeside promenade and seating
o . 12, AZNTIROKIE, HoKEHEBEEE A M. 12. Bio-filtration stream edged with recycled street curb.
structures — a new civic gathering space on 13, MERBEDIE FEB KRR 13.  Rail Trail looking toward trains

the seam between the northern and southern
halves of the city. The park could serve to
make this emerging area of the downtown
more habitable for new residents and generate
value and incentive for future development
— the keystones of open space as an “urban

catalyst”.

Planning

The 19-acre site is the first increment in
what will be a 20 year effort to transform the
entire area between the two original furnaces
that were once reserved for rail. What was

once a divide in the city will become a

unifying element much same as riverfront
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parks are doing in other cities. Also similar to
many other cities, acquiring rights to existing
vacant lands belonging to rail authorities will
be key.

By far the largest issue we had to deal with
was that somehow this park was supposed to
bridge the north and south areas of downtown.
As each consultant visited numerous informal
briefings, public workshops, and a formal
town hall meeting were held, bringing as
many interested residents as possible to the
table. In a very real way, the program for the

park and district was derived directly from an
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intensive series of public workshops aimed at

this goal.

Site Design
Analysis and process

Historically, the park site was the lowest
area in the city, originally home to a marsh
that was filled for construction of warehouses,
brickyards, and rail sidings. The new design
of the park reclaims some of this history
in making use of water for the project. The

park’s low elevation within the city also

makes it a logical place to store waterfrom

Landscape Architecture Frontiers

the immediate watershed and to provide
emergency flood protection during periodic
heavy rains that can plague the city’s storm
infrastructure.

As recycled industrial land, the park
site was heavily underlain by old paving
materials, assorted rubble and detritus, and
layers of steel-makingby products often
dumped on the site. This material included
old and broken bricks, street cobbles, granite
curbs, discarded rails that were incorporated
into the design. Due to lenses of foundry sand

within the soil, the ground was not reliably

stable without major reinforcement. Steel
gabions were used for nearly all site walls,
both for their flexibility and for cost. They
were then packed with suitable reused site
materials, primarily old bricks and limestone

chunks from steel-making helping to keep
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15. REANAT BRI HF
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14. Event space lawn

15. East gate pavilion and plaza

16. Greek Amphitheater / Children play area
17. Birch Bowl — using recycled cobbles

201081 SANBIIU]




100

Volume 1/ Issue 1 / February 2013

the site’s past both alive and functioning,
including a large shallow paved bowl as a
plaza feature, filled with River Birch trees
and irrigated with erratically timed pop-up

sprinklers as an inexpensive fountain.

Trainfront park

The lake creates a major reservoir on site
for summer irrigation needs, preventing the
need to draw on city water supplies. The
presence of this large body of water brings a
cooling presence to the downtown. A wetland
pond at the east end of the park collects runoff
from the surrounding knoll and amphitheater
topography and forms the headwaters of the
system. This wetland then spills through
runnels into the first of two interconnected
lake cells. Lake water is pumped to the
handrail of a crossing pedestrian bridge,
creating a dramatic, cooling rain curtain

fifteen feet high and eighty feet long which

glows from slowly rotating color LED lights
at night.

The lake also plays a key role in urban
scenography as it creates a flattering visual
ground and reflecting surface for the
downtown towers beyond as well as the
powerful red stacks of the historic brick steam
plant adjacent the park. The borrowed scenery
of these otherwise overlooked structures forms
an inspiring and provocative composition that
leaves a memorable impression of the city.
Many park visitors comment that “downtown
never looked so good”.

The streams and ponds perform several
key functions — to collect and vegetatively
biofilter run-off before it enters the city storm
system, to store large amounts of run-off in
storms to protect against area flooding, and
to naturally irrigate the soils of the stream
corridor filled with riparian tree groves and

emergent plantings.
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East gate

At the entry plaza there was a clear
need to help orient arriving visitors and to
provide shelter from the elements. The East
Gate Pavilion accommodates space for park
food service, concessions, administration,
rest rooms, and storage. An industrial-
scale metal roofed canopy in the form of a
trainshed extends the entire 220 feet of the
plaza length to provide sun and rain shelter.
The tall canopy frames the “east gate” views
to the park, lake, and open space to the west
as well as views east to the steam plant and
downtown.

We decided to create gateway plazas at
each of the streets that intersect the park
blocks, all based on the urban grid and with
the idea that they would draw a fair amount of
retail activity and create a populated corridor
that would feed directly into the park. This

idea allowed us to break the park down into

13

structured zones that can be used separately
or combined as one larger open space.

The Eastgate Plaza is the “headquarters”
of the park — where every big event is staged
and people collect before heading into the
open spaces and where they later return for

food and drink, shade and conviviality. LAF
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