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About regener8

In November of 2019 a group of professionals from the sustainable building
community came together in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania to discuss and explore
how to increase their collective capacity to address the locally expressed,
global environmental and social imperatives and the need to actively participate
with their communities. The result was the formation of a collective of Central
Pennsylvania-based volunteers working together as co-creators seeking the
potential to create a more vibrant and revitalized Lower Susquehanna River
Valley. Our collective, regener8 recognizes the importance of equitable inclusivity
in mutually evolving the capacity of all stakeholders and the need to shift
consciousness through hands-on experience in place sourced, value-adding
processes (Carol Sanford, 2020). We set out to adopt a regenerative approach
to developing our collective, in a way that is aligned with the community, both
the natural and social systems nested within Harrisburg and the region.

Why Story of Place
The vitality and vibrancy of Harrisburg is directly connected to the vitality
and vibrancy of the Capital Region. Harrisburg is the heart of the region
and the region as a whole cannot be healthy without a healthy heart.
As stakeholders, we feel a deep sense of responsibility to contribute to
this vitality and vibrancy in a way that best serves the community.
The Story of Place framework is designed to help us understand the essence of
Harrisburg and its role in the Greater Capital Region throughout time. Developed
by the Regenesis Group, the Story of Place is a collective process used to
discover the patterns, natural and social, that shape a place. Understanding
that Harrisburg has a role in the health of the Capitol Region, regener8
explored this potential with a sampling of people affected by how the City and
its environments work for the stakeholders who live, work, and play there.
Ultimately, the work is with individuals and organizations seeking to align their
purpose with the potential of Harrisburg using place-sourced design principles.
The fundamental premise behind Story of Place is that each place on the planet
has its own unique essence, embedded in the geomorphology and ecology
of a place. Projects, programs, and human development that align with this
essence will be successful long term. Revealing the essence of a place enables
us to work with the forces of nature, seen and unseen, rather than against it.
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SECTION 1: INTRODUCTION
A Brief History
Where the Great Valley intersects with the Susquehanna River, in the shadow of Blue Mountain and just north of
a break in the Blue Ridge, lies the City of Harrisburg, the state capital of Pennsylvania. The city’s location takes
advantage of the northeast- southwest trending limestone valley that supports an agricultural economy, and the
north-south trending Susquehanna River Valley that has provided an accessible transportation route since the first
arrival of humans into the area. This geographic location has informed and guided the development of the City
and the inhabitants making livelihoods and communities within the city. Harrisburg has served as an economically
viable place to live in an aesthetically beautiful setting since the first community of indigenous peoples hunted and
fished the land.
Blue Mountain, also known as Kittatinny Ridge of the Appalachian Mountains, is a ridge forming the southern
edge of the Valley and Ridge physiographic province, and is the northern backdrop to Harrisburg. The collision
between two tectonic plates, the North American and the African, during the last mountain building event 290
to 250 million years ago during the Paleozoic Era, and the resulting erosion over millions of years, produced the
present-day Appalachian Mountains and topography of the Lower Susquehanna River Valley. Prior to the tectonic
collision, the Appalachians were a sediment receiving basin west of a mountain chain, that trended parallel to
the North American tectonic plate margin. For over 200 million years the basin received silts, sands, gravel and
carbonate deposits as sea level changes occurred. Today these carbonate beds underlie much of the Great Valley,
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including parts of Harrisburg. Blue Mountain lies within the Valley and Ridge Physiographic Province, a series of
parallel ridges of steeply folded and faulted strata of sandstone, shale, limestone and coal, rising over 1,000 feet
in elevation. In contrast, the cities gently rolling topography includes floodplain terraces and an elevated terrace
or bluff, the former east bank of the Susquehanna River during the Pleistocene deglaciation period approximately
17,000 years ago when the river’s waters were more than 80 feet higher than present day.
The Susquehanna River, considered one of the oldest rivers on earth, cuts through Blue Mountain creating the
scenic river gap visible from the city, draining the waters of the interior of Pennsylvania. From the headwaters
in New York State to the confluence with the Chesapeake Bay, the river’s drainage basin is over 20,000 square
miles. Harrisburg is located on the river’s eastern shore in the Lower Susquehanna River Subbasin, where the
cooler temperatures in the Ridge and Valley support beech, maple, birch, pine, and hemlock trees, while the river
valley supports an ecosystem of oak, hickory, yellow poplar, walnut, and elm. Central Pennsylvania is known for an
abundance of deer and a few hundred black bear, and cold spring-fed stream waters stocked with fish make the
state a leader for hunting and fishing.
Evidence of early human habitation exists in Pennsylvania, namely from the
Meadowcroft archaeological site near Pittsburgh, indicating that humans were in
Pennsylvania either during the last glaciation or shortly thereafter, approximately
16,000 years ago. The northern sections of the Susquehanna Valley were
buried in glacial ice; however, the Lower Susquehanna River Subbasin was
never glaciated. The ecosystems in which the early humans settled were likely in
transition, from a cold climate tundra of grasses, some spruce trees, and other
low vegetation to the spruce-fir and mixed-oak and chestnut forests the early
European settlers found covering the majority of Pennsylvania’s lands. Long gone
are the mastodon, sabre-tooth cat and three-toed horse that became extinct at
ILLUSTRATION OF SUSQUEHANNOCK

