Sculptor to create unique Riverwalk mile markers
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By Anne P. Braly
Staff Writer

The Tennessee Riverwalk will get a new look later this summer with the addition of nine larger-than-life steel sculptures of bicyclists, bird-watchers and walkers crafted by Chattanooga artist Jim Collins.

The public art pieces have a practical purpose: They will serve as mile markers for the nearly nine-mile trail that hugs the Tennessee River.

"We've been trying to figure out for a long time how to mark mileage on the Riverwalk because we're always getting calls from bikers and walkers wanting to know," said Jim Bowen, vice president of The RiverCity Co. "We've got little brass fish markers embedded in the walkway at half-mile increments, but these new ones are sculptural and will be very visible to all who use the Riverwalk."

Terry Tomasello, Allied Arts director of public art, said the sculptures will become the property of the city and will be maintained by her organization. She said the new pieces are extending the boundaries of public art in the city, which currently is focused on the downtown area.

"This takes it out of the city, all the way to the dam," she said. "Jim's work is very eye-catching, whimsical and fun, and it will liven the area up tremendously."

Mr. Collins came up with the idea for the sculptures and pitched it to the Riverwalk committee, made up of the city and county parks departments representatives, RiverCity, the Trust for Public Land and the Riverfront Planning and Design Center several months ago.

The artist said he will work on the nine sculptures through the summer and plans to have them ready for installation in early fall.

To create the sculptures, he programs detailed drawings for each marker into a computer program to cut out the full-sized figures in stainless steel. Mr. Collins then sands, welds and finishes each sculpture with a baked-on, powder-coated finish that's colorful and durable, he said.

"I'll be really excited to see them in place and hope everyone will enjoy the colorful additions," Mr. Collins said.

The sculptures will begin at Chickamauga Dam with a silhouette of a bird-watcher peering through mounted binoculars. Farther down, a man in a wheelchair sits and watches the passers-by.

Private sponsorships are paying for the estimated $72,000 cost of the sculptures "The fact that these ... private donors have stepped forward on this project proves once again what a wonderful community we all live in," Mr. Bowen said. " 'World class' has become an overused term, but it certainly applies when speaking of our Riverwalk."
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