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THE CATOR WOOLFORD ESTATE – History and Background: 

The CRC, Inc., (Children’s Rehabilitation Center, Inc.), a private foundation chartered in 1949, has owned 
39.6 acres at 1815 S. Ponce de Leon Ave, NE, Atlanta, GA  30309 since 1951.  The property was part of 
the original Druid Hills residential development created by Joel Hurt and the Candler family, with the 
help of landscape architect and planner, Frederick Law Olmstead.  In 1922, the 1815 S. Ponce de Leon 
parcel was bought by Cator Woolford, the founder of the Retail Credit Company – which later became 
Equifax. This was one of the last parcels in Druid Hills to be purchased, ostensibly because so much of it 
was considered undesirable for homesite development: 4 creeks and nearly 8 acres of floodplain, 15 
acres of old growth Piedmont climax forest, along with steep ravines and limited buildable areas are its 
attributes. However, it was Mr. Woolford’s desire that “Jacqueland” as he named the estate, be a place 
of enjoyment, beauty, recreation and entertainment for his family, friends and employees.  Beginning in 
1923, with the help of architect Owen Southwell and landscape architect Robert Cridland, the built a 
large English Regency-style home for his family and installed gardens, lawns, tennis courts, an Italianate 
garden pavilion, a dancing terrace, water features, pathways and all manner of exceptional plants 
throughout the property.  In the 1920’s and 30’s, Mr. Woolford even opened the grounds to the public 
during 2 – 3 weeks in the spring when his renowned collection of hybrid azaleas bloomed.  His was one 
of the first estates in Atlanta to use the newly introduced hybrids in mass plantings. 

Today, the historic property is still a place of enjoyment, recreation, and solitude – as well as education.  
It is home to Frazer Center, a pre-school and learning center for children and adults with disabilities, 
alongside typically developing children, housed in its own facility – two buildings that date from 1959 
and 1985.  Formerly known as the Atlanta Cerebral Palsy Center, Frazer Center has operated for over 70 
years on this site.  Frazer Center is a beneficiary of the CRC, Inc. foundation.  Since the 1990’s Frazer 
Center has also used the restored formal gardens for special events, renting the “Cator Woolford 
Gardens” for weddings, dinners, and celebrations, generating event proceeds to fund programs for the 
school. Atlanta Hospital Hospitality House is also a tenant on the property, utilizing the 1924 mansion 
home owned by the CRC as a respite lodge for out-of-town families, caregivers, and patients receiving 
treatment at area hospitals. The 1.25-mile property perimeter is not fenced, and the surrounding 
community has long accessed the grounds at will.  

In 2020, the CRC Foundation determined that the property should be more actively stewarded and 
enhanced in pursuit of the foundation’s mission: “Assist vulnerable children, adults, and families to 
build their capacity through education, rehabilitation, and exposure to our unique natural 
environment.” The specific how and what of this utilization will continue focus on this mission, 
however, the trustees’ first priority in the world we find ourselves in 2021 is to mitigate the risk 
presented by the public’s unfettered access to the property. Not only are the Trustees keenly 
aware of ensuring a safe and secure environment for the children and adults who attend Frazer 
Center and Atlanta Hospital Hospitality House, but equally focused on protecting and 
preserving this incredible natural environment of piedmont climax forest, manicured gardens, 
historic buildings, and outdoor features like the 1923 Jacqueland Rock Garden, recognized by 
the Georgia Trust for Historic Preservation with an Award of Excellence in 2017. The community 
will continue to be welcomed in ways that align with the foundation’s mission and Mr. 
Woolford’s original vision for this remarkable place. 



 

DESCRIPTION OF WORK 

Cator Woolford Estate Improvements – Phase 1. Improve security throughout the property. 

1. Remove the abandoned caretaker’s cottage behind the garden catering kitchen: A small 
building was built in the 1960s to house an on-site facilities manager.  This was abandoned in 
the early 2000’s, and is now completely uninhabitable – overgrown and falling down.  The CRC 
foundation seeks to demolish this hazard. 

2. Ensure all pedestrian access to the property is through the S. Ponce main entrance or the 
Ridgecrest Dr. back entrance:  With 1.25 miles of perimeter and 54 adjoining property owners, 
the forest and gardens are susceptible to at will access by any and all. The CRC seeks to limit 
unfettered access by fencing key stretches of their property and directing pedestrians to use the 
paved entrances. We want visitors to use our “front door” rather than random access points. 
Fencing will be unobtrusive, using 6’ black commercial steel chain link fence erected in wooded 
areas.  The fence line will meander around trees and topographical features such as streams and 
ravines that will provide natural barriers. A 4-ft wide path will be cleared of underbrush to 
enable fence installation. Signage will be installed to direct walkers to enter through the gates. 