the end of the Ice Age.

By 1900, seventy-five percent of the forests had been logged to support the growing agricultural economy in
the state and by 1925 the chestnut blight had decimated the American chestnut. In Harrisburg, woods were cut
to supply wood for heating homes and running businesses, and only small tracts of intact woods remain. Tree
succession has resulted in more maple trees and fewer oak and pine trees, a forest quite different than the one
first encountered by early humans.
Early inhabitants used the river for navigation and travel, were agrarian people, and lived in small communities
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along the river. Local evidence of human habitation can be found at Fort Hunter, just six miles north of the
city, where an active archaeological site is located. The Fort Hunter site is situated on a bluff overlooking the
Susquehanna River, and has been in use by humans for thousands of years, beginning as a seasonal hunting
and fishing site. One of the earliest found artifacts includes a corner-notched projectile point made in chert, which
dates between 9,800 and 9,200 years ago.
As European explorers and traders traveled east or from the south, Harrisburg became the western frontier
destination for lodging and commerce. The mountains of the Ridge and Valley presented a barrier to reaching the
western part of the state prior to the construction of rail for train transportation. Settlers, and later military troops,
stopped in Harrisburg before ferrying across the river to access the Great Valley for travel southwest into Virginia’s
Shenandoah Valley.
The settlement location initially was a natural gathering place for indigenous people. Europeans then engaged in
trade which evolved into settlers gaining land ownership and setting up taverns and lodging at the intersection of
the Great Valley Trail (also known as the Allegheny Path) and the Susquehanna River. The area was also a site for
military engagements during both the French and Indian War and Civil War. The earliest business in the location
of the current city was a trading post and later a river ferry owned and operated by John Harris, Sr., a British
colonist who brought slaves with him in the early 18th Century. Of note, Harris and his sons were slaveholders
who prospered from the labor of enslaved and indentured servants. The city was incorporated in 1791, seventyHISTORICAL AERIAL PAINTING OF HARRISBURG
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two years after John Harris, Sr. established his trading post. Growing from the original 800-acre parcel of land
known as Harris Ferry that was surveyed into the first street grid, this original parcel remains the core of the city.
The city grew along the river to the north, and then towards the east to the rise above the city. The Allison Hill
neighborhood overlooks the city core and is considered the city’s first suburb. The location of the Susquehanna,
as well as Paxton Creek that runs through the city, and later the location of the Pennsylvania Canal followed by the
Pennsylvania Railroad, influenced the growth of the city.
The location of Harrisburg, a well-established
transportation crossroads, provided a hub
supporting the Underground Railroad,
military troop encampment, and the seat of
Pennsylvania government. The city continues
to take advantage of this crossroads to attract
manufacturing and distribution, innovation
and the arts, as well as young professionals
looking to strike out on their own.

