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Historic Oakland Cemetery is a jewel in the City of 
Atlanta: a historic landmark, a heritage garden, an 
urban park, and a revered and sacred cemetery. It is our 

honor at Historic Oakland Foundation to steward this special 
place for all Atlantans.

Over the last forty-five years Historic Oakland Foundation (HOF) has expanded our 
ability to care for this special place, increasing our preservation and restoration work 
while growing our educational programming. In this issue of The Gate we are thrilled 
to provide an in-depth introduction to our Living History capital campaign, Historic 
Oakland Foundation’s first (and the largest-ever) such investment into these special 
forty-eight acres. 

The campaign focuses on three of the most prominent elements of our 2017 mas-
ter plan. The rehabilitation of the 1899 Bell Tower, the construction of a new visitors 
center, and the hardscape and landscape restoration of the East Hill will allow us not 
only to take care of some of the cemetery’s most critical areas but also to invest in our 
facilities. Of course, our goal is to restore all of the cemetery as soon as possible and 
to create the lush heritage gardens described by Sara Henderson in this issue. These 
projects will also allow us to share the cemetery in new and diverse ways while simul-
taneously growing the Foundation’s ability to enact our mission to preserve, restore, 
enhance, and share Oakland Cemetery in partnership with the City of Atlanta. 

Of course, a campaign of this significance is not arrived at without the hard work 
of many dedicated supporters and leaders throughout the decades. You’ll read about a 
few of the many supporters who make our work possible, including Linda Ferree and 
Hank and Elizabeth Gurley, as well as the vital leadership of our long-time executive 
director, David Moore, who retired at the end of 2020, and to whom we are indebted. 

This campaign will set the tone for the next forty-five years of Historic Oakland 
Foundation. We’re just getting started, and we can’t wait to share it with you in the 
coming months and years!

In service to Oakland, 

Richard J. W. Harker, Executive Director 

Richard Harker
Executive Director

Opening the Gate

Stay Connected
 oaklandcemetery  OCATL 
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CAPITAL CAMPAIGN

MORE ABOUT OAKLAND
Historic Oakland Cemetery is Atlanta’s oldest public park and the final resting place of 
many of the city’s most noted citizens. Less than a mile from downtown, its 48 acres are 
full of treasures — history and gardens, sculpture and architecture, ancient oaks and 
magnolias. It’s a wedding venue, a green space, an art gallery, a classroom space, and a 
place to celebrate the city’s rich and fascinating past and future. 

Living History Capital Campaign
RESTORATION, REHABILITATION, AND FUTURE ACCESSIBILITY

BY EMILY YERKE SENIOR DIRECTOR OF DEVELOPMENT

While 2020 and 2021 were fairly quiet for Historic 
Oakland Foundation in terms of onsite programs and 
special events, it was anything but quiet behind the 

scenes. The Foundation has been pursuing its most significant 
effort to date: our first ever capital campaign. 

The Living History campaign will fund 
three projects that account for about 25 
percent of the work identified in our 2017 
Master Plan, including the restoration of 
six acres on the East Hill, rehabilitation 
of the 1899 Bell Tower building, and the 
construction of a new visitors center 
outside Oakland’s western gate. 

These projects will expand our 
programmatic and educational capacity 
and generate additional revenue for the 
Foundation to reinvest into our mission, 
supporting future preservation and 
restoration efforts. 

This momentous time is the result of 
decades of work. We are very excited about 
the trajectory we are on as an organization 
and the role that we have to play in sharing 
Oakland’s many stories with current and 
future generations of Atlantans. 

 
FUNDS RAISED AND PARTNERS
To date, we have raised more than $10.4 
million for the Living History capital 
campaign, and it goes without saying that 
this kind of success only occurs with the 
help of great partners. 

Over the years, HOF has built a strong 
partnership with the City of Atlanta 
Department of Parks and Recreation, 
which has been instrumental in advancing 
our vision for this campaign. And we 
have forged a new relationship with 
Invest Atlanta that has resulted in historic 
support for this campaign.

