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Louisville

• Established during the Revolutionary 
War in 1778

• Area was a “pond-dotted bottomland” 
along the Ohio River

• Population nearly quadrupled between 
1800 and 1810 to 1,357 people

• “Hog and Pond Law”
– First drainage law in 1805

– Banned free-roaming pigs

– Required stagnant ponds to be drained

– No funding source for the drainage work



Graveyard of the West

• Malaria/yellow fever epidemic in 1822

• One-fourth of the population was stricken and at least 
140 people died

• The ponds were suspected as the cause 

• In 1823 the City raised $40,000 by lottery

• Town engineer was hired and ditches were dug and low 
areas filled

• By 1852, many of the ponds had been drained in the City, 
but ponds south of the city remained



1832 Flood

• River was at approximately 
445’ elevation

• 1st large flood since Louisville 
was founded

• Nearly all the frame buildings 
near the river floated away or 
were turned over and 
destroyed

• Businesses ceased

• Smaller streams were 
impassable



Wet Woods

• Areas in the south and southwest were originally swamps

• Jefferson Pond Draining Company was the first organized 
effort to drain these area in 1838

• Large manmade channels were constructed to make the 
land usable



Wet Woods

• Company was granted 
authority to raise capital 
through taxes (initially 
$0.05/acre/year)

• Projects include Pond Creek, 
Northern Ditch, Southern 
Ditch and various tributaries

• Collecting the taxes was very 
difficult and the company 
went out of business in 1868

Southern Ditch west of Minors Ln



Combined Sewers

• In 1850, Louisville was the 
10th largest city in the US 
with more than 43,000 
people

• First combined sewers 
were constructed

• Between 1850 and 1860, the original Beargrass Creek 
channel was enclosed near 4th St east to 1st St to create a 
combined sewer

• The Beargrass Creek Cutoff was dug along Story Avenue 