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Miracle Mile

A group of business owners envision a new Madison Avenue

This story ran in The Indianapolis Star on December 2, 2006

By Jason Thomas
jason.thomas@indystar.com

When Indianapolis’ Southside was in full swing in the
1950s, business leaders dreamed up a way to
celebrate Madison Avenue's bustling scene.

They called it the Miracle Mile Parade, and the
inaugural event in 1957 drew a huge crowd to a strip
packed with cruising cars and strolling pedestrians.

But like many other city hot spots that gave way to
suburban growth, Madison -- with its collection of
restaurants and shops from Southern Avenue to
National Avenue -- is now spotted with weary strip
centers and vacant buildings.

A new batch of business leaders inspired by the past
is breathing life into the area once known across
Central Indiana for must-visit spots such as the Key
West Shrimp House and the Tee Pee Restaurant,
which stood just south of Southern Avenue.

The Gateway Business Alliance -- emboldened by the
city spending $8 million on Madison Avenue's street
surface, curbs and drainage -- envisions a street with
tree-lined medians, new sidewalks and bike trails,
amenities that would rival Indianapolis’ most desirable
neighborhoods.

The neighborhood also plans to resurrect a piece of its
more glorious past: the Miracle Mile Parade.

"It's a new day," said Jeff Cardwell, owner of Cardwell
Do-it Best Home Center and president of the alliance.
"You're going to see some major investment for some
new retail coming into the area.

"This is a diamond in the rough.
Citizen-led renewal

Madison Avenue is on the city's radar. A 1 1/2-mile
stretch from Pleasant Run Parkway to Morris Street was
included in Mayor Bart Peterson's 2004 Indy Gateways
initiative -- a partnership with the Rotary Club of
Indianapolis to enhance the city's major entry points.

But creating a vision -- and, more important, finding
money -- for a rehabilitation project rests largely with
citizens groups such as the gateway alliance, said Andy
Fraizer, community development coordinator for the city.

"City government can't be everywhere," Fraizer said. "So
it's critically important that people are participating in the
community."

Mother Nature played a decisive role in the alliance's
birth.

In 2004, Cardwell's neighborhood hardware business
was destroyed by a tornado. Other businesses, mostly
mom-and-pop stores on shoestring budgets, were
damaged and closed.

The day after the tornado, Cardwell, whose business
has been on Madison for 30 years, vowed to rebuild. He
received phone calls from folks puzzled over his decision
to reinvest in a corridor that had seen better days.
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"That was the first real eye-opener that probably was
the root of the formation of starting something like
this," he said.

"This area is coming back, and it will come back
bigger, stronger and better than it ever has been."

While the city's refurbishing of Madison Avenue was
viewed as a boon, a seven-month delay in the
project's completion strained businesses and traffic.

"We came within two weeks of just closing the door,"
said Tim Green, co-owner of Madison Grill. "We went
to the bank and floated a loan to stay open.”

Despite the obstacles, the alliance focused on the
future.

What's in the plan

With hopes of drawing new businesses that would
make the Southside a destination, the group's 11
founding members raised $40,000 to hire Schneider
Corp. to illustrate their redevelopment vision.

Highlights include decorative signal poles at several
stops, enlarged and beautified intersections
conducive to pedestrian traffic, and intermittent
streetlights adorned with banners.

The capstone: a brick monument at Madison and
East Street proclaiming Madison Avenue the
"Southside Gateway."

Schneider

Sidewalks would reach out to underserved areas, and
a bike lane would connect the University of
Indianapolis to Garfield Park.

"The contrast between why some of those other
neighborhoods are farther ahead than we are -- it's
about organization,” said David Wantz, associate vice
president of community relations for the university.

"There hasn't been a consistent organization to try to
speak with one voice, to have a common vision, until
now."

Green, who has been at the same corner of Madison
and Troy avenues since 1970, is cautiously optimistic.

He's seen his share of run-down buildings and thinning
traffic -- the result of residents flocking to the southern
suburbs in the late 1960s after the completion of the
interstates.

