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A RUNNING 
REFUGE NEXT 
TO A HIGHWAY
By Adina Solomon



WINGFOOT

As cars hurtle past, Shannon Stern walks briskly, shutting out 
the noise with earbuds. She usually does a loop of two miles, 
but today she has doubled the length of her route.

Though Stern exercises just a few steps from State Route 400 in 
Buckhead, with office buildings towering in the distance, she 
finds herself surrounded by trees, houses and artwork made by 
elementary school students.

This is PATH400, Buckhead’s multiuse trail running parallel to 
the highway.

“I love it that it’s away from the streets, especially when I walk 
my kids in the stroller, or I can just let them walk themselves,” 
Stern says. “I don’t have to hold their hands so they’re away 
from cars.”

PATH400 seems simple: A mostly fenced, concrete path 
making use of noise-blocking highway walls that already stood 
there.

But of course, it’s rarely that simple.

From her windowed office beside PATH400, Denise Starling 
overlooks an expansive view of Buckhead. She serves as 
the executive director of Livable Buckhead, which guides 
development in the neighborhood. She is matter-of-fact and 
quick to laugh, a natural choice for the face of PATH400.

The story begins in 2010, when the City of Atlanta developed 
its greenspace master plan and found that District 7, which 
includes Buckhead, had the fewest parks per capita in the 
entire city. Starting in 2011, Livable Buckhead put together a 
committee to develop a greenspace plan.

“We knew we weren’t going to have one giant Piedmont Park. 
We knew we were going to have this system of smaller things 
that were put together that needed to be woven together into 
a coherent network, so we were looking for a way to weave 
it together,” Starling says, her voice brightening. “There just 
happened to be all this land in public ownership right in this 
line, right down the middle of the district that was along the 
highway.”
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As Starling explains the origins of PATH400, she ties her long 
hair into a ponytail. It’s as if she is preparing to work.

One unexpected struggle stemmed from the association that 
many people make upon hearing about PATH400: the Atlanta 
BeltLine.

“It’s helped because trails have gotten a lot more caché,” 
Starling says. “It hurt because it’s not the same type of trail.”

While development surrounds the BeltLine, PATH400’s 
natural, secluded feeling has more in common with the Silver 
Comet Trail. But residents didn’t know that when PATH400 
was proposed.

“We had a lot of animosity because when GA. 400 came 
through, [the Georgia Department of Transportation] didn’t 
care what they thought. They crammed the highway through. 
People are still mad about that today,” Starling says. “We were 
perceived as being them, so we had to get past that.”

One by one, Livable Buckhead met with people whose yards 
border PATH400. Each property owner had a say in how 
plantings and trees shielded their land from public view.

“It would be things like, ‘That’s my bathroom window right 
there, and you’re going to be looking right in it, so I want some 
screening for that,’” she says. “You’ll see that we have screened 
in different areas to address things like that.”

Four years after Livable Buckhead began, PATH400’s first 
segment opened in 2015, built by the PATH Foundation. The 
path, a quick sprint away from the AJC Peachtree Road Race 
start line, now spans 2.5 miles with an ultimate total of 5.2 
miles. PATH’s construction on the next segment from Miami 
Circle to the back of Lenox Square began in January and will 
take about a year to complete.

The path is the first step toward the Buckhead Collection, 
a planned network of 106 acres of parks and trails. Parks, 
including Old Ivy Park and Mountain Way Common, will 
spring up along the path.

“It just makes me feel like we’ve created a better quality of life 
for a lot of the residents,” says Pete Pellegrini, project manager 
for the PATH Foundation.

PATH400 makes for a challenging hill workout, with parts of 
the trail reaching 8 percent grade. “It’s not a BeltLine flat walk,” 
Starling says.

It proves popular with nearby residents. A woman with a dog 
strides along the path. Stern, wearing black and gray, walks to 
the trail from her home every day.

“I don’t like really walking on the side of the road, especially 
with Atlanta drivers,” she says, chuckling.

On another day, Wesley Slate jogs with his dog Dakota. He 
lives in an apartment around the corner from PATH400, 
which he uses most days of the week.

“I just like that it gives us an area of security where when we 
walk around, we don’t always feel like cars are going to be 
running by us and everything,” he says. “It just kind of takes 
you away from the hustle and bustle of the city.”

