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ipley is a rural city surrounded by acres 
of farmland and industrial warehouses. 
It is a small place where the frequent 

honking of horns at stoplights is never a 
rude gesture, but rather a friendly hello be-
tween friends or neighbors. Driving through 
the often neglected streets coming into the 
heart of town may give one a sense of the 
ominous havoc of economic decline felt by 
all in recent months. Many small shops that 
line the roads are boarded up or decorated 
with all-too-familiar realtor signs. 

but….a little further into the heart of 
Ripley, an “oasis” appears seemingly out of 
nowhere in the form of a new courthouse 
square that is revitalized and rejuvenated. 

In recent years, the city of Ripley has 
struggled to keep businesses alive and in 
town, and Lauderdale County has, unfor-
tunately, been home to one of the highest 
unemployment rates in the state. The com-
munity in Ripley needed a drastic change. 

In 2006, the city selected Askew, Har-
graves, Harcourt & Associates, Inc. (A2H), 
an engineering/architecture/landscape architecture firm based out 
of Lakeland, to produce a Master Plan for the revitalization of their 
Courthouse Square. Once the Master Plan was complete, the city 
of Ripley and Lauderdale County each applied for several grants to 
help fund the project. Backed by supportive legislation and a driven 
representative, Ripley was able to receive project pilot funding for 
their downtown square, and A2H set to work creating what would 
eventually become an award winning project. 

While most southern courthouses are considered Colonial archi-
tecture, Ripley’s Historic Courthouse is uniquely “Sun-trap” Art 
Deco, with very distinctive yellow brick and modern angles. A2H 
was able to renovate the courthouse in a way that upgraded the 
energy efficiency of the building while maintaining the aesthetic 
integrity of the original and stunning Art Deco style. 

Landscape Architects at A2H realized this exceptional setting 
required a site design that was sensitive to the unique buildings. 
Taking cues from an existing sitting area, they chose to use a yel-
low hue Tennessee Crab Orchard stone, uniquely quarried in the 
Tennessee Cumberland Plateau, as the primary paving material. 
Vehicle lanes in the square were narrowed and other traffic-calming 
techniques were enforced to promote a more pedestrian-friendly 
area. Two lots with recently demolished buildings became green 
“pocket parks” containing seating space as well as open plazas 
that connect public parking areas to the square. 

The new landscape was augmented with more native and adap-
tive plants to invite residents and visitors to enjoy the square’s 
architectural and natural beauty. An interactive fountain was built 
adjacent to the courthouse where younger Ripley residents can be 
found joyously seeking relief from the summer heat. 

Business is now alive in a once struggling square. Every lot and 
building that surrounds the historic Court House is occupied with 
the likes of insurance companies and realtors. The city bank, beauty 
salons, an antique store, and the district attorney are nestled along 
the square’s edge. The sign for Criner’s Furniture, once falling 
apart and rusted, now shines pristine above its entrance, and Mays-
Dunevant drugstore stays well-lit and well-furbished. And the best 
part for Ripley citizens is that the project is not quite over yet. 

A2H provided Construction Engineering and Inspection services 
for the first three phases of this locally managed project, and the 
logistics of phase IV are well underway. The completed phases 
required total removal of the streets around the courthouse, repairs 
to the facades of the 47 buildings that surround the courthouse, and 
an upgrade of the drainage systems and waterlines in the square. 

ripley’s New courthouse square is “oasis”
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Top photo: An interactive fountain was built adjacent to the 
courthouse where younger Ripley residents can be found joyously 
seeking relief from the summer heat. Bottom photo: A2H was able to 
renovate the courthouse in a way that upgraded the energy efficiency 
of the building while maintaining the aesthetic integrity of the original 
and stunning Art Deco.



TENNESSEE PUBLIC WORKS, SEPTEmBER/OCTOBER 2010 29

1. The new landscape was augmented with more native and adaptive plants to invite residents and 
visitors to enjoy the square’s architectural and natural beauty. 
2. Taking cues from an existing sitting area, a yellow hue Tennessee Crab Orchard stone, uniquely 
quarried in the Tennessee Cumberland Plateau, was chosen as the primary paving material. 
3. Business is now alive in a once struggling square.
4. Vehicle lanes in the square were narrowed and other traffic-calming techniques were enforced 
to promote a more pedestrian-friendly area.
5. While most southern courthouses are considered Colonial architecture, Ripley’s Historic 
Courthouse is uniquely “Sun-trap” Art Deco, with very distinctive yellow brick and modern 
angles.

Andy Reynolds, an A2H landscape architect, and the project 
manager for the entire revitalization, explains that the final phase 
of planning will include the repair of Washington Street, “a major 
entrance to the town square,” as well as the creation of an outdoor 
amphitheater “in a vacant lot where a building burned.” Construc-
tion for this final phase is set to be completed by summer, 2011. 

The heart of downtown Ripley may have once been subject to 
neglect, but the state and firms like A2H have proven with their 

motivation and innovation that this small but determined city will 
be rejuvenated. A2H received the 2010 Honor Award from the 
American Council of Engineering Companies of Tennessee for 
their work in Ripley, and citizens of the town couldn’t be happier 
with the changes that have been made so far. 

To check in with the progress and positive results of this project, 
check the videos posted on Ripley’s website below: http://www.
ripleytenn.com/index.php/ripley-videos.html

BEFORE THE REVITALIZATION, the city of Ripley had struggled to keep 
businesses alive and in town. Many small shops that lined the roads were boarded 
up or decorated with all-too-familiar realtor signs before the project began. 

In 2006, the city selected Askew, Hargraves, Harcourt 
& Associates, Inc. (A2H), an engineering/ architecture/ 
landscape architecture firm based out of Lakeland, 
to produce a Master Plan for the revitalization of the 
Courthouse Square. 
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