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BLUE WALL CENTER
Native Americans named the Blue Ridge Escarpment “the Blue Wall.”
When the Blue Wall Center and Gardens are complete, South Carolina
will have an interpretive center to expand public awareness and
stewardship of the natural wonders of the Upstate Region. Located
at the nexus between Scenic Highway 11 and the Mountain Bridge
Wilderness Trails at the foot of the mountains, the center is ideally
situated to introduce people to this unique environment and to serve
as an outpost for hikers, bird watchers, and nature enthusiasts alike.
Greenville County
HW 11 at Persimmon Ridge Road, South Carolina, USA
SIZE: 175 acre site / 10,000 SF center
COMPLETION SCHEDULED: 2011
OWNERS:

LOCATION:

6.1 Magnify: In order to reveal the very subtle
but unique qualities of the region’s ecosystem,
the concept of magnification guides the design
approach. Rather than simply preserving the
degraded site and letting nature fill it back in
over time, the design aims to shape and intensify the experience: nature can be more deeply
appreciated with an assist from culture.
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MAGNIFY

BLUE WALL CENTER / INTRODUCTION

For regional aficionados, this landscape is a living laboratory, with each season’s
changes offering opportunities to deepen his or her knowledge of the area’s rich
ecological palimpsest. The slightest variation in a plant species or avian call can
be decoded by local residents who possess a scholarly grasp of nature, some of
whom are academics in subjects such as ecology, geology, ornithology, and botany. Visitors, too, travel great distances to the Blue Ridge Escarpment, whether
to study it formally or as pure nature enthusiasts who enjoy its unique beauty.

MAGNIFY

At the other end of the spectrum, however, there are many in this region who know or care very little about its ecology.
This is evident in the way land and water are currently being used and abused. Bad practices persist in the logging and
mining industries, as well as in the building of dams and residential developments. Somewhere in the middle of these
two camps lies a whole segment of the population who truly appreciate the outdoors, but whose view of nature is best
represented by a freshly mown golf course.
In this context of extremely divergent perceptions of the importance of the natural world, the charge for the Blue
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Wall Center project is to heighten awareness of its special ecology. It should inspire visitors with the wonders of the
interconnected web of life that exists here, and in doing so fuel the enthusiast, make stewards of the uninformed, and
convert the malintentioned. The Center should particularly strive to educate school-age children, because they will
inherit the pressing crucible of climate change.
Sloping downward from the eastern edge of the Blue Ridge Mountains, the Blue Ridge Escarpment is home to
over 400 endemic species and more tree species than can be found in all of Europe. This biodiversity is the result of
the complex geologic history of the Appalachian Mountains (of which the Blue Ridge form part of the southern section) coupled with the specific hydrology and climate of the Escarpment edge. Annual rainfall here is high, averaging
80 to 90 inches. In addition, the Escarpment’s elevation change (2000 feet in less than two miles) is the steepest in
the eastern United States, and therefore the temperature changes significantly from the base to the top, allowing for
a multitude of specific habitats for plants and animals. Within this rich life are reminders of the area’s more ancient
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past: exfoliating domes of rock that are home to many of the rare plants in the area.
One challenge to the task of engaging visitors here is the stubborn subtlety of this landscape’s aesthetics. Unlike
the immediately awe-inspiring scale of nature in the West, with its giant Sequoias and towering Rocky Mountains,
the wonders of the Blue Ridge Escarpment reveal themselves only through closer and more careful inspection—if
visitors were only given microscopes, they would be duly awed. Calling attention to the site’s subtle ecological diversity
through magnifying its architecture and landscape became the design idea.
Conceived of as a lens to enlarge and intensify nature, the Center interprets the Escarpment’s ecosystem, enhancing visitors’ experience of the site and increasing their knowledge for future visits farther afield. A unique characteristic
of the Blue Wall Center’s structure is its series of interpretive “holes.” Each hole is an atrium open to the sky above, the
ground below, the landscape adjacent, or combinations of the three. Together, the holes pierce the concrete volume of
the building, animating the interior space with natural daylight. The strategy is to intensify the ecological context by
creating exhibit spaces that enter the perimeter of the building from the outside, where they are then magnified within
the building interior. Functioning as living dioramas, the holes isolate particular aspects of the ecosystem so that they
can be understood on a deeper level. A living tree growing up from below though the one of the holes, for example,