We are fortunate to work with our 
campaign committee, led by HOF board 
member May B. Hollis and former first 
lady of Atlanta Valerie Jackson. We’re glad 
to count civic leaders, members of the 
philanthropic community, and longtime 
Oakland supporters among its members.

And finally, our board of directors has 
provided more support for this campaign 
than we ever could have hoped. We are 
grateful for their leadership and their 
steadfast commitment to Oakland.

EAST HILL
Preservation
Read more on page 7.

1899 BELL TOWER
Rehabilitation
Read more on page 6. 

NEW VISITORS CENTER
New construction
Read more on page 8.

$2.05 Million to Go
Living History Capital Campaign Goal: $12.5M

Three Projects
1

1

22 3

3

Purchase a personalized brick and help pave the way for a dra-
matically improved cemetery that still belongs to all of us—resi-
dents and visitors alike. Memorialize a loved one, honor a friend, 
or simply acknowledge your family’s valued support of Historic 
Oakland Foundation with an engraved brick that will be installed 
on a plaza outside the new visitors center’s main entrance. 

Learn more at oaklandcemetery.com/brick.

Leave A Lasting Legacy

Funds Raised: $10,450,000 Funding needed: $2,050,000

DONATE TO THE LIVING HISTORY  
CAPITAL CAMPAIGN AT
oaklandcemetery.com/capital-campaign.
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Rehabilitating the Bell Tower
THE 122-YEAR-OLD HEART OF OAKLAND GETS SOME WELL-DESERVED LOVE

BY NEALE NICKELS SENIOR DIRECTOR OF CAPITAL PROJECTS

Almost everyone who visits Oakland has seen its iconic 
Bell Tower. Many have found their way inside to ask 
where to find a relative or famous resident, to buy a 

map or handmade gift, or even attend a wedding. Oakland’s Bell 
Tower building has indeed worn many hats since it was built in 
1899, and it rightfully holds the unofficial title of “heart of the 
cemetery.” As can be expected of any 122-year-old heart, ours is a 
little tired. Thankfully, it is undergoing extensive rehabilitation.

A cornerstone project of our Living 
History capital campaign, the Oakland Bell 
Tower rehabilitation will inject around 
$1 million dollars, provided through the 
generosity of The Imlay Foundation, to 
repair problem areas, upgrade systems, 
create better accessibility, and transform 

the building to allow many more visitors 
and guests to enjoy one of Atlanta’s best 
historic sites. 

Throughout the entire design process, 
our focus has been on preserving the 
critical architectural elements that 
define the building – the brick, granite, 

and marble that provide such a strong 
foundation and project importance and 
permanence; the lovely arched openings 
of the porches and porte cochere; the 
fashionable and still operable windows; 
and as many of the remaining interior 
finishes as possible. 

Relocating the Museum Store and 
Foundation offices to a new Visitors 
Center opens up possibilities for the Bell 
Tower to better serve the public. Once 
construction is complete, the building 
will remain open and available for those 
in need of a restroom, but we also hope 
to use the new space to enrich the visitor 
experience through opportunities for 
more interpretation. A more open first 
and second floor will allow for bookings 
for meetings, workshops, and other events 
(here’s a little secret: the Bell Tower’s 
second floor porches provide one of 

PRESERVATION AND RESTORATION

Stay updated on our progress on our 
website’s blog and on our PRO team’s 
Instagram, @HOFPROteam.

SEE IT
Located north of the Original 
Six Acres, in the heart of the 
cemetery.

GIVE TO THE LIVING HISTORY 
CAPITAL CAMPAIGN ONLINE
Donate at oaklandcemetery.
com/capital-campaign.

the city’s best skyline views). We are 
committed to providing access to all, 
which is why the rehabilitation will bring 
the building into compliance with the 
Americans with Disabilities Act and will 
include a new elevator. 