OLD 8TH WARD, TANNER’S ALLEY, LOCATION ON UNDERGROUND RAILROAD
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SATELLITE IMAGERY OF PENNSYLVANIA

SECTION 2: CORE PROCESS & PATTERNS
The patterns that have emerged through this Story (natural, ecological, and social), include strong flows, distinct
divides, and the ability to make a name for yourself in a way that is in service to the community. These patterns
show themselves when Harrisburg is expressing its potential and working from its essence.

Pattern 1: Crossing Divides
Harrisburg is located at a dynamic crossroads topographically, politically, and socially. The city’s location lies
within a geographic nexus in the Great Valley and Susquehanna River Valley, serving to connect together two
topographic sides through flows within the Keystone State.
The Susquehanna River has been a great divider as well as a precious resource connecting the City to the region.
The Susquehannocks and other indigenous tribes
migrated along the river which became a major
thoroughfare during the French and Indian wars. John
Harris Sr., one of the first the first known European
Colonist, developed the area as a hub for trading
and operated a ferry in early 18th Century, providing
a way for people to cross the Susquehanna and for
immigrants to migrate westward.
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“When you feel connected to where you are,
everything starts to settle in and make more sense;
you begin to meet people -people who provide safe
spaces (like YPOC). It wasn’t until then that I found
my tribe in those places and spaces as I was able
to share very real lived-experiences, and partake in
the communal therapy and healing that was, and is
still very much needed.”
Winnie Okello, PE
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Racial and social economic divisions often mirror the landscape, creating tension throughout Harrisburg’s history.
But, progress is made when people are willing to cross those divides and work together. Residents of Harrisburg
are known for banding together and taking it upon themselves to get things done.
As the seat of State Government, Harrisburg plays an important role in bridging the urban-rural divide that
characterizes the Commonwealth and the nation as a whole. Harrisburg brings together politicians across the
state who must reach across the aisle to create policy that strives to support the wellbeing of Pennsylvanians. At
the city level, the government is strongest when it works with and in service to the residents.
When Harrisburg is working well it works in a way that crosses divides. This is reflected throughout time in the
following ways:


Pennsylvania Farm Show: As the annual host of the Pennsylvania Farm Show, Harrisburg serves
to bridge the urban-rural divide, bringing together commercial agriculture and food industries that
have long served as the backbone to Pennsylvania’s economy. Citizens and students across the
state come to learn how the industry works, celebrating our agriculture history.



Harrisburg Senators Baseball: A Minor League Baseball team of the Eastern League and the
Double-A affiliate of the Washington Nationals that brings people from all walks of life to enjoy
America’s favorite past time activity.



The Forum: Located in the Capital Complex, The Forum is home to the Harrisburg Symphony and
serves as a special event venue that brings people from all over the region together to enjoy music
of all genres.



Wildwood Park: Located at the outer reaches of the city, Wildwood Park provides nature

programs, a walking trail around Wildwood Lake and an interpretive center attracting people from
the region.



Civil War Museum: Permanent, nonprofit educational institution created to promote the