6.2 (previous page) Grotto: a place for shade, rest, and events. The cantilevered floor of the building provides a shady respite
where understory plants create a carpet for a grotto-like amphitheater. Sunlight and moisture are channeled into the space from
the atria “holes” that intersect the building space above.
6.3 (above) Separating the primary categories of the ecology allows closer inspection and deeper understanding of each one.
Dynamic movement into the building, from along the sloping hillside and from below, heightens awareness of the site’s section.
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allows visitors to get up close to the arbor zone in the canopy of the tree. Seen against the backdrop of the building
interior, the canopy (normally only viewed from afar) is given scale and becomes perceived in a new way. Another hole
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6.4

cuts into the adjacent hillside, revealing the complexity of the rock

6.7

strata and its plant life that combine to form a unique habitat.
These piercings along the different axes are made possible by
the building’s long cantilever from the steeply-sloped hillside. The
hillside position makes the building a sectional nexus, facilitating
access from the valley to the hilltop. When it is approached from the
valley, the first encounter is a grotto-like amphitheater shaded and
protected by the building above. When approached from the hilltop,
the structure’s perforated volume is the first element seen. Immediately adjacent to the building, outdoor spaces are designed to work in
tandem with the interior, accommodating a range of activities.
The site and its surroundings were once occupied by a large sum6.5

mer camp. Removal of the camp buildings, roads, and other infrastructure—all of which were built too close to sensitive ecological
areas such as a stream and mountain seeps—will be the first step
in rehabilitating the area. Once cleared, it will then be replanted to
highlight the region’s native flora. A series of “garden rooms” of closely
spaced native trees and other plantings will become outdoor living
exhibits like those in the building. By also focusing in on and magnifying the experience of the landscape’s subtle qualities, these gardens
extend the concept of magnification from the building into its surroundings. In this way, intensive reclamation will not only help restore

6.6

the natural ecosystem but will also work to create meaningful desti-

6.8

nations attracting visitors to the site.
Research on many aspects of the region, including its geology,
ecology, cultural assets, and contemporary tourism, was conducted
as part of the design process. Consultation with many experts in these
fields, coupled with ideas put forth from previous studies, helped to
build a context for this project. Revealing the ecology of the unique
Escarpment environment to its diverse visitors is the most important
task of the Blue Wall Center.

6.4 An early concept sketch for the project shows the idea
of a frame capturing the most potent aspects of the landscape
within a rectangle of the building.
6.5 Outside enters inside through piercings in the structure.
6.6 A series of “garden rooms” are defined by densely
planted native trees and plantings. Within each clearing,
specific aspects of the region’s ecology are highlighted.
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> 6.7 Amphitheater Level: The outdoor
amphitheater is shaded by the cantilevered structure hovering above it.
Access to the exhibit level is possible
from multiple elevations along the
walking path.
6.8 Exhibit Level: The multi-functional
exhibition space is pierced by open-air
atria—living dioramas that bring light
into the space and organize its contents.
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Jim Sudduth was an average man of the Dark Corner at the turn of the century: a subsistence
farmer with a wife and three children who made cash money by illegally turning his extra corn
crop into liquor. His family didn’t have much, but they shared what they could with their friend
and neighbor Ed Hayes—or at least they did until one day in early August 1899, when Hayes
informed the federal revenue officers in Greenville of Jim Sudduth’s illegal still. The “revenuers”
rode up Glassy Mountain, hunted down the still and store of moonshine, and destroyed it; they
also raided the Sudduths’ house. Hayes had violated the sacrosanct code of the Dark Corner: he
had broken the trust between himself and Sudduth, and had eliminated the Sudduth family’s
only source of cash income. He was a marked man.

The deeper you wander into this country, the more you begin to lose not only your sense of
direction but your sense of time as well—for the Dark Corner (as this place is locally known) is
equally as rich with stories as it is with flora and fauna. Many of its best-known tales are those
of moonshiners and the bloody violence surrounding their activities—and one of these stories in
particular is as dark as a moonless night spent beneath the dense Blue Ridge canopy...

by Alissa Anderson

IT’S EASY TO GET LOST WITHIN THE FAR
NORTHWEST CORNER OF GREENVILLE
COUNTY, WHERE THE FEW NARROW ROADS
THAT LEAD UP GLASSY MOUNTAIN WIND

THROUGH OLD, DENSE FOREST ALIVE
WITH THE RUSTLING OF LEAVES AND
ANIMALS AND THE CALLS OF RARE BIRDS.