Goats are used to clear away invasive species from the path
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Annie Cecil not only lives down the street from the path, but 
she also walks it with her students from nearby Sarah Smith 
Elementary School. Today, Cecil wears a gray jacket against 
the cold and walks with her puppies Otis and Sassy, who 
sports a red jacket to match the name.

“I feel like it’s safe. It’s well-maintained. It’s easy access for me,” 
she says.

Starling says she always sees a handful of people using 
PATH400, regardless of the time of day. The PATH 
Foundation’s Pellegrini says the numbers of people will 
increase as more miles open. The volumes could someday rival 
those at Chastain Memorial Park.

Art walls decorate the trail. At one point, Wieuca Road had 
a Star Wars wall. To bring more art to PATH400, local artist 
Cathryn Bozone has created concepts of how to decorate 
the crosswalks where the path crosses on Adina Drive in 
Lindbergh.

“It’s not just about putting down a section of concrete and 
moving along,” Starling says. “It’s about giving it character and 
that personality that it has that’s unique to the community 
where it is.”

Besides adding to PATH400’s visual appeal, the crosswalk art 
also increases safety, she says. It draws drivers’ attention to 
pedestrians and acts as a location marker.

“If you’re on PATH400 and you have a heart attack and you’re 
calling 911, do you remember the mile marker sign you just 
went by? Or do you remember that you were by the art walls?” 
Starling says. “The features on it are actually better locators 
from a safety standpoint than mile markers.”

Starling has many other ideas for using PATH400. From her 
office, she points to the Buckhead MARTA station, where the 
AJC Peachtree Road Race begins every year. Parking is scarce, 
so why not use PATH400 as another way to get racers to the 
starting line?

The scope of PATH400 has grown beyond Buckhead. It will 
eventually connect to the BeltLine, and Sandy Springs plans to 
extend the path north another 2.1 miles. The trail will also go 
through the I-285/400 interchange now under construction.

“Initially, we were looking at it kind of as a local thing to 
connect our parks network, but then we started looking at it in 
a regional context,” Starling says, as she turns her attention to 
a mess of papers scattered on the desk and floor of her office. 
She takes out a map of what PATH400 will look like when 
completed, spanning from Loridans Drive in Buckhead to 
Garson Drive in Lindbergh.

“We open the entire north metro area to access the BeltLine 
and the entire network,” Starling says. “When we started 
looking at it from that perspective, it’s like, ‘Whoa, this is a key 
regional linkage now.’ So it took on a whole different kind of 
scale and meaning that really elevated it.”

Pellegrini says PATH400 will provide connectivity inside and 
outside the Perimeter.

“Now you’re going to have a trail that goes all the way beyond 
the 285 Perimeter and is going into the Cumberland area, 

where you have all sorts of large development going on for 
State Farm, Mercedes-Benz and all these other corporate 
entities that are finding that area very attractive,” he says.

The first five miles of the project get funding from private and 
government sources, while additional connections in Sandy 
Springs are tied to state funding.

Pellegrini says as PATH400 expands, it could provide more 
transport options and combat Atlanta residents’ mindset to 
drive everywhere. “If folks had an option in how they get 
around, maybe that will help congestion, reduce some of the 
poor air quality, enhance quality of life, just maybe improve 
connectivity with not only neighbors but businesses and 
schools and other municipalities,” he says.

Despite being nestled by the highway, PATH400 has 
natural features that make it an engaging trail to run. 
Livable Buckhead has plans to get PATH400 designated 
as an Audubon wildlife sanctuary, and the path also hosts 
community gardens planted by the organization and the 
Atlanta Housing Authority.

Some of the trail’s future sections will even expose woods and 
swamps, Pellegrini says.

“It just has a lot of diversity,” he says. “I think [it] is going to be 
kind of an attraction in itself because it won’t be so stagnant and 
people will see just the variety of landscape that the trail itself goes 
through, giving I think overall an amazing trail experience.”

If you want to run or walk PATH400, you can either run 
the entire trail or incorporate portions of it into a more 
scenic run. Submit your favorite PATH400 routes to  
info@livablebuckhead.org so Livable Buckhead can share 
them online with other runners and walkers and check  
out our PATH400 Running Route on page 18.

Adina Solomon is a freelance journalist based in Atlanta. 


