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INTRODUCTION:
In July 1994, Tropical Storm Alberto parked over central Georgia, dumping up to 
two feet of rain on the area and setting off historic flooding on the Ocmulgee 
River. Macon-Bibb found itself devastated with the city’s water treatment plant 
along the Ocmulgee completely inundated. But, 25 years after that fateful 
storm, the city has risen from the mud, turning a cataclysmic event into a 
catalyst that is transforming the city’s relationship with the Ocmulgee. The 
flooded waterworks are now a 160-acre riverfront park with picnic pavilions, 
scenic overlooks, playgrounds, miles of recreational trails, outdoor fitness 
equipment and two river access points favored by tubers, canoeists and 
kayakers. “Back in 1994 when the waterworks flooded we were without water 
for 16 days,” said Macon-Bibb County Mayor Robert Reichert who experienced 
the devastation first hand. “But look what’s come out of it. Out of all those 
lemons we got, we made lemonade with Amerson River Park.”  

THE WATER BODY:
The Ocmulgee River, flowing through the heart of Macon, actually begins in 
the heart of Atlanta as the South River and in the capital city’s eastern suburbs 
as the Yellow and Alcovy rivers. Those rivers mingle together at Jackson Lake 
formed by Lloyd Shoals Dam near Jackson. From the dam, the Ocmulgee flows 
some 250 miles to its confluence with the Oconee River to form the Altamaha, 
Georgia’s largest river. On its journey through middle Georgia, it supplies 
drinking water for more than 1.3 million people, including the people of Macon. 
Thanks in part to the popularity of Amerson Park in Macon-Bibb, communities 
along its length are now developing the river into a mecca for paddlers, boaters 
and anglers known as the Ocmulgee River Water Trail, a recreational boating 
trail running from Lloyd Shoals Dam to the Altamaha.   

THE CLEAN:
Until the opening of Amerson River Park in 2015, there was only one 
place Maconites could easily access the river—a boat ramp at Spring 
Street. And, from there, there was not much place to go. Developed 
with a $6 million U.S. Department of Transportation grant (as well as 
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partnerships with local groups like Newtown Macon, Bragg Jam, Macon Water Authority and others), Amerson, with its 
dual boat launches situated two river miles apart on either end of a sweeping oxbow, has connected Macon residents 
with the river.

Now, locals and visitors flock to the park to rent tubes, canoes and kayaks and drift lazily for two hours around the park, 
accounting for many of the 450,000 visitors the park hosts annually. Where once no commercial outfitters operated in 
Macon, now both a tubing vendor and canoe and kayak outfitter put people on the water daily during the float season. 

That influx of local river runners has led to greater awareness of the river and spawned community river cleanups. 

“Macon-Bibb County has become increasingly aware of the attractiveness of having a river run through the middle of 
town,” Reichert said. “The more people that you have in the river—even for short stretches like around the oxbow--the 
more aware they become of the need to keep it clean.” 

The popularity of Amerson Park has also been a catalyst in the regional effort to create the 250-mile boating trail 
running the length of the Ocmulgee.

When it comes to land-based recreation, the Park is a crown jewel in Macon-Bibb County’s Ocmulgee Heritage Trail. The 
trail system will ultimately connect from Amerson Park in the north to Historic Pleasant Hill to downtown Macon and 
across the river to the Ocmulgee Mounds National Historic Park, a significant prehistoric Native American site. When 
completed it will encompass 15 miles of multi-use trails along the river. 

Amerson’s popular pavilions host everything from concerts to weddings 
and beer festivals to church services. During the high school prom season 
each spring, the riverside pavilions have become a go-to place for pre-
prom photographs—this from an industrial site that was once covered in a 
labyrinth of pipes and tanks as the city’s waterworks. 

For the 12-year mayor and 70-year-old native son, it has been an exciting 
transformation of the river he knew as a young man. 

“People didn’t really think about it (the river) that much. They didn’t care 
what got dumped in it that much. They didn’t care what got washed off the 
streets that much,” Reichert said. “But, now we realize what a valuable 
resource it is. It’s been an evolution over my lifetime of good stewardship 
and recognition of its many benefits.”
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Top: The sun sets on Amerson River Park’s overlook 
along the Ocmulgee River. The park is visited by 
450,000 people annually. Above: The entrance to 
Amerson River Park. The park sits on a penisula of 
land surrounded by a large bend of the Ocmulgee 
River and once served as the site of the Macon Water 
Authority’s water treatment facility. 