It’s exciting to have begun the 
rehabilitation on the Oakland Bell Tower, 
and we are so grateful to the project’s 
donors, our partners in the Atlanta 
Department of Parks and Recreation, 
our design team led by Smith Dalia 
Architects, and our general contractors,  
J. M. Wilkerson Construction, for 
bringing us to this important point in 
time. We can’t wait to share progress with 
you!

Preserving East Hill
REBULDING AND RESETTING HEADSTONES

BY ASHLEY SHARES DIRECTOR OF PRESERVATION

Restoring the 7.5 acres of the cemetery’s East Hill is the largest restoration project 
the Historic Oakland Foundation has undertaken to date. The hardscape, landscape, 
and infrastructure improvements are vital components of our Living History capital 
campaign. 

Since November 2019, our in-house preservation team has been rebuilding and 
resetting large monuments and repairing broken headstones on East Hill. The 
COVID-19 pandemic forced us to change course and work completely independently 
from spring 2020 through spring 2021. Despite a year full of setbacks, we managed to 
stay on schedule, complete the restoration of headstones on more than nearly seven 
acres of the section, and expand our preservation skills. Happily, we can now work 
together again and hire outside masonry contractors to restore brick and cement 
pathways and retaining walls. 

Preservation technician Brent 
Smith finishes resetting cradling on 
East Hill.

Top: A plaque under the building’s porte-co-
chère lists G.W. Smith as the architect.

Above: A view of the Atlanta skyline from the 
Bell Tower’s belfry.

Director of Preservation  
Ashley Shares points 
between stones to help 
manage moisture.

Preservation technician 
Reggie Brown repairs 
a broken portion of 
concrete cradling on 
East Hill.
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DEVELOPMENT NEWS

Building a New Visitors Center
EXPANDING OAKLAND’S REACH INTO THE COMMUNITY

BY RICHARD HARKER EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

Anyone who has visited Oakland 
Cemetery and stepped into the visitors 
center in the historic Bell Tower 

building probably knows that the facilities there 
were a bit cramped and somewhat limited. 
We are thrilled to be taking a giant step in 
our evolution as an organization and in our 
ability to share Oakland Cemetery with you by 
constructing a new visitors center outside the 
cemetery’s main, western gate. 

The new building, designed by Smith Dalia Architects, will 
include a much-expanded Museum Store, a double-height 
atrium that will host interpretive exhibitions that orient 
the visitor to Oakland and its history, flexible multipurpose 
classroom and event space, rentable meeting space, and offices 
for Historic Oakland Foundation.

New Visitors Center concept drawings.
An early rendering of the front of the new Visitors Center as viewed from Oakland’s main gate.

Site of the future new Visitors Center.

In addition to providing 
a richer experience for 
all visitors to Oakland 
Cemetery, the new 
building will also provide 
space for more diverse, 
weatherproof, and year-
round programming 
including civic forums, 
K-12 programming, and 
adult educational programs. 
Oakland Cemetery uniquely 
reflects our city’s rich, diverse 
past, and we have long 
desired to be an organization 
that can convene city-wide 
discussions about our collective history 
and its ever-evolving meaning today. 
This new building will allow us to 
achieve that aspiration.

 
EXTERIOR DESIGN
Outside the new building, visitors 
will enjoy a welcome plaza and 
garden, a large, multi-use lawn for 
performances and interpretive programs, 
and expanded visitor parking. The 
lots outside Oakland’s gates will be 
transformed from concrete and gravel 
afterthoughts to an essential part of the 
surrounding neighborhood.
We will also include elements to make 
the building more sustainable: solar 

power, a creative storm water collection 
system, electric vehicle stations, and 
bike-fixing stations.

Aesthetically, the new Visitors Center 
will pay homage to the red brick of 
Oakland’s defining walls and walkways 
while welcoming visitors through large 
glass entryways and windows that 
provide a modern contrast to the brick 
and give this building significance and 
gravitas befitting the cemetery’s and the 
Foundation’s importance to the city.