preservation of material culture and sources of information that are directly relevant to the American
Civil War of 1861–1865, and the aftermath period of the war, and to recognize Harrisburg’s role as
the northernmost advance of Confederate armies into the free states.
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Pattern 2: Enriching Layering Flows
The Susquehanna River is a dynamic and ever-changing force of nature. From flooding to droughts, it has created
rich floodplains for development and through time washed away historical layers. An element to these forces of
nature is the continuum of renewal with flows depositing new and enriching layers of nutrients.
Harrisburg was settled at the edge of a mighty and ancient river, in the shadow of an eroded and ancient mountain
range. Early humans and European settlers used the river for transportation and navigation, for fishing and trade,
and for settlements in flat river floodplains that supported agriculture. As a transportation hub, and as a location
that was situated at the formidable edge of a steeply sided mountain ridge, Harrisburg attracted settlers that were
encouraged by the opportunities the location provided while some traveled across the river and continued through
the easily navigable Great Valley into Virginia. At this crossroads people stopped to trade, gather supplies, hunt
and fish, and also to take up residence to provide services to the travelers. The interchange of people as they
came through Harrisburg provided opportunities for settling and exchange to occur, enriching the cultural and
economic life of the city.
This pattern is also reflected in the flow of the
Susquehanna River, eighty feet higher thousands of
years ago as the glacial ice was melting and rushing
towards the Atlantic Ocean, gouging and grabbing the
rock of the Appalachians, creating the river gap and
laying down thick layers of sand and gravel as water
levels receded.
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“Harrisburg is entering a new era with the potential
to be a Great Small City, more like a small European
city with great neighborhoods and lots of amenities.
Harrisburg is like most people, multi-faceted, with
some strengths and some weaknesses. It is the
sum total of all its people, and the city is changing
quickly.”
Lawrance Binda, The Burg News
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Today, Harrisburg benefits from the rich layers of history, where the seat of state government operates in a
beautiful building designed in the American Renaissance style and filled with art. The impressive dome is inspired
by the design of St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome. The early twentieth century brought cultural reform and The City
Beautiful movement, enriching the natural experiences of city residences, bringing people to the river and to the
parks that were created. The layering of ideas and perspectives, along with innovation and new approaches
include:


Susquehanna River and Riverfront Park: An ancient river with historical ties as an early

transportation route for indigenous livelihood, Colonial trading, movement of military troops in the
18th and 19th century, and the growth of the City of Harrisburg, has brought people together
throughout time. Riverfront Park preserves green space and access to the river for all people from
all places to connect with the river, and to the beautiful views of the city against the backdrop of the
river gap and Blue Mountain Ridge. The historic Kipona Festival celebrating the end of summer is a
mainstay of events that are held along the river in the city.



The State Capital Building: The capital building, and an expanded complex displacing residents
of the former 8th ward, serves as the conduit for policy, politicians, and civic demonstrations

designed to lift the voices of Pennsylvanians. Changes in political office holders result in flows of new
ideas to meet the needs of Pennsylvanians.


Broad Street Market: Founded in 1860, the oldest continuously operated market house in the
United States, and served to feed Civil War Union soldiers in nearby Camp Curtain. The market

continues to be a community gathering place, rich in diversity both culturally and in the locally-grown
produce, meats, fish, baked goods and available food vendors.


The Millworks: A farm-to-table restaurant with 35 artist studios housed in a restored lumber mill
located adjacent to the Broad Street Market, supports the preservation of historic culture while
increasing the revitalization of city life.

