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	Atlanta, Georgia, United States, North America



	




OVERVIEW
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Downtown Atlanta

	

	

	


First-time visitors may envision Atlanta as a serene, antebellum environment, with dogwood-framed mansions inhabited by ladies in lace dresses who serve mint juleps to slow-talking southern gentlemen. On the contrary, Georgia's capital, fondly known as "HOTlanta" to locals, is now a bustling, world-class city, with a skyline full of impressive architectural designs that complement rolling hills and abundant foliage. Its consistent ranking as one of the best places to do business in the U.S. may be the reason that more than 750 of Fortune's Top 1000 businesses have an office in Atlanta. 

A fast-paced, ready-for-the-future attitude is evident in its booming convention business, pulsing nightlife, showplace museums, sophisticated fine arts facilities and painstakingly restored historical landmarks. 

Atlantans are fiercely proud of their city. They bubble over with enthusiasm for Braves baseball, Hawks basketball, Thrashers hockey and Falcons football. The city has hosted two Super Bowls. News of Atlanta's special formula for friendliness combined with pride emerged during the 1996 Olympics, when the city opened its doors and made the world feel welcome. 

Downtown Atlanta has several hubs of activity: the World Congress Convention Center; CNN Center, home of Ted Turner's 24-hour Cable News Network; and Peachtree Center, a combination of grand hotels, upscale retail and modern businesses. Cultural events includes a myriad of outdoor fairs, festivals and concerts. 

Just a few miles away, the city's progressive sights and sounds evolve into quiet, dogwood- and azalea-lined streets. Residents of Atlanta's historic in-town neighborhoods enjoy restored homes, baby buggy-friendly sidewalks, unusual antique shops and art studios, and intimate, cozy outdoor cafes. 

Visitors will be pleasantly surprised to find that Atlanta's residents demonstrate a courteous, caring attitude toward strangers. Many visitors who came to town during the Olympics liked Atlanta so much that they decided to make it their home.



History
Atlanta's future would have been hard to predict in 1830, when the town, in its earliest incarnation, was known simply as Terminus—the final stop on a rail line that ran from Chattanooga, Tennessee. Trains became the engine for growth. By the mid-1840s, the city, with a new name, was situated at the crossroads of several rail lines running through the southeastern U.S. Then came air travel and, again, Atlanta was poised to expand its role as a transportation hub. Today it sits at the center of a web of interstate highways and international flight patterns. That's the reason that southerners like to joke, "You may be going straight to hell, but you're still going to have to pass through Atlanta first." 

As a transportation and manufacturing center, Atlanta was vitally important to the Confederacy during the Civil War. As such, it was targeted by the Union army under Gen. William T. Sherman. He captured the town in 1864, burned about 90% of its structures and destroyed the rail system. Following the war, Atlanta worked quickly to rebuild. It became the capital of Georgia in 1868. Atlanta's rapidly growing population in the late 1800s included a large number of African-Americans, many of them former slaves who were educated by missionaries in Freemen's Schools. These institutions contributed to Atlanta's eventual role as a leader in African-American higher education. The city also became important in the Civil Rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was born and educated in Atlanta and, like his father, preached at Ebenezer Baptist Church. Today, the city's growth continues. It is the home of such prominent companies as Coca-Cola, CNN, Bell South and Georgia-Pacific.



Geography
Atlanta's phenomenal growth in the past 30 years—in the age of suburbs and superhighways—has created urban sprawl. One example is Lake Lanier. Once a weekend getaway 40 mi/64 km north of Atlanta, it now is part of the city's northern suburbs. Southern suburbs, likewise, now stretch 40 miles south to Lake Jackson in Butts County, formerly a rural community. 

Rather than a single city center, Atlanta has several pockets of development. Downtown occupies a large area that begins at the intersection of I-20 and I-75/85 and extends north for about 3 mi/5 km. Two smaller districts of note are nearby: Little Five Points is to the east of downtown—a quirky mix of outlandish shops, galleries, restaurants and bars; West End is a short distance southwest of the central downtown area, close to the intersection of I-20 and West Whitehead Street. 

