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Louisville's West Main Street one of America's 10 Great Streets

Sheldon S. Shafer
October 9, 2008
More than 30 years in the making, West Main Street between Second and Ninth streets has been designated as one of America's 10 Great Streets by an association of city planners.

The recognition came yesterday from the American Planning Association, based in Washington, D.C., which cited West Main for its "history, architecture, cast-iron facades and the unique sense of place it conveys."

At a news conference at the Kentucky Center to announce the designation, Mayor Jerry Abramson said West Main "defines who we are as a city. Those beautiful 19th-century buildings, with their unique cast-iron facades, are part of our history -- and they are our future."

Paul Farmer, APA executive director, said in a release, "West Main's successful revitalization didn't happen on its own. It requires visionary planning, dedicated public leadership and public and private investment."

The designation will be used in tourism promotions by the city and by attractions and businesses along Main, said Abramson spokesman Chris Poynter.

What is now West Main was Louisville's first street, established by pioneers who settled the area in 1779.

Many of the warehouses and other buildings fell into disrepair after World War II as businesses shifted to the suburbs.

Then, in the 1970s, arts and cultural groups began setting up shop on West Main, including the Louisville Science Center.

The street was placed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1974.

The West Main corridor is now home to Louisville Slugger Museum & Factory, the Muhammad Ali Center, the Frazier International History Museum, the science center and the Kentucky Museum of Art and Craft, among others.

To celebrate the Great Street award, several events are planned this week along West Main.

Starting today through the weekend, many of the bars and restaurants on West Main will offer drink and food specials.

On Saturday, museums and other attractions are offering buy-one, get-one free tickets to Jefferson County and Southern Indiana residents who show ID.

Poynter said Main Street was nominated for the recognition by the Downtown Development Corp., the city's lead agency in coordinating center city projects. It drafted a master plan for downtown and Main Street's development in the early 1990s.

Joe MacDonald, a program development official with the planning association in Washington, D.C., said in a phone interview that more than 100 nominations were received, in total, for three categories -- 10 Great Streets, 10 Great Neighborhoods and 10 Great Public Spaces in America.

This is the second year for the awards. MacDonald said criteria for the Great Streets category included exemplary architectural features, how they tie in with the local transportation network, how they accommodate cars and other vehicles, bikers and parking, and if they encourage "human contact and social activity."

The association staff made the final selections, he said. The choices are designed to help people decide where to live, work and visit.
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