Harrisburg continues to benefit from the enriching layering flows, people coming and going with the change of
political terms and new opportunities for a vibrant city life, adding cultural and economic imprints, along with ideas
that make Harrisburg a city where everyone can make a start. Those that stay can benefit from the flow of new
energy and new ideas.
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Pattern 3: Enabling Accessible Opportunity
Historically, the indigenous pathway routes intersecting along the Susquehanna River (Paxtang Path) and the Great
Valley (Allegheny Path) provided opportunities for trade to those living in the region. Throughout time this natural
geographic intersection provided ongoing opportunities for commerce, hospitality, manufacturing, government,
and education.
Following these indigenous routes, Pennsylvania German and Swiss wagon builders in Lancaster County built
large sturdy wagons in the early 1700s. These Conestoga wagons were used for transport which roughly followed
the Minquas Trail used by Susquehannocks (Minquas). This Great Wagon Road enabled eighteenth-century travel
from Philadelphia westward through Harrisburg and was a pathway of settlements as far west as the Appalachian
Mountains and into the Ohio river valley, which continued into the mid-1800s.
With the advent of trains, The Pennsylvania Railroad, which was the largest corporation in the world at the time,
capitalized on Harrisburg’s geography by bridging the Susquehanna five miles north of the city and just south of
Marysville. At the time the project began in 1849 the Rockville bridge was integral in connecting the western states
to the industrial northeast. It remains in service today and carries Amtrak and Norfolk Southern trains across the
river where it is shallow and relatively narrow. The Civil War helped transform Harrisburg to a major railroad hub.
African American contributions, since arriving as
enslaved workers with the first while settler, John
Harris, has been interlaced with the region’s progress
and development. The contribution of the community
is integral to the history and success of the area, first
as an agricultural region, then to an industrialized
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“In Harrisburg, if you want to do something you
can do it. The cost of living helps dreamers achieve
their dreams. The sense of community and knowing
people, allows actions to have a bigger footprint in
the city, a few people can make big changes.”
Tara Chickey, Artist
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one to the present-day transportation and logistics hub. The fortunes of African Americans waxed and waned
in the early years, not unlike in the rest of the north, with stories of success and then oppression. The size of
the African American community in the mid-1800s and the importance of the north-south transportation routes
brought people fleeing southern states to freedom in Canada. The population grew in the Civil War years with
continued settlement in the region, unlike in the past when the population was more transitory. Post-Civil War,
industrialization brought more stability with greater variety of occupations such as running of small restaurants,
barber shops and oyster bars for the community. This translated to increased ownership of real estate. The
conditions continued to improve within the last three decades of the 1800’s. The churches played a central role
in the social life by sponsoring concerts, musical programs, staged plays and brought distinguished lecturers to
the community. While discrimination and segregation continued, it was neither absolute nor rigid. Following 1870
black enfranchisement, when African Americans could vote and run for public offices, the impact on city politics
was positive and productive. Attitudes continued to evolve as the waves of migration of newcomers waned and
the fear of new migrants continued to subside. The established residents continued to push for improvements and
race relations into the 1900’s and beyond, with setbacks along the way and even in the last few decades. The
trauma experienced by the Africa American community dating from the arrival of enslaved people with John Harris
Sr. to the present day should be recognized and respected as the community strives to reconcile these hardships
and work from a place of potential.
Today, nearly one-third of the entire United States population resides within a 350-mile radius of the Harrisburg
region. Logistics companies continue to benefit from the geographic intersection of the area, strategically locating
warehouses to take advantage of the existing transportation infrastructures, which provide quick access to major
urban centers. Few places in the northeast can combine such a geographical advantage with low-cost real estate
and labor.
The value created by crossing divides and the rich culture of the City allows residents to establish a name for
themselves without getting lost in the scale of a larger city:


Harrisburg University: A private university founded by community business leaders recognizing
the value of integrating STEM education, local economic development and providing tuition-free

opportunities for college-bound Harrisburg students. The first independent science and technologyfocused, non-profit, university to be established in Pennsylvania in more than 100 years, the college
is expanding with a new Health Science Education Center and sponsors live entertainment bringing
acclaimed musical artists and performers to Harrisburg.
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The Bridge Eco-village (future): A live-work-eat-learn-play model incorporating the reuse of
abandoned properties, the first location to break ground is in Harrisburg at the former Bishop

McDevitt High School. The Bridge Foundation, is a non-profit corporation whose founder and CEO
is from Harrisburg with a mission to provide specialized opportunities and improved quality of life for
underprivileged and underserved individuals and families suffering from systematic oppression.


Harrisburg Symphony: For over 90 years the Harrisburg Symphony has provided Harrisburg

and the Capital Region opportunities to attend world class professional orchestral performances in
the beautiful Forum Building in the Capital Complex. The Masterworks concerts, Young Person’s
Concerts, along with free outdoor concerts and educational activities has provided culturally rich
experiences for multitudes of people.



Thriving Arts Culture: Harrisburg’s location in relation to major cities has enabled the birth of a

jazz and arts culture that are rare for a City of its size. The Susquehanna Art Museum, the Harrisburg
Symphony and the city’s reputation for being an audio and recording hub is surprising to people
outside of the industry but Harrisburg is on the route to larger metropolitan areas making it a natural
place for artists to enhance skills, ready performances and to thrive since the inception of the
railroad and highway systems.