Immediately north of downtown is Midtown (the two areas can be roughly separated by Ponce de Leon Avenue—Highway 78/278). Virginia-Highland adjoins Midtown to the east (east of Piedmont Park) and is regarded as an artists enclave. The Morningside neighborhood is just north of Virginia-Highland. 

About 2 mi/3 km north of Midtown is another major area: Buckhead, known for its beautiful homes, thriving restaurants and clubs, and upscale shopping malls. 

Atlantans often describe locations as being inside or outside of "the Perimeter"—I-285, which encircles the city, often running through the surrounding suburbs.



Must See or Do
Sights—Centennial Olympic Park; Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. National Historic Site; Turner Field and the Atlanta Braves; CNN Center; The World of Coca-Cola; Margaret Mitchell House and Museum; Stone Mountain; Atlanta Botanical Garden. 

Museums—The Robert W. Woodruff Arts Center and High Museum of Art; The Atlanta History Center; Carter Presidential Center and Library on Freedom Parkway; Fernbank Museum of Natural History and Fernbank Science Center, with one of the largest planetariums in the country; Michael C. Carlos Museum at Emory University. 

Memorable Meals—Fried lobster tails with honey mustard at Pano's and Paul's; spaghetti alla bottarga at Sotto Sotto; the house specialty "Everybody's" pizza at Everybody's Pizza parlor, just off the campus of Emory University in the city of Decatur; the vegetable plate at Agnes & Muriel's in Midtown; homemade potato chips with melted Maytag cheese at Buckhead Diner; a chili-cheese dog at the 50-year-old Varsity drive-in restaurant on the campus of Georgia Tech; breakfast at the Flying Biscuit. 

Late Night—Relaxed socializing at Manuel's Tavern; martinis at Karma; live music at Smith's Olde Bar or Star Community Bar. 

Walks—A shopping, eating and drinking expedition through Virginia-Highland; a nature walk in the Chattahoochee River National Recreation Area or through Fernbank Forest. 

Especially For Kids—SciTrek, The Science and Technology Museum of Georgia Fernbank Natural History Museum; Center for Puppetry Arts; Grant Park's Zoo Atlanta and the Atlanta Cyclorama; The Wren's Nest—the Victorian-style home of Joel Chandler Harris, creator of the "Uncle Remus Stories."



Potpourri
Atlanta is Coca-Cola country, fondly called "Co-Cola" by native Atlantans. Don't even THINK of ordering a Pepsi! 

"Y'all" is a plural pronoun. Northern visitors sometimes use it incorrectly in a singular form, as in, "Honey, are y'all goin' with me to the Varsity for a chili-cheese-dog?" Its correct use is, "Hey, Honey! Get Bobby, Vicky Lynn and Anna May, and y'all come on and go with me to the Varsity." 

Grits, a southern delicacy made from corn, are typically eaten with butter, salt and pepper. Grits have moved from the breakfast table to the dinner table. Many upscale restaurants now serve cheese grits as a side dish instead of mashed potatoes.



SEE AND DO


Sightseeing 
Downtown Atlanta has an impressive skyline, punctuated with modern high-rise office buildings and fancy hotels. During the day, people carrying briefcases clog the streets—though the same streets can be rather deserted after dark. The problem is there's just not a lot for visitors to see or do—except people-watch. Most of the city's better-known attractions and museums, shopping districts and fancy restaurants are elsewhere and must be reached by car or public transportation. 

Still, before you head off to Buckhead, we recommend spending at least a morning or an afternoon exploring downtown—if only to get a feel for this dynamic business center. You can walk from most downtown convention hotels to the CNN Studios for a tour and then stroll through nearby Olympic Park. Underground Atlanta is a good place to stop for lunch, and it's connected to the World of Coca-Cola museum. You can take a taxi or MARTA to several of Atlanta's most distinctive sights, which are close to downtown. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.'s work and life are showcased in the MLK Historic District, one of the best places to learn about the accomplishments of the civil rights leader. A bit farther east of downtown is the Jimmy Carter Library and Museum. Of course, author Margaret Mitchell may have done more to publicize Atlanta than anyone else, having written Gone With the Wind. The house where she penned the classic novel is open to visitors. 

