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Column: Before Buckhead natives there were Native
Americans

by Thornton Kennedy
Northside Neighbor Columnist
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Some trace Buckhead’s history back to Henry
Irby’s tavern in the 1840s.

Others think Buckhead'’s history begins with the
emergence of neighborhoods, schools and
businesses along Peachtree Road as the area
morphed from a rural farming enclave into a
thriving suburb of the city of Atlanta.

The actual human history of the area extends
back much earlier, by literally thousands of
years. | remember well searching the grounds
of The Lovett School on Paces Ferry Road for
the odd arrowhead or pottery shard. With
Lovett being on the banks of the
Chattahoochee River, there were many stories
and artifacts linking the private school campus
to the area’s earliest residents. Those stories, it
turns out, are the stories of much of Buckhead,
Sandy Springs and Vinings, as earlier Native
American settlements tended to be along the
creeks and rivers that are so prevalent.
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Long before Thrasherville, which in 1839 was the earliest community in the downtown area, the
rich abundance of natural resources here drew Native Americans, specifically the Muscogee
people. Their stories will be explored on Sept. 29 at the Blue Heron Nature Preserve as the
Buckhead Heritage Society presents Buckhead’s Native American history.

Looking back 5,000 years to when we have evidence of the earliest humans living here up
through the more recent history, one thing is abundantly clear. Our love affair with roads
predates the automobile, the horse and buggy and anyone with an Anglican last name. The
grounds upon which the northern enclaves grew were crisscrossed with well-traveled Indian
trails.

The most famous of these is perhaps the Hightower Trail, which crossed through northern Sandy
Springs. It sounds as if a settler named the trail. That is not the case. “Hightower” was a
mispronunciation of “Etowah” which somehow picked up an “h,” becoming “Hightower” when
said in a British accent (eye-tow-wah). The Muscogee are misnamed as well. The many
references to Creek Indians are actually the same people as the Muscogee. British explorers
called the Muscogee “Creek” because of their propensity to live near water.

Park Ranger Jerry Hightower will be leading the program at the Blue Heron Nature Preserve,
which costs $5 for children of members and $10 for children whose parents have not yet joined.
He is uniquely qualified. Raised on Powers Ferry Road, his interest in Native American history
was sparked as a child when he found artifacts in his back yard. Among the interesting finds
were flint and chert, which he traced back to Fort Payne, Ala.

That may not seem too terribly far, but for nomadic tribes walking more than 100 miles through
thick Southeastern woodlands, it was quite a trek. Jerry is now a park ranger and environmental
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educator with the Chattahoochee National Recreation Area. He said he will have plenty of
artifacts on hand for next Saturday’s program. The Buckhead Heritage Society notes that there
were Native American settlements in the current preserve and Chastain Park areas. Please visit
www.buckheadheritage.com/events to register as space for the Blue Heron program is limited.

Thornton Kennedy is a fifth-generation Buckhead resident and can be reached at
thorntonkennedy@me.com.
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