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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In its near two centuries, Bowling Green has developed from a clearing in the wilderness to a
thriving community of 50,000. Cheap and rich land attracted the earliest settlers to the area. More
recent residents have found the town a fertile atmosphere for business enterprises as well as a center
of cultural and educational endeavor.

Many of Bowling Green's first inhabitants came to the area to claim land promised by Virginia to
her Revolutionary War veterans. As the area's population increased, so did the need for organized
local government, and in December, 1796, Kentucky's legislature created Warren County out of the
northeast section of Logan County. During the following year, the county's officials built the first
courthouse and jail on what is now Fountain Square Park, and George and Robert Moore donated
land for the town of Bowling Green.

From its birth, the community's economic welfare relied heavily on the Green and Barrenrivers,
down which rafts and flatboats took farm products to market. To improve river transportation, the
state authorized in the 1830s a series of locks and dams, making possible steamboat navigation
upriver to Bowling Green. Improved river travel and the 1859 completion of the Louisville and
Nashville Railroad through Bowling Green assured the town of its role as a center of trade and
commerce.

At the onset of the Civil War, the area's population was about 3-1 pro Union. Nevertheless, most
local families provided soldiers for both armies. Each belligerent wished to control Bowling Green
because of the town's strategic location. A large Southern army occupied the area for five months,
and at least a garrison of Union troops camped in the area for more than three years. The bitterness
resulting from military rule and divided families left economic and emotional scars that required
years to heal.

Bowling Green emerged from the Civil War in a sorry plight, but gradually the damage was
rectified. Inaddition to rebuilding roads, bridges, and public structures, the community constructed
the county's third courthouse. The land on which the old courthouse had stood because Fountain
Square Park.

The post war decades also witnessed other changes. The city's five man board of trustees was
replaced witha mayor-council form of government. Therailroad stimulated the developmentof new
industries, utility companies provided modern services, and paid fire and police departments
increased the security of town residents. The town's first public elementary schools opened in the
1880s, and two private secondary schools, Potter College for Women and Ogden College for Men,
attracted young people fromacross the South. The Southern Normal School also opened in the 1880s
and when Potter College closed its doors in 1909, the teachers' school (forerunner of Western
Kentucky University) purchased Potter's hilltop campus.

The Twentieth Century witnessed continued growth. The mushrooming popularity of automo-
biles stimulated a myriad of allied businesses, as did the short-lived oil boom of the early 1920s.
Despite other economic troubles, the Depression decade witnessed the construction of several public
worksand the opening of the town'’s first radio station. Industrial expansion, begun after World War
Il and continuing to the present day, enlarged job opportunities for area residents and attracted new
settlers. Improved transportation facilities, including the completion of I-65 and the Green River
Parkway on the town's outskirts, further increased the town's potential as a business community.
Expanded shopping facilities, the creation of anarts commission, and theemphasison the restoration
of historic structures enhanced Bowling Green's residential qualities.

Bowling Green nears its 200th birthday as a strong, diverse community. From a tiny clearing in
the wilderness to a thriving city that serves as the hub of south central Kentucky, Bowling Green
continues its forward journey into the 21st century.
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THE EARLY YEARS

Because few records were kept or have been
preserved, little is known about the earliest ex-
plorers and initial settlers in the Warren County
area. A group of adozen or more “long hunters”
apparently camped along the Barren Riverin the
early summer of 1775 and carved their names
and the date on a couple of large beech trees.
Huntersand explorers who followed Indian trails
from the eastern and northern portions of Ken-
tucky to what is now Middle Tennessee often
crossed the Barren River at a shallow spot near
the present I-65 bridge. Unfortunately, few of
these visitors left accounts of their experiences.
When Kentucky achieved statehood in 1792, an
undetermined number of settlers inhabited the
area. Four years later, the region south of the
Green River opened to Virginia’s Revolutionary
War soldiers and land hungry settlers from the
eastern seaborad poured into the area. Many of
thenew residents held land warrants that granted
acreage in payment for military services. Some
had purchased warrants or land from veterans.
More than a few were squatters.

Newcomers generally staked claims along
water courses and in heavily forested areas that
provided building supplies and fuel. Many of
the earliest settlers avoided the “barrens,” a
woodless, crescent-shaped region that extended
from the present areas of Glasgow, Bowling
Green, Franklin, Guthrie, and Hopkinsville.
Residents soon discovered that the barrens’ soil
was rich, not thin and poor as originally sup-
posed. They concluded that perhaps the Indians
had periodically burned the land to prevent fores-
tation and encourage the growth of vegetation
that attracted game.

As the population grew, the need for local
government increased. In December, 1796, the
state legislature approved a petition submitted
by a group of residents living in the northeast
portionof Logan County to create the state’s 24th
county. The name selected for the new county
honored Dr. Joseph Warren, a hero of the Battle
of Bunker Hill. At their first meeting, the com-
missioners of Warren County appointed and
swore in officials necessary for the orderly gov-
ernmentof the area; at subsequent meetings they
set tavern rates, approved the construction of
several mills, and called for the clearing of roads

to link all portions of the county. In the summer
of 1797 the county officials arranged for the
construction of a one-and-a-half story log court-
house and smalllogjail. Both buildings stood on
a two acre plot (now Fountain Square) donated
by George and Robert Moore.