Atlanta also has an impressive array of museums. If you want to narrow the list, we suggest four stand-outs: the Fernbank Museum of Natural History, with its dinosaur skeletons and other natural-history treasures; the Atlanta History Center, which includes two historic homes in addition to multimedia displays; the Michael C. Carlos Museum for art and artifacts from around the world; and the High Museum of Art and its Richard Meier-designed building. Zoo Atlanta is another good choice. 

Farther away from the city center, Stone Mountain Park merits at least an afternoon and possibly an entire day. It offers the impressive sight of a huge granite monolith that has been carved with the likenesses of three Confederate Civil War heroes. The park also includes hiking trails, museums, a restored railroad and the "Crossroads," a re-creation of a southern town from the 1870s.



Landmarks and Historic Sites
Alonzo Herndon Home
This 15-room beaux-arts-style mansion was completed in 1910 as a residence for Alonzo Herndon and his family. A former slave, Herndon studied barbering and eventually owned and managed a string of Atlanta barbershops just after the Civil War. He saved much of his earnings from barbering, invested it in real estate and became the largest black property owner by 1900. Later, he founded the Atlanta Life Insurance Company, one of the country's largest black-owned insurance firms, and became Atlanta's first black millionaire. Designated a national historic landmark, his house is filled with antique furnishings, art and memorabilia from the Herndons' frequent overseas travels. Hourly tours are held Tuesday-Saturday 10 am-4 pm. A donation of US$5 for adults and US$3 for students is requested. 587 University Place N.W. (downtown), Atlanta. Phone 404-581-9813.

Centennial Olympic Park
The most visible reminder of the 1996 Summer Olympics, this downtown park is a 21-acre/8.5-hectare site with plenty of green space and a plaza paved with patterned bricks. The Fountain of Rings is a centerpiece of the area and doubles as a place for kids to cool off on hot, humid days. The park is bordered by CNN Center, Philips Arena and the World Congress Center. Techwood Drive and International Boulevard (downtown), Atlanta. Phone 404-223-4412. http://www.centennialpark.com.

Fox Theatre
Atlanta's Fabulous Fox Theatre was designed in the late 1920s as the headquarters for 5,000 Yaarab Temple Shriners. The interior was inspired by the 1922 discovery of King Tut's tomb and the country's fascination with Egyptian style decor. It is both beautiful and gaudy, built in a grandiose style of architecture popular in the years just preceding the 1929 stock market crash. Listed on the National Register of Historic Places, this Moorish/Egyptian/art-deco delight is one of only two theater palaces in this style remaining in the U.S. 

Financially troubled from the beginning, the Fox hosted lavish stage performances and some of the first talking pictures, but was soon forced into bankruptcy. From the 1940s to the end of the 1960s, business boomed again with the popularity of motion pictures. In the '70s, Atlanta's rapid growth almost saw the demolition of the Fox, but, thankfully, it was rescued through the efforts of Atlanta Landmarks Inc., a nonprofit organization whose "Save the Fox" campaign tugged at heartstrings and opened the wallets of citizens and corporate donors. 

The Fabulous Fox is the current home of performances by the Atlanta Ballet, Broadway in Atlanta, Theatre of the Stars and Coca-Cola's Summer Film Festival, a popular series of high-quality classic and contemporary movies. True to Atlanta tradition, the "Mighty Mo" organ leads a lively audience sing-along before the start of every film. The Atlanta Preservation Center arranges and leads tours of the historic theater on Monday, Wednesday and Thursday at 10 am, and Saturday at 10 and 11 am. Cost of the tour is US$10 for adults, and US$5 for seniors and students. Phone 404-688-3353 to verify tour dates. Tours meet in the Fox Theatre arcade. 

For general information and performance schedules, phone 404-881-2100. For ticket information, phone: Atlanta Ballet, 404-892-3303; Atlanta Broadway Series, 800-278-4447; Atlanta Opera, 404-881-8801; Theatre of the Stars, 404-252-8960. 660 Peachtree St. (Midtown, MARTA's North Avenue Station), Atlanta. http://www.foxtheatre.com.