Midtown Revival: Harrisburg’s midtown neighborhood fell into disrepair in the 1970’s and 1980’s
following the devastation of Hurricane Agnes. The area experienced a revival in the 1990’s, starting
with an influx of members of the LGBQT community who bought up inexpensive house stock and
renovated these architecturally interesting homes, to create an environment that was welcoming and
safe for this community. This was followed by many locally owned small businesses and restaurants
leveraging the lower rents, smaller scale and welcoming residents to launch new enterprises in this
neighborhood. The area has become further gentrified and more costly to buy in, but retains its
diverse residential mix and identity



Young Professionals of Color (YPOC): Founders of YPOC saw a need for a more inclusive

group for young professionals and created a thriving organization that serves as an incubator for
community projects and elevating opportunities for the youth of Harrisburg.

The nature of Harrisburg’s close-knit communities and easy communication between these communities have
allowed for the quick housing and employment of newcomers who are often following previous residents of their
hometowns to Harrisburg. While early Central European (especially German) immigrants chose to reside in the
Capital Region because its topography and climate so closely resembled their homelands, today’s immigrants
arrive to be with their former countrymen and for the opportunity in a place that looks and feels very different from
their birthplaces.
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Vocation
When Harrisburg is working well, divides are crossed that serve to enrich the community, enabling opportunities
for residents. These patterns suggest that Harrisburg’s vocation is Making Connections. This is true through its
history as a transportation hub for settlers heading west and south (and later north during the Great Migration),
connections between existing and arriving communities as new layers are added to the social fabric, and through
the art of making policies between state lawmakers from differing political parties and across the urban/rural
divide. Remaining true to this core vocation will be key to efforts to maintain the vibrancy of the city and its region.

VOCATION

Making Connections

CORE VALUE

CORE PROCESS

Enabling Accessible
Opportunity

Crossing Divides

CORE PURPOSE

Enriching Layering Flows
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A GATHERING AT THE CROSSROADS MEMORIAL

SECTION 3: PRINCIPLES
Design principles serve as guides to action and can be used in city planning, development and design, and to
create alignment with a place. Imaging how the core patterns work together, egener8 developed the following
principles to help us align with Harrisburg as we work with the community and to hold us accountable moving
forward.


Value Each Community and the Edges: Be sure to see and respect the edges. Ask for

permission and reflect on Harrisburg’s core process of crossing divides by creatively, fostering and
fortifying relationships to harness and celebrate more inclusive and vibrant connections.



Harmonize for Potential: Bring all stakeholders together for exchange and connection, aligning

capacity-building with a shared vision for the common interest, potential, health, and thriving of all
systems operating in Harrisburg (the place) from the grassroots up.



Integrate, Regenerate, and Co-evolve with the Living Environment: Design place-sourced

adaptations using living system frameworks to reconcile social-ecological relationships that value the
sacredness of all life.
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HOMES ON WALNUT STREET

SECTION 4: CONCLUSION
Sourcing from Essence
The role of The Story of Place Harrisburg is to offer a new perspective, one that sheds light on how a place works,
how big it is, and ultimately to build energy, expanding individual roles in supporting community health. This energy
serves as a catalyst for development that reaches for the inherent potential and renewed vision of Harrisburg and
the city’s role in the Greater Capital Region. This version of Harrisburg’s Story of Place is merely a first draft that will
evolve as we partner with others in the area to test these patterns and as more voices and experiences contribute
to the greater whole.
Moving forward, regener8 will use the Story of Place to identify and evaluate potential projects relative to their
likelihood to increase Harrisburg’s viability and vitality toward achieving a new level of vibrancy. Projects and
programs will seek alignment with Harrisburg’s essence to examine how the core patterns and principles, support
the actualization of Harrisburg’s potential:


We reach out to work together, connecting the neighborhood, ethnic and religious divides, alongside



The exchange and connection between new and old, living and non-living is realized (Core Purpose



People and projects find a way to align with essence that builds the capacity of the community and

the urban-rural divides (Core Process – Crossing Divides).
– Enriching Layering Flows)
the greater region to realize potential (Core Value – Enabling Accessible Opportunities).



The common interest is recognized, and all stakeholders contribute equally (Role – Making
Connections).
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