 
COMMUNITY RESOURCE
Beyond expanding the Foundation’s 
ability to share Oakland Cemetery with 
the public and generating new revenue 

to be reinvested into our mission, 
the new building will also serve as 
an amenity to the Memorial Drive 
Greenway, the linear park that begins 
at Oakland’s Main Gate and extends 
along Memorial Drive all the way 
to the State Capital. We are excited 
about providing a community 
resource that also connects to 
exciting developments around 
the BeltLine (through Oakland’s 
East Gate), the rapidly changing 
landscape of Memorial Drive, and 
the rejuvenation of the Sweet Auburn 
neighborhood to our north.

The expression “it takes a village” 
has never been more apt than in talking 
about our new Visitors Center. A project 
of this scale and magnitude is not possible 
without the help and support of many 
within the Foundation and without. We 
are particularly grateful for our partners 
and friends in the City of Atlanta including 
the City Council, the Department of 
Parks and Recreation, Invest Atlanta, 
and many others who have helped us 
reach this pivotal moment for Historic 
Oakland Foundation and historic Oakland 
Cemetery.

SEE IT
The new Visitors Center site 
covers the concrete and 
gravel lots outside Oak-
land’s main gate between 
Biggers Street and MLK Jr. 
Drive and Grant Street and 
Oakland Avenue.

GIVE TO THE LIVING  
HISTORY CAPITAL  
CAMPAIGN ONLINE
Donate at oaklandceme-
tery.com/capital-campaign.
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GARDENS

Bringing Historic Lots to Life  
with Landscaping 

OAKLAND’S HISTORIC AFRICAN AMERICAN BURIAL GROUNDS  
RECEIVE RENEWED INTEREST AND LANDSCAPING FROM VOLUNTEERS 

BY SARA HENDERSON DIRECTOR OF GARDENS

Next time you’re at Oakland, be sure to stop 
by the historic African American Burial 
Grounds. We think you’ll agree that they’re 

looking fantastic these days. Thanks to a great deal of 
interest and support in 2021, HOF’s gardens team has 
made many landscape improvements to the area. 

We’ve installed new grass, taken care of a great deal of necessary 
tree work, removed weeds and invasive plants, and made a plan to 
address erosion and flooding in the lower section (work that should 
go unnoticed by most of our visitors). We have also installed new 
landscaping on many lots.  

Planting this year in the African American Burial Grounds began 
with a large workday celebrating Martin Luther King, Jr. Day, and 
the momentum continues to build. We plan to have most of the area 
planted by June of this year, though we will be adding and refining the 
area indefinitely. Gardens are never finished. 

Volunteers get their hands dirty during our 2022 gardens workday celebrating 
Martin Luther King, Jr. Day.

How do we decide what to plant when 
we have no historic record of the 

original planting? 
We make our landscape decisions in the hope that 
what we do on a lot will reflect what the family might 
have done. 

We look to headstones, walls, and other hardscape 
elements for information. Thankfully, there is much 
we can learn from them. What was the date of the 
last activity? Was the lot simple and restrained? Was it 
romantic and personal? Did the family choose to use 
any floral symbolism on the headstones? 

The answers to these and other questions give us a 
starting point for the landscape plan. Then the plants 
become our paint as we try to create a picture that 
interprets what the family might have done.

New plantings in the African American Burial Grounds.



12 | THE GATE | SPRING 2022 OAKLAND CEMETERY | 13

PAST & RECENT EVENTS

See our full calendar at oaklandcemetery.com/calendar.

Looking Back: Capturing the Spirit of 
Oakland 2021

Beloved Tours Return to An In-Person Format
Capturing the Spirit of Oakland® is one of Atlanta’s most popular fall events, welcoming 

thousands of visitors to Oakland after hours for cocktails, live music, and visits with 
Oakland’s most notable and notorious residents. Due to the COVID-19 outbreak, 2020’s 
tours were held virtually. While the online series was wildly successful (viewed by 
thousands of supporters in more than 12 countries), Historic Oakland Foundation was 
thrilled to return with in-person tours in 2021, and the cemetery welcomed more than 
12,000 guests and smashed previous fundraising records!