The following March, at the first meeting held
in the new courthouse, the commissioners pro-
posed the creation of a town to surround the
public buildings. The Moores donated 30-40
acres for the settlement. According to the
meeting’s minutes, the town would be “called
and known by the name of Bowling Green.” The
extant records give no clues as to who chose the
name or why.

Following Bowling Green’s creation, a sur-
veyor mapped a town around the two-acres on
which the tiny courthouse and jail stood. In May,
1799, the first town lot (the east half of Park Row)
sold for sixteen dollars. By 1810 a few stores, a
brick tavern, and several modest homes faced the
square, and the federal census taker counted 154
town residents. In January of 1812 the state
legislature passed an act for the “regulation of
certain towns,” including Bowling Green and
determined that the responsibility for the town'’s
well being rested in the hands of five trustees, to
be elected annually by the white male inhabi-
tants. At their initial meeting, each group of
trustees selected one of its members as a presid-
ing officer and another to act as secretary.

The honor of being designated the “county
seat” involved a half-decade battle between the
tiny village of Bowling Green and two proposed
communities that speculators intended to create
on the river bank. Eventually, however, the
legislature specified Bowling Green and in 1816
the county commenced construction of a fine
brick courthouse which stood in the middle of
the town square. In 1821, the Bank of the Com-
monwealth established a branch office on the
square, and by 1827 the town boasted a locally
owned and printed newspaper, a resident physi-
cian, a private school for boys (a school for girls
opened in the mid-thirties), a Masonic lodge, at
least one church, a number of mercantile shops
and an array of other business establishments. A
stagecoach line connected Bowling Green to
Louisville, Nashville, and Hopkinsville. Three
times a week the stage rumbled into town to
discharge and pick-up passengers willing to
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endure lengthy and uncomfortable trips to their
destinations. The cost of a round trip ticket
between Bowling Green and Louisville was $12.

From its inception Bowling Green depended
on the Barren River as an avenue for commerce.
In the winter when the river was high, flatboats
loaded with tobacco, hams, whiskey and other
farm produce began an arduous trip from a
warehouse on the river's edge to New Orleans.
Goods imported for Bowling Green’s shops
generally came by wagon from Louisville, an
erratic and expensive mode of freighting. The
trip from Bowling Green to New Orleans by
flatboat and return by wagon oron-foot required
about six months.

After theadvent of the steamboat on the Ohio,
local businessmen urged that the narrow, wind-
ing, and snag-filled Green and Barren rivers be
improved sufficiently for a steamboat to ascend
to Bowling Green. Without such river trade,
warned the newspaper editor, “we can never be
independent or prosperous.” Discussion and
delay followed, but eventually a company of
young volunteers cleared the worst snags and
overhanging trees. InJanuary 1828, a tiny, single
stack steamboat, the United States, arrived at
Bowling Green. On docking, its cargo was un-
loaded and displayed on the river bank.

A few years later, the state authorized im-
provements on the Green and Barren rivers and
eventually provided for the construction of locks
and dams. With these improvements, paddle-
wheelers could ply upriver to the Bowling Green
boat-landing. To facilitiate transportation be-
tween the wharf and the center of town, James
Rumsey Skiles, Jacob Van Meter and others or-
ganized a stock company that built the Portage
Railroad. Completed about 1832, small mule-
drawn wagons carried passengers and goods
from the river to a depot near the site of the
present courthouse on Tenth Street.

Prior to the 1830s, Russellville, a decade older
than Bowling Green, was the most prosperous
and populous town of the area. With the genesis
of steamboat travel, however, Bowling Green as-
sumed a role as the commercial center of south
central Kentucky, and the town’s growth re-
flected her economic importance. In the late
1850s, the Louisville and Nashville Railroad
Company built tracks through Bowling Green,
thus providing the town with an additional

commercial asset. Many of the laborers on the
railroad were German and Irishimmigrants, and
more than a few made Bowling Green their per-
manent home. In a town that had previously
been settled by Protestant natives of Virginia,
Pennsylvania, and the Carolinas, these Roman
Catholic newcomers added a new facet to the
south central Kentucky character.

As the population increased, the problems of
providing water, streets, police and fire protec-
tion and other municipal services also multi-
plied. The board of trustees continually wrestled
with the task of maintaining services on a micro-
scopic budget. Derived from property taxes,
fines, license fees, and a “head tax,” Bowling
Green'’s income in 1823 was about $500; by 1860
therevenues and the demands on them had been
increased tenfold.