"Jeff's a phenomenal man, and he wants to see this
grow more than anyone else," said Green, whose
restaurant has been a Waffle House and a Sunshine
Cafe. "But it all comes down to business. Without
business, you have no growth.

"It doesn't matter how pretty the road is. We need
business."

Business and residents left Madison Avenue for the
same reason they fled other city neighborhoods
throughout Indianapolis, according to George Geib, a
history professor at Butler University.

"An awful lot of the urban planning in the 1950s in the
United States was built around the idea that the old cities
had failed,"” said Geib, who remembers long waiting lines
when he dined at the Key West. "The way to create a
new, modern metropolis was to go out where there was
inexpensive land and the ability to grow."

The Gateway Business Alliance is not alone in its desire
to return the Southside to prominence.

For 14 years, the Concord Community Development
Corp. has rehabilitated and built new housing in the
Meridian Street area, which falls within the alliance's
target zone.

Since 1992, Concord has rehabbed, repaired or built
more than 300 homes, said Executive Director Mark E.
Flanary.

"A $300,000 condo is an easy thing to find," said
Flanary, who is targeting young professionals. "But an
$80,000 or $90,000 home that is ready to move in five
minutes from Downtown is right here."”

Gateway and Concord view the same assets as draws
for the Southside: quick access to Downtown,
established attractions such as Garfield Park and the
university, and the area's rich German and Irish heritage.
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And one other thing -- tradition. Next fall, 50 years
after a group of business leaders staged the inaugu-
ral event, the next generation will host the Miracle
Mile Parade.

"We've got a lot of very important jewels on the
Southside," Cardwell said, grinning, "and there's
more coming."

Call Star reporter Jason Thomas at (317) 444-2708
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SOUTHSIDE SNAPSHOT
About 32,025 people live on the Southside of Indianapolis.

Census data show the Southside lags behind Marion County on a
couple of key economic measures. The census defines the
Southside as bordered by Morris and Raymond streets to the
north, Thompson Road to the south, just east of Keystone
Avenue to the east and just west of Bluff Road and West Street
to the west.

Median home value: Marion County: $99,000; Southside:
$72,744.

Median household income (1999): Marion County: $40,421;
Southside: $32,370.

Source: 2000 census
CONCORD COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT CORP.

Founded in 1992, Concord's mission is to enhance and unify the
community by creating distinctive housing, better economic
conditions and hope for the future.

Concord's target area for revitalization is bordered by
Washington Street to the north; Madison Avenue, Raymond
Street and |-65 to the east; Hanna Avenue to the south; and
White River to the west.

The organization was formed to combat the area's social and
economic challenges, such as abandoned and substandard
housing, high unemployment and a lack of available retail.

According to Mark E. Flanary, Concord's executive director, the
organization has rehabilitated, repaired or built 315 homes since its
inception in 1992.

For more information, and to view Concord's development plan, visit
www.concordcdc.org, or call (317) 637-4376.

GATEWAY BUSINESS ALLIANCE

The year-old Gateway Business Alliance seeks to restore Madison
Avenue -- once called the "Miracle Mile" by a local merchants group -
- through economic development initiatives.

Its redevelopment target area boundaries include Raymond Street to
the north; Thompson Road to the south; Keystone Avenue to the
east; and Bluff Road to the west.

A catalyst for the alliance's creation was an $8 million rehabilitation
of nearly two miles of Madison Avenue by the city of Indianapolis that
expanded lanes, added new storm sewers and curbs, and repaired
sidewalks.

Jeff Cardwell, president and chief executive officer of Cardwell Do-it
Best Home Center, is president of the alliance.

On Sept. 1, Gateway will celebrate the rebirth of the Miracle Mile
Parade, first held in 1957 and the brainchild of Claude B. Kendall,
owner of Key West Shrimp House, along with the Madison Avenue
Businessmen Association.

For more information, and to view Gateway's vision plan, visit
www.gatewaybusinessalliance.com, or call (317) 781-4769.
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