UNSOLVED MOUNTAIN
MYSTERIES: A TALE from
THE DARK CORNER

6.9 A romanticized Yankee notion of Southern moonshining is seen in this illustration from an 1867 issue of Harper’s Weekly.

Blocker, Jack S., Jr., David M. Fahey, and Ian R. Tyrell, eds. Alcohol and Temperance in Modern History:
An International Encyclopedia. Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO, 2003.
The Dark Corner: A Documentary. DVD. Directed by Campbell Walters. Greenville, SC: Dark Corner Films Inc., 2008.
“Pardons, Paroles and Commutations” (Governor Blease Papers, South Carolina Department of Archives and History,
Columbia, SC. S532009, Box 55).
New York Times. “Land of the Crystal Moonshine in South Carolina’s ‘Dark Corner’ a Haunt of Primitive Men.”
September 8, 1907.
New York Times. “Police Search Here For Bold Fugitives.” October 21, 1907.
Snowden, Yates, ed. History of South Carolina. Vol. 4. Chicago: Lewis Publishing Company, 1920.
South Carolina Department of Corrections. Central Register of Prisoners 1899–1913. Document no. S132001, volume 5.
Columbia, 1914.

What really happened to Jim Sudduth after his escape? The truth seems buried under years and
the deep shadows of the Dark Corner, unlikely to ever be revealed.

Fifteen days later Walt Allen was caught and returned to the Penitentiary. Jim Sudduth, however,
was never found. He remained a fugitive until June 1914, when a prominent Greenville County
lawyer (at the request of Jim’s brother, Peter) petitioned for his pardon, which was granted by the
governor on June 12. But despite his official status as a free man, no record exists of Jim Sudduth
ever showing his face in that part of South Carolina again—a mysterious absence, compounded
by the strange fact that Peter was not only Jim’s brother, he was also his identical twin.

All this model behavior paid off for the two when they escaped in broad daylight on October 15,
1907, from a barn lot adjoining the Penitentiary fence. (They had been trusted to begin work
there by themselves, and when a guard followed them minutes later, he was too late—they had
disappeared.) A manhunt was immediately put in motion, but it was stalled by the fact that the
prison dogs wouldn’t follow their scents.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

STUDIO GANG / ARCHITECTS

Little more than two weeks had passed, however, when Hayes’ skull was discovered in the neighboring field, and his body washed up on the banks of the Tiger. Condemned by this evidence and
haunted by the memory of the whistling corpse, Sudduth turned himself in to the authorities in
Greenville and was indicted for first degree murder. In April of 1901 he was found guilty by the
state judge and sentenced to life in prision in the South Carolina State Penitentiary—notorious
for its terrible conditions. Over the course of the next six years, Jim Sudduth was a model prisoner. He and his good friend Walt Allen (who was also from the Dark Corner, and had murdered
another man because of moonshine) became a trusted pair for the guards and Superintendent,
who relied on them to do errands and chores around the prison. Sudduth and Allen even became
friendly with the prison dogs, to whom they often gave scraps.

On August 15th, Hayes came back to Sudduth’s house for the first time since the raid. Sudduth
came out carrying a whip and a pistol, and threatened to whip Hayes—at this, Hayes turned and
ran toward the Tiger River. Sudduth shot him twice in the back, killing him, and hid the body
somewhere on his property. That night, under the cover of darkness, Sudduth removed the body
and cut off its head with an ax. He buried the head in his neighbor’s nearby field. Then he picked
up the remainder of Ed Hayes’ body and began to carry it through the trees to the river. It was
a windy night, and Sudduth didn’t travel far before he began to hear a strange tone—low but
distinct, like a ghostly whistle—that seemed to be just at his back, following him. Unnerved, he
dumped the body to the ground and checked to make sure that its wounds were true, realizing
as he did so that it was the wind blowing through the bullet holes and severed windpipe that was
creating the eerie sound. Spooked but determined to carry out his plan, he slung the body over
his shoulder again and carried it to the river, all the while struggling to block the ghostly whistle
from his mind. When he reached the Tiger he weighted the body with stones and heaved it into
the water. His revenge seemed complete.