Georgia State Capitol
Georgia gold tops the dome of the state's capitol, which was patterned after the U.S. Capitol and built in 1889. Inside, there's a Hall of Fame honoring outstanding Georgians, a Hall of Flags and some natural science displays. January-March, when the Georgia Legislature is in session, free guided tours of the capitol are offered Monday-Friday at 9:30 am, 10:30 am, 1 pm and 2 pm. April-December, the tours take place Monday-Friday at 10 am, 11 am, 1 pm and 2 pm. Closed weekends. 206 Washington St. (downtown, MARTA's Georgia State station), Atlanta. Phone 404-656-2844.

Margaret Mitchell House and Museum
This two-block historic site in Midtown Atlanta includes the Gone With the Wind Movie Museum and the National Register of Historic Sites home where Margaret Mitchell lived between 1925 and 1932 and where she wrote Gone With the Wind. Daily 9:30 am-5 pm. Museum Shop open daily 10 am-6 pm. US$12 adults, US$9 seniors and students. 990 Peachtree St. at 10th Street (three blocks east of I-75/85, MARTA's Midtown Station), Atlanta. Phone 404-249-7015 or 888-278-1936. www.gwtw.org.

Martin Luther King Jr. Historic Site
The foremost civil rights figure in the U.S. was born in Atlanta. The historic site, located at 450 Auburn Avenue, N.E. (MARTA: King Memorial Station), is a 23.5-acre/9.5-hectare area that is centered around the places where Dr. King was born, worked, worshipped and is buried. The National Park Service has carefully preserved and skillfully interprets several important locations within the once-thriving African-American neighborhood known as Sweet Auburn. The site includes a National Park Visitors Center, the Ebenezer Baptist Church, Freedom Hall, Fire Station No. 6, Dr. King's Birth Home and the restored Birth Home Block. 

Begin at the Visitors Center for a brief orientation and information about which buildings are open for visitors. This is also the place to sign up and obtain tickets for the only guided tour—the Birth Home. The Visitors Center also includes an exhibit that chronicles King's life through words, photos, artifacts, moving images and live performance. King's tomb is marked by an eternal flame. An exhibit about Indian independence leader Mohandas Gandhi (who inspired King's work) is also part of the center. 

Visiting the home where Dr. King lived for the first 12 years of his life is the highlight of the historic site. Unfortunately, the tiny, aging house is showing significant deterioration because of the multitude of visitors, and it has become necessary to limit their numbers. Tours are filled on a first-come, first-served basis with a limit of 15 people per tour. You must sign up for the Birth Home tour at the Visitors Center. The home is open for tours every day except Thanksgiving, Christmas and New Year's Day. Tours are held every half-hour Memorial Day-Labor Day, beginning at 9:30 am, with the last tour departing at 5 pm. The rest of the year, tours are held on the hour 10 am-5 pm. 

Across Auburn Street is the Heritage Sanctuary of the Ebenezer Baptist Church, where both King and his father were pastors. The church can be visited Monday-Saturday 9 am-5 pm, Sunday 1-5 pm. Church services are held in the nearby Horizon Sanctuary on Sunday at 7:45 am and 11 am. 

The visitors center is open daily 9 am-5 pm. Free. 449 Auburn Ave. N.E., downtown, Atlanta. Phone 404-331-6922. http://www.nps.gov/malu/.

Stone Mountain Park
This park east of Atlanta takes its name from a massive granite monolith that rises dramatically from the surrounding landscape. On one sheer wall are Mount Rushmore-style carved reliefs of the Confederate heroes Robert E. Lee, Stonewall Jackson and Jefferson Davis atop their steeds. On summer nights, the mountain becomes a projection screen for a laser-light show. Among other laser illustrations, the carved figures on the mountain are outlined and then put into motion: The South rides again, this time to a rousing soundtrack. (If you haven't realized it already, the show will convince you that the War Between the States is far from forgotten by many Georgians.) 

During daylight hours, a skylift provides a gorgeous view as it transports visitors to and from the top of the rock. You can also hike up and down the relatively gentle slope of the mountain's west side. 