3. Fencing design and placement will be unobtrusive and camouflaged.  The CRC intends to make 
the fence disappear as much as possible within the heavily wooded environment, and to 
preserve the natural appearance of the forest and woodlands. This approach is in keeping with 
Mr. Woolford’s original vision for the property, using all native plants in the woods, with the 
best hybrids alongside rare and unusual specimens of Southern varieties inside the Gardens. The 
placement of the fence at the Lakeshore Dr. and Ponce de Leon Ave. corner will be well off the 
property line where there is a natural steep grade, enabling the fence to be installed at or below 
the grade of the sidewalk and behind several large specimen tulip poplars and pines. The access 
gate will also be placed down in the property, approximately _____ feet from the sidewalk and 
_____ feet below the sidewalk grade.  

4. The area outside of the fence on the corner of Lakeshore and Ponce will be returned to its 
former naturalized state. This will include planting a combination of evergreen and deciduous 
native species that will require little pruning or care and will screen the fence from view. Existing 
hybrid ornamental shrubs will be relocated to more suitable locations. Plant selections will draw 
from species already present on the property, including Eastern Hemlock to echo the large 
notable specimens Mr. Woolford installed in the 1920’s.  Plants such as American Beech, Red 
cedar, dwarf magnolias, American Holly, Oakleaf hydrangea, Bottle brush buckeye, Paisley 
Hawthorn and Washington hawthorn, Loblolly Bay, Possumhaw, and Piedmont and Oconee 
native azaleas are the kinds of plants we will utilize. 
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Trees	  Atlanta	  has	  partnered	  with	  the	  Frazer	  Center	  on	  a	  comprehensive	  restoration	  plan	  for	  the	  
Forest	  at	  Cator	  Woolford	  Estate	  since	  2016.	  One	  of	  the	  recommendations	  in	  that	  plan	  is	  to	  close	  
unplanned	  trails	  on	  the	  western	  side	  of	  the	  forest;	  these	  trails	  have	  not	  been	  built	  to	  follow	  terrain	  
contour	  and	  are	  causing	  significant	  erosional	  concerns.	  Closing	  these	  trails	  will	  allow	  the	  area	  to	  
revegetate	  and	  stabilize.	  	  

An	  additional	  concern	  around	  too	  many	  forest	  access	  points	  is	  the	  proliferation	  of	  invasive	  
vegetation.	  One	  such	  invasive	  present	  in	  the	  forest—Japanese	  chaff	  flower—is	  vectored	  from	  
neighboring	  greenspaces	  and	  properties	  by	  human	  and	  animal	  traffic.	  Reducing	  the	  number	  of	  forest	  
access	  points	  will	  therefore	  allow	  for	  better	  management	  of	  vegetation.	  

Some	  concern	  has	  been	  raised	  by	  stakeholders	  about	  collateral	  harms	  to	  wildlife	  and	  mature	  trees.	  It	  
is	  our	  considered	  opinion	  that	  a	  6-‐foot	  chainlink	  fence,	  permitted	  and	  installed	  per	  City	  of	  Atlanta	  
regulations,	  will	  not	  cause	  additional	  harm.	  Most	  wildlife	  will	  go	  over,	  under,	  or	  around	  such	  a	  fence	  
provided	  it	  does	  not	  completely	  enclose	  the	  forest.	  The	  main	  corridor	  of	  wildlife	  travel	  in	  the	  area	  is	  
along	  the	  creek,	  and	  it	  is	  Trees	  Atlanta’s	  understanding	  that	  wildlife	  access	  along	  the	  creek	  will	  
remain	  open.	  

A	  City	  of	  Atlanta	  fence	  permit	  requires	  assessment	  of	  impact	  to	  trees.	  For	  an	  assessment	  of	  “no	  trees	  
impacted,”	  the	  City	  of	  Atlanta	  stipulates	  that	  no	  fence	  posts	  will	  be	  placed	  in	  the	  structural	  root	  plate	  
of	  any	  tree,	  all	  stringers	  will	  be	  constructed	  at	  or	  above	  grade	  (no	  trenching	  allowed),	  and	  the	  only	  
soil	  impact	  will	  be	  to	  dig	  posts.	  It	  is	  Trees	  Atlanta’s	  understanding	  that	  CRC,	  Inc.	  will	  acquire	  and	  
adhere	  to	  a	  fence	  permit.	  

While	  private	  access	  to	  the	  forest	  has	  been	  open	  and	  easy	  for	  decades—which	  is	  great	  for	  the	  
neighbors—such	  access	  continues	  to	  damage	  and	  reduce	  the	  quality	  of	  the	  forest.	  Trees	  Atlanta	  
understands	  the	  desire	  to	  balance	  community	  access	  with	  the	  need	  to	  improve	  and	  protect	  the	  health	  
of	  the	  Forest	  at	  Cator	  Woolford	  Estate.	  

	  

Brian	  Williams	  
Urban	  Forestry	  Director	  
Trees	  Atlanta	  