War clouds appeared on the horizon in 1860
as the nation divided over the states rights and
slavery issues. Most area residents opposed
secession. Throughout the summer of 1861,
Kentucky’s refusal to choose sides gave tempo-
rary respite, but the state’s neutrality melted in
the warm rainy days of late summer. Both bellig-
erents were eager to control Bowling Green, for
the town guarded the avenues between Confed-
erate Tennessee and Unionist Kentucky. On
September 18, the first group of Confederates
arrived at the Bowling Green depot; eventually,
about 20,000 southern troops camped along area
waterways.

For five months, a large Southern army occu-
pied the town and countryside. They fortified
the surrounding hills, including amound behind
the hilltop home of Larkin Baker on the north
side of the river; a rise on the Webb farm over-
looking the river; and the area at the top of Main
Street. Believing their defenses would withstand
any attack, they dubbed Bowling Green the
“Gibraltar of the West.”

In late November, 1861, after Bowling Green
was proclaimed the Confederate capital of Ken-
tucky, the Confederate “governor” and his coun-
cil attempted to establish a government. How-
ever, they had no authority beyond their shrink-
ing military lines. Bowling Green’s distinction of
Confederate capital was a fleeting honor, and
following defeats at Mill Springs (in Eastern
Kentucky, on the Cumberland River) and Co-
lumbus (on the Mississippi) as well as the south-
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ward advance of Union troops from Louisville,
the Confederates decided to evacuate to Nash-
ville. The retreat began on February 11,1862 and
the last troops left Bowling Green on Valentines
Day. On the following day Union troops entered
town.

For a brief period, a sizeable Union army
remained in the Bowling Green area, but by mid
spring most of the Federal soldiers had moved
south. Throughout the remainder of the war,
large Union armies en route to Tennessee passed
through fromtime to time, butonly afew hundred
troops remained to garrison the area. Union or
Confederate, the presence of soldiers for nearly
four years drained the town and countryside of
its resources. The destruction of property, the
strain of divided sentiments (most families fur-
nished soldiers for both sides), the loss of loved
ones, and the indignities of real and imagined ill-
treatment created bitterness that remained long
after the shooting stopped.

THE POST CIVIL WAR
DECADES

Bowling Green emerged from the Civil War
in a sorry plight. Although the majority of the
town’s residents had been loyal to the Union, the
victorious Federals treated them like foes. Mar-
tial law and the suspension of habeas corpus
remained in effect for six months after Appomat-
tox, and from 1866 to 1870 the efforts of the
Freedmen’s Bureau’s to help blacks stirred racial
antagonisms. The town’s physical alterations
were more apparent. During the Confederate
retreat, some of the downtown buildings had
been burned either by design or accident. Sur-
viving establishments were in varying states of
disrepair; the railroad depotlay in shambles and
the streets were riddled with potholes, becoming
impassable quagmires in damp weather. Al-
though the Unionarmy had repaired therailroad
bridge, the destroyed footbridge across the Bar-
ren River had beenreplaced only with a pontoon.

Gradually, and at first in piecemeal fashion,
residents began to reconstruct the town. Street
repairs started in earnest and a new covered
bridge eventually spanned the Barren. A mag-
nificent three story brick and stone courthouse,
which cost $125,000 paid by private subscription,

became a great source of pride for area residents
on its completion in the autumn of 1867. A
picturesque little park with a bubbling fountain
and reflecting pool replaced the dilapidated 1816
courthouse in the center of town. At its 1872
dedication, Louisville newspaperman Henry
Watterson labeled the park an “enchanting green
gem” and predicted that it would be a “thing of
joy and beauty forever.” Other changes in the
town included the opening of a new cemetery
(Fairview), the formation of a privately owned
gas company that made possible lights for town
streets as well as some homes and businesses,
and the completion of a city waterworks. River
water, filtered and pumped from a station at the
base of present day Chestnut Street to a cement
lined reservoir at the top of the Main Street hill,
was conveyed to homes through cyprus (later
iron) pipes. The new system significantly re-
duced the incidents of illnesses caused by con-
taminated wells.

An increased awareness in public health re-
sulted from the new water works, the cholera
epidemic of 1873 that killed 68 in Bowling Green
and nearly as many in nearby Woodburn, the
formation of the Kentucky State Board of Health
in 1878, the yellow fever epidemic of 1879 that
felled at least 26 Warren countians, and the 1880
appointmentoflocal physician Joseph N. McCor-
mack to head the State Board of Health which
was located in Bowling Green until 1920. The
post Civil War decades also witnessed other
changes. In 1870, Bowling Green altered its
government. Instead of the five man Board of
Trustees elected at large, the new form provided
for the election of a mayor and two councilmen
from each of the city’s three wards. These offi-
cials, like the trustees who preceded them, served
as unpaid public servants. Other changes in-
cluded improvements that increased the
community’s economic importance. Following
the rebuilding of the train depot, a machine shop
and roundhouse were added; nearby businesses
catered to travelers who, prior to the introduc-
tion of Pullman cars in the 1880s, detrained at
Bowling Green to sleep and eat. Many employ-
ees of the L&N lived in close proximity to the
railroad; an important part of the town’s social
and economic scene revolved around the rail-
road and the union activities in which some of
Bowling Green’s railroad men participated.