Featured residents included the celebrated WWII reporter and editor William Wright 
Bryan; the heroic stage manager Doc Swope who saved Atlanta from the terrors of 
an escaped lion; and James and Olivia Tate’s remarkable love story. Dean C. Mildred 
Thompson described her climb up the mail-dominated ivory tower of academia; Chief 
Aiken shared tales from his illustrious career as a legendary coach for Clark Atlanta 
University, a prominent real estate developer, and a philanthropist; and Evelyn Heisman 
shared stories about her contentious divorce from football legend John Heisman.

We look forward to sharing more of the stories found beneath Oakland’s headstones 
and gardens in October 2022. Tickets go on sale this July.

SEPTEMBER 26, 2021

Sunday in the Park 
Featuring Tunes from 

the Tombs
Our 43rd Sunday in the Park celebration 
hosted the annual Tunes from the Tombs 
music festival, headlined by The Original 
Wailers and Jupiter Coyote. Attendees 
enjoyed food trucks, an artist market, 

costume contest, and more.

 Attendees: Nearly 3,000

    Funds raised: $43,700

JUNE 19-JULY 11, 2021

Remembrance as 
Resistance

Charmaine Minniefield’s Remembrance 
as Resistance, presented by Flux Projects, 

opened on Juneteenth. The project, 
named “Best Public Art” by Atlanta 

Magazine, honored unmarked graves 
within Oakland’s African American Burial 

Grounds through the installation of a 
Praise House.

 Attendees: 2,400

FEBRUARY 2022

Camellia Sale
Our online Camellia Sale returned for its 
second year this February with proceeds 
benefitting Oakland’s gardens. Shoppers 
chose from dozens of  beautiful varieties 

of camellias.

  Plants Sold Nearly 700 

   Revenue +$28K worth

OUR SUPPORTERS

O akland Cemetery relies on the incredible 
energy, dedication, and generosity 
of more than 300 volunteers, 2,000 

members, 3,000 donors, plus board and staff. 
We’ve asked some of Oakland’s supporters to 
share their stories of how they became involved 
and their experiences here. 

Volunteer Voices  

Linda Ferree
All my grandparents were immigrants (I thought 
everyone’s grandparents had accents). My curiosity 
about those they left behind led to my deep and 
abiding fascination with genealogy and, by 
extension, cemeteries. Although my husband Jim 
and I moved to Georgia from Pennsylvania in 1985, 
it took us a while to discover Oakland.

In 2011, Jim and I went to to Sunday in the Park. 
I was awed by the beauty of Oakland, the lush 
grounds, interesting architecture, and wildlife. 
And oh! The stories! I began making frequent trips 
to document the stones. Becoming a volunteer was 
a logical next step since I was there so often anyway. 
Staffing the visitors center, I get to help people from 
all over the world explore the cemetery and share 
some of those stories.  I also serve on the History 
Committee and help with other activities. 

Since 2015, I’ve spent the winter months 
researching residents for the Capturing the Spirit 
of Oakland tours. Although CSO is just a couple 
weekends in October, it takes a full year of planning 
by a whole crew of staff and volunteers! Jim and I 
work the actual event as well, to see those residents 
“come to life” from the information I helped gather. 
My sister saw how much fun I was having, and she 
became a volunteer, too!

“I love Oakland and all 
the Foundation has done to 
preserve and present this 
treasure to the public.” 

