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70 Court Plaza, 4th Floor
Asheville, NC 28802
Phone: 828-259-5800

Fax: 828-259-5606
E-mail: parks@ashevillenc.gov

www.ashevillenc.gov/parks

The Times of Thomas Wolfe (1900-1938)
Thomas Wolfe, an author and a native of Asheville, was made 
famous by his novel “Look Homeward, Angel,” a story detailing 
the lives of characters whose identities closely resembled real 
Asheville personalities.  As you walk along this portion of the 

Urban Trail, you will be introduced to an area of homes, places of worship, 
schools, and businesses that were familiar to Wolfe during his lifetime.

The Era of Civic Pride
In 1793 the first Buncombe County Court of Pleas in General 
Session met on the square.  This area has housed seven court-
houses over the years, and the two buildings that exist in City-
County Plaza today were opened in 1928. The land they stand 

on was donated by philanthropist George Willis Pack, and the green area 
in front was created when the old courthouse was demolished.  This sec-
tion of the trail pays tribute to the great sense of pride Ashevillians have for 
their city.

The Age of Diversity
Asheville’s culture has evolved from a unique blend of Native 
American, Appalachian, African-American, and cosmopolitan 
influences.  This non-prejudicial flavor is celebrated in the var-
ied restaurants, cafes, entertainment venues, and festivals. 

Evidence of a thriving community rich in arts, crafts, and individuality is 
Asheville’s proud trademark.
	 This section of the trail emphasizes the African-American contri-
butions to our city.  Take special note of the pebbledash building at the 
southeast corner of Eagle and Market streets.  This once housed the Young 
Men’s Institute, a gathering and learning center for the African-American 
population in the early 1900s, and today continues this emphasis with ex-
hibits and programs worth a visit.

Enjoy the Urban Trail Audio Tour three different ways:
On your computer at www.ashevillenc.gov/urbantrail•	
Downloaded to iPod or MP3 player at www.ashevillenc.gov/urbantrail•	
By phone at 828-259-5827•	

The Asheville Urban Trail, a walking tour of down-
town Asheville, highlights the unique architecture, 
people, and historic events of the city.  The Urban 
Trail is divided into five distinct eras, each of which 
has a symbol.  These symbols are carved into pink 
granite blocks placed in the sidewalk along the way 
for you to follow.  All street crosswalks for the trail 
are marked. Enjoyed in its entirety, the walking tour 
requires approximately two hours to complete.  The 
map in this brochure identifies each of the 30 sta-
tions by a number.  All 30 stations include a piece 
of art and/or a bronze plaque that describes the             
station.
	 The Asheville Urban Trail began in 1989 with 
the vision and desire to restore the vitality of down-
town Asheville. It was completed in 2002. During 
those years numerous dedicated people volunteered 
their talents and time and generously donated funds for the project.
	 We hope you enjoy this walk through Asheville’s history and remember it 
as one of the highlights of your visit to our unique and wonderful city.

The Frontier Period (1784-1880)
Before the Revolutionary War the land beyond the eastern slopes of the 
Appalachians was forbidden to European settlers by the king of Eng-
land.  He decreed that only Cherokees could enjoy the area’s plentiful 

game, rich soils, and mountain streams.  It took a series of Indian wars, the Revo-
lutionary War, and treaties with the original inhabitants to open the mountain land 
for European settlement.
	 Beginning in 1784, the state of North Carolina started selling land grants 
in what would become Asheville.  The first United States census, in 1790, revealed 
that more than a thousand pioneers had trekked over rough trails to homestead 
along the Swannanoa and French Broad rivers.  These fiercely independent set-
tlers sent petitions to the North Carolina General Assembly asking for a county of 
their own. The Assembly, in a unanimous vote, responded to their plea in 1792 by 
forming Buncombe County, named for Revolutionary War hero Edward Buncombe. 
Enormous and unsurveyed, Buncombe County encompassed all of western North 
Carolina and part of Tennessee.  The small, rough village that was to become 
Asheville was first known as Morristown. When incorporated in November 1797, 
the town was renamed Asheville in honor of Governor Samuel Ashe.
	 The central business district began to take shape in 1794 when an op-
portunist named John Burton purchased a land grant that included the small log 
courthouse on the square.  Burton sold lots along South and North Main streets 
(now Biltmore Avenue and Broadway Street) and commerce began.

The Gilded Age (1880-1930)
The Gilded Age began in 1880 when the railroad came from the east 
and introduced families of wealth and influence to the area.  Within a 
decade the population quadrupled, and by 1883 Asheville had become 

a city.  The first streetlights went up in 1888, and the first electric streetcars fol-
lowed in 1889.
	 Wealthy individuals, such as George Vanderbilt, came for the beautiful 
scenery, the hospitable climate, and the therapeutic mountain air. Fashionable 
families came to Asheville for the summer to escape the suffocating heat. Those 
with consumptive ailments came for “the cure.”  The city became well-known for its 
boardinghouses, sanitariums, and luxury hotels.
	 Earning the title “Paris of the South,” Asheville boasted an opera house, a 
professional theater, and a community of art and music devotees.  Asheville is still 
nationally known as a top arts destination. When the banks closed during the Great 
Depression in February 1930, the city was plunged into deep debt from which it 
did not emerge until 1976.  As a result, downtown Asheville retains a treasure of 
historic buildings that might have given way to newer structures had money been 
available for development. 

Highlights of  city-owned public art throughout
downtown Asheville include: (see map)

A.  Energy Loop by Dirk Cruiser
Commissioned in 1982 and installed in 
1983 in the former Pack Square Park, 
the Energy Loop is Asheville’s first piece 
of public art.  Made of COR-TEN steel, 
the rust color is the natural patina.  After 
considerable restoration, the Loop was 
installed in its current location in 2009.

B.  Pergola by Hoss Haley
The rolling canopy stretches 120 feet, echoing the rhythm of the mountains 
in the background and connecting the city and county buildings to their 
scenic backdrop, as well as to each other.  

C.  Relax by Kathy Tripplet
The pattern of the ceramic wall relief reflects several art deco elements 
found on the City Hall building.  For the relief tiles that reflect native plants, 
Kathy Triplett worked with eighth-grade students throughout Asheville to 
research native plants and make over 400 tiles.  

D.  left of center by Julia C. Burr
The tongue-in-cheek title suggests a bit about the nature of Asheville and 
its inhabitants and how people are drawn to Asheville both historically and 
in the present.  

E.  Pack Fountain by Hoss Haley

F.  Deco Gecko by Harry McDaniel
Deco Gecko captures the art deco motifs on the buildings surrounding 
Pritchard Park with a whimsical gecko – a combination of simple abstract 
forms, historical references, and an animal form.

Urban Trail / Public Art
Walking Tour


