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By Ann Woolner

During PAtriciA throWer’s first Week  
at Harvard Law School, a classmate berat-
ed her for taking up space his buddy could 
have used to stay out of Vietnam. He said 
a law degree would be wasted on a woman, 
who’d do nothing but have babies. Another 
said he’d never marry a woman who went 
to Harvard Law. 

Some professors refused to call on 
women in class, but in 1971 Harvard 
awarded her a juris doctor, cum laude, 
which she hasn’t wasted. For 17 years an 
assistant state attorney general focused on 
natural resource issues, Patricia Thrower 
Barmeyer now heads King & Spalding’s 
environmental practice. She’s argued 
a state border dispute before the U.S. 
Supreme Court, defended $1.9 billion in 
transportation funds for the Atlanta area 
against allegations of Clean Air Act viola-
tions, won a major ruling toward ensuring 
Atlanta’s future water supply, and secured 
approval of two coal-fired power plants 
costing more than $2 billion each over chal-
lenges by environmentalists.

Now 68 and sitting in a King & Spald-
ing conference room high above Midtown, 

Barmeyer says the most significant case to 
Georgians she argued was one she handled 
at age 28 at the Georgia Supreme Court. 

One in a series of suits over St. Simons 
Island beaches, this one asked whether 
any of the foreshore—the strip between 
the high and low water marks—was public 
property. A developer and the state both 
claimed foreshore ownership, and the 
developer had won summary judgment in 
Glynn Superior Court and had a former 
governor, Carl Sanders, as its lawyer. On 
the day of argument, homeowners, lawyers, 
reporters and television cameras filled the 
courtroom. Attorney General Arthur K. 
Bolton, whom she considers a hero, did 
rebuttal after she handled the bulk of the 
state’s argument. 

The court ruled 5-2 that the state owned 
the foreshore “in all navigable tide-
waters”—not just on St. Simons.

Litigation continued over ownership 
of accreted beach above the high water 
mark. After several more trips to the state 
Supreme Court and a jury trial, negotiations 
gave the public a wide swath of accreted land 
on East Beach.  For years an aerial photo in 

the state Law Department bore a sticky note 
identifying “Barmeyer’s Beach.”

Fifteen years later, she was arguing at 
the U.S. Supreme Court. “It really is like 
nothing else,” she says.  For this border dis-
pute between South Carolina and Georgia, 
then-Attorney General Michael Bowers 
accompanied her, leaving argument to her.

 Friends and family treated the event like 
a Carnegie Hall recital, sending flowers to 
her room and throwing a party for her after-
ward. Barmeyer’s  father, the tax attorney 
and former Internal Revenue Service Com-
missioner Randolph W. Thrower, had been 
there himself to argue cases. He “was more 
nervous than I was.” When it was over, she 
says he told her, “I’m sure you won the argu-
ment. I’m not sure you won the case.”

She didn’t. 
That was 1990, and she was ready for a 

change when King & Spalding approached her. 
“When I worked for the state, I was such 

a darling of the environmental commu-
nity,’’ she says. Now, “My friends on the 
environmental side say I have gone to the 
dark side.’’

But she sees her clients as good people 
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and companies running businesses, mak-
ing a living and providing jobs while trying 
to comply with environmental laws, “which 
is a huge challenge.”

She had worried at first that she’d be han-
dling matters of little public note. Not so. 

“I still was working for issues that are 
important to all of us—about how to man-
age our natural resources and our environ-
ment in a way that still allows for economic 
development,” says Barmeyer.

 Beginning in 1999, Barmeyer led King 
& Spalding in representing the Atlanta 

Regional Commission and metro munici-
palities to protect the region’s claim to 
water from Lake Lanier against challeng-
es from Alabama and Florida. She helped 
persuade the U.S. Court of Appeals for the 
Eleventh  Circuit in 2011 to reverse a rul-
ing that said Atlanta had no right to Lanier 
water. The appeals court sent it to the U.S. 
Corps of Engineers, where the controversy 
awaits a new water management plan.

Barmeyer’s civic work also focuses on 
the nexus between people and the natural 
world. She’s been a leader in the Ossabaw 

Island Foundation, the Piedmont Park 
Conservancy, and the Trust for Public Land 
and its offshoot, Parks for People, which 
acquires urban land to put green space with-
in a 10-minute walk of every city resident. 

Barmeyer’s a walker herself. So when 
she’s on St. Simons she walks her beach, 
which is wide and bordered by dunes. She 
calls it “the people’s beach.” 
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