– HISTORIC OAKLAND FOUNDATION MEMBER
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Become a Part of Oakland
VOLUNTEER
Work in the gardens, give tours, staff the Visitors Center, 
or serve at special events! Oakland volunteers never fail to 
amaze with their passion and commitment, and we’d love to 
have you.

oaklandcemetery.com/volunteer

MEMBERSHIP
Preserve Atlanta’s past and celebrate its present by 
becoming a member or renewing your membership.

oaklandcemetery.com/membership

DONATE
Preserve and restore Oakland for generations to come.

oaklandcemetery.com/donate

Donor Spotlight 
Hank and Elizabeth Gurley

Hank and Elizabeth Gurley have family connections to Oakland 
Cemetery that stretch back to the city’s earliest days, so it’s no 
wonder they devote their time and talent to helping Historic 
Oakland Foundation deliver on its mission. “Oakland is one of 
Atlanta’s greatest assets because it connects people across all sorts 
of barriers, not the least of which is time,” they said. “We come 
here with our family to enjoy the beautiful surroundings and the 
wonderful programming that make Oakland a vibrant part of 
Atlanta’s cultural fabric today.” 

In addition to strolling Oakland’s grounds on the weekends 
with their children, the Gurleys can often be found weeding 
their family lot or volunteering at one of the Foundation’s events. 
Recently, the Gurleys included Historic Oakland Foundation in 
their estate plans to ensure that Oakland remains a vital part of 
the city’s cultural landscape. “We hope that our support for the 
Foundation will help Oakland to thrive for future generations to 
enjoy.”

OUR SUPPORTERS

After fifteen years of dedicated service as Historic 
Oakland Foundation’s executive director, David 
Moore retired at the end of 2020 and assumed 

the role of emeritus director, supporting the leadership 
transition, helping to complete the capital campaign, and 
growing HOF’s financial sustainability through a new 
focus on building the Endowment and Planned Giving 
program. 

David Moore Retires
TRANSITIONS TO EMERITUS DIRECTOR

OAKLAND CEMETERY | 15

“David’s contributions to Oakland are far-reaching 
and significant, and we are grateful for his service and 
his willingness to serve in an emeritus role to ensure a 
seamless leadership transition,” says Stuart Jackson, former 
HOF board chair. “Throughout his time at the helm, HOF 
has grown from a small organization with a modest impact 
to a much more significant organization equipped to take 
on the challenging work of caring for and sharing this 
special place for this and future generations.” 

In an emertitus role David is working with Executive 
Director Richard Harker to build the Foundation’s 
endowment and to grow the organization’s planned 
giving program to ensure that these historic and 
beautiful 48 acres are cared for. To talk to David about 
including Historic Oakland Foundation in your estate 
plans, email dmoore@oaklandcemetery.com.



16 | THE GATE | SPRING 2022

248 Oakland Ave. SE  
Atlanta, GA 30312

404-688-2107
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Upcoming Events for 2022
March 19 – May 31  
SPRING SCRAMBLE 
SCAVENGER HUNT
Test your cemetery sleuthing skills 
with a self-guided scavenger hunt. 
Gather a group of friends and try 
to solve all-new clues throughout 
Oakland’s grounds. Choose your level 
of difficulty: easy, medium, or deadly. 
Teams that get all the answers correct 
will be entered into a prize drawing.

September 25  
SUNDAY IN THE PARK 
FEATURING TUNES FROM 
THE TOMBS
Oakland’s longest-running event re-
turns for its 45th year combined with 
our annual Tunes from the Tombs mu-
sic festival. Spend a day at Oakland 
enjoying fabulous live music, local 
craft beer, tours of the cemetery, an 
artist market, costume contest, kids’ 
entertainment, and more!  Tickets go 
on sale this spring.

October 20-30  
CAPTURING THE SPIRIT  
OF OAKLAND
Each October, Oakland welcomes 
thousands of visitors for one of 
Atlanta’s most popular Halloween tra-
ditions. Meet some of the cemetery’s 
most fascinating residents on a one-
of-a-kind, after-dark tour designed to 
enlighten, not frighten. Tickets go on 
sale to our members on July 1 and to 
the public on July 15.

See our full calendar at oaklandcemetery.com/calendar.