The park has a host of other things to see and do. The Stone Mountain Scenic Railroad circles the mountain, and visitors can ride on an authentic paddle-wheel riverboat and tour a 19-building antebellum plantation. A 732-bell carillon that was originally displayed at the 1964 World's Fair offers daily concerts. You'll also find an antique-car museum, petting zoo, hike-and-bike trails, a 36-hole championship golf course, tennis courts and lakes for boating and fishing. Don't miss the new Crossroads village at the west gate of the park. It's a restored 19th-century railroad town with shops and arts and crafts. Open daily. Admission to the park is US$7 per car. One-day passes to visit attractions cost US$16 plus tax for out-of-state adults, US$13 plus tax for out-of-state children ages 3-11. Stone Mountain Freeway, Highway 78 (16 mi/26 km east of Atlanta), Stone Mountain. Phone 770-498-5690 or 770-498-5600. http://www.stonemountainpark.com.

Underground Atlanta
This is Atlanta's version of the "shoppertainment" complexes found in many North American cities—a collection of stores and restaurants with an emphasis on corporate chains. It originally opened in 1970, closed in 1980, then was spiffed up (at a cost of millions) and tried out again in 1989. Today, it attracts mostly out-of-town visitors. There's a quasi-historical component to the Underground: It was in this area that prominent rail lines intersected in the mid-1800s, forming the hub from which Atlanta grew. (It became a subterranean area when bridges were built over the tracks.) Expect it to look decidedly more like a mall than a historic park, however. It's convenient to the World of Coca-Cola and the state capitol. Monday-Saturday 10 am-9 pm, Sunday noon-6 pm. Bars and restaurants stay open later. Martin Luther King Jr. Drive at Peachtree Street (MARTA's Five Points Station), Atlanta. Phone 404-523-2311. http://www.underatl.com.

Wren's Nest
This is the Victorian-cottage home of Joel Chandler Harris, famous for his Uncle Remus stories that were adapted from African-American folktales. (Harris' writings were, in turn, adapted by Disney for the movie Song of the South.) The cottage includes a shop with books and Br'er Rabbit memorabilia. Storytelling sessions are held frequently; call for a current schedule. Tuesday-Saturday 10 am-2:30 pm. US$5 adults, US$2 children ages 4-12. 1050 R.D. Abernathy Blvd. S.W., West End, Atlanta. Phone 404-753-7735.


Museums
African-American Panoramic Experience Museum
APEX contains a comprehensive selection of African art, exhibits about local black history and traveling exhibits by local and national black artists. Tuesday-Saturday 10 am-5 pm, Sunday 1-5 pm. US$3 adults. 135 Auburn Ave. N.E. (in the Sweet Auburn area, near MARTA's Five Points Station), Atlanta. Phone 404-521-2739. http://www.apexmuseum.org.

Atlanta History Center and Museum
This two-story complex is devoted to the story of the city and its people. Visitors can examine thousands of artifacts, listen to the heartaches and hopes of Union and Confederate soldiers, and learn the history of Atlanta's African-American population, from its beginnings in Africa to the present. The center also includes 32 acres/13 hectares of gardens, woodlands and nature trails and two historic homes. The Swan House was built in 1928 for heirs to a cotton brokerage and illustrates the life of wealthy Atlantans in the early 1800s. In contrast is the Tullie Smith Farmhouse, a residence of more modest proportions. Monday-Saturday 10 am-5:30 pm, Sunday noon-5:30 pm. US$12 adults, $10 seniors and students with ID, US$5 youths ages 4-17. 130 W. Paces Ferry Road N.W., Buckhead, Atlanta. Phone 404-814-4000. http://www.atlantahistorycenter.com.

Cyclorama
Located right next to the zoo in Grant Park, the Cyclorama is a circular painting of the Civil War Battle of Atlanta, complete with sound and lighting effects. There's also an extensive bookstore devoted to the Civil War. A museum houses The Texas, a locomotive used during the Civil War and one of the two locomotives featured in the Walt Disney movie The Great Locomotive Chase. The sound-and-light show takes place every half-hour. Daily 9:30 am-4:30 pm until 5:30 pm 1 June-Labor Day. US$5 adults. 800 Cherokee Ave. S.E. (downtown), Atlanta. Phone 404-658-7625.
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