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Racine: OldisNewAgain

Racine could givelessonsto other citiesin how to
bring amoribund downtown back tolife. ItsMain
., lined with spunky little businessesin beautifully
refurbished old storefronts, isthriving. And no
wonder. Thestreet hastreasuresyou'’ |l never find at
Wal-Mart; it also hasaninfusion of new housing -
and new officeworkers, thanksto the Johnson
Building; andit’'sajoy to experienceonfoot.

Despitethedisruption caused by utility construction
that has closed severa blocksto vehicletraffic, some
merchantstold methey had the best July ever.

“We'rearedl city, we renot asuburb of anything
and we' renot Cedarburg,” says Jane K ey, the blunt-
spoken charmer who ownsInside-Out, atiny,
packed-to-the-gillsshop that specidizesinLatin
Americanimports. “Most of the peoplewho come
hereto shoplivehere.”

When | asked her if she could ever imagine her
busnessinamall, the Oklahomanative shot meone
of thoseyou-must-be-kidding looksand drawled, “ It
would bethe sameas putting mein Amish country.”

That fiercepride of placeisevident everywhereon
Main St. Thethoroughfareislined on both sideswith
an almost unbroken row of 19th- and early 20th-
century buildings, their keystonearches, bracketed

cornicesand quirky corbeling now meticulously
restored. With the help of facade grantsfrom
Downtown Racine Corp., the non-profit

redevel opment group behind the current renai ssance,
thefew remaining eyesoresare expected to be
spruced up soon.

“Everyonehasthefever. Pretty soonwe regoing to
runout of buildingstofix up,” said Kathy Hansen,
the organization’sspirited executivedirector. And
there’ smoreto come, including anew art museum
and improved streetscaping.

MuchlikeMilwaukee, Racineisrebuildingits
downtown according to amaster plan that
emphasizes mixed uses (apartments above stores,
for example), historic preservation, pedestrian
amenitiesand public-private partnerships.

But Racineisway ahead of usinretail vitality.
Thanksin part to savvy marketing and recruiting, this
city of 90,000 now hasthe critical massof stores-
fromanew Schwartz bookshop and awomen’s
clothing boutiqueto flower storesand jewel ers- that
downtown Milwaukeelacksonany singlestreet.

Maybe our downtown revitaizersshould head south
for somepointers.