6.10 (page 223, on fold) Today’s Dark Corner residents often treat the area’s moonshining
legacy playfully, as seen in this truck owner’s creative signage.
6.11 (above) A local mapmaker plotted all the homes of Dark Corner residents in 1882.
6.12 (below) The October 21, 1907 New York Times headline from the story of Sudduth
and Allen’s escape.

MATERIAL REPORT: THE TREE
KATE ORFF, Founding Principal and Partner, SCAPE
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From an elevation of 2,000 feet in the Appalachian Mountains,
The Blue Ridge region, 83 percent of which has been clearcut

the American mixed hardwood forest unfolds below like a
and regrown, defies the inherited logic of landscape thinking.

robust tapestry, becoming overwhelming to conceive of at the
Threatened by acid rain, suburban sprawl, and climate change,

level of acorn, bark, leaf, and beetle.
this forest type still startles with its capacity to regenerate.

This incomprehensibly monolithic horizon of forest, to the

1

a basket? Can I use its needles to make a quiet forest floor?

Notes
1i Quercus alba /
White oak
2 Pine /
Pinus strobus needles
3 Pine /
Pinus strobus bark
4 Quercus rubra /
Red oak
5v Carolina Silverbell /
Halesia
6 Robinia pseudoacacia /
Black locust
7 Birch / Betula
1
8 Chestnut /
Castanea dentata
9 Sassafras /
Sassafras albidum
10 Mulberry / Morus alba
11 Sugar Maple /
Acer saccharum
12 Devils Walking Stick
/ Aralia

7

The individual tree is the core unit of landscape design;

ecologist’s eye, is perceived as legible micro-patterns of

however, it is traditionally used as a decorative object to be

information that together reveal a seemingly logical mosaic of

individual trees. Shadows, heights, and shades of green, blue,

orange, and red leaf textures indicate distant oaks, hickories,

yellow-poplars, pines, and hemlocks. To the woodworker’s eye

the scene is a surfeit of potential: lumber, core-stock, veneer,

ply, firewood, soft woods, whittling wood, the warmth of cherry

wood, dark smooth walnut, yellow pine.

tree-as-material. In addition to considering the qualities of the

tree relative to shade/sun, leaf size, seasonal color, and texture

the question becomes how can every part of it be deployed

throughout the Blue Wall site, and in what other ways can it

generate form and experience? Can I split a sapling to make
2

Chip it to make a path? 3 Saw it down to make a seat? 4 Whittle

it to make a handrail? 5 Chop it for firewood? 6 Float it to make a
raft?7 Let it rot for salamander habitat? 8 Steep its bark to make
tea? 9 Make a jelly with its berries?10 Tap it for syrup? 11 Carve a

placed or arranged, or to provide shade and frame views.

At the Blue Wall Center, the strategy shifts from placement

based on picturesque aesthetics to management based on

addition and subtraction: targeted subtraction and orches-

trated regrowth of the forest into a series of negative shapes

and formed clearings is the basis for large-scale site

regeneration that carries pockets of habitat and discovery.

The landscape architect melds these two perspectives. Learn-

Ground conditions of soil, rock, and elevation, the presence

of water, slope aspect, and growth rate all inform an overall

ing from and working in the Blue Ridge, where the tree is a
management strategy, the goal of which is to diversify the

central driver of form and folk art production, the challenge is
flora and fauna into a pre-clearcut cacophony of wildflowers,

to meet the ingenuity of Appalachian culture with a designed
salamanders, bats, frogs, toads, and mammals for a new

landscape that fully matches the potential and history of
post-oil and post-sprawl eco-conscious context.

Growth is choreographed into a mosaic of larger clusters

of monocultures. Each tree’s individual character—the tall

straight branchless trunk of the yellow poplar, the thicket

of persimmon, and the silvery maple—emerges from

background to foreground, if only for a moment. The site

becomes a living map that keys the visitor into the larger

landscape. Afterwards, during hikes farther afield and looking

down from 2,000 feet up, patterns suddenly appear and each

tree becomes visible again.

walking stick? 12

2
3
4
5
6

8
9
10
11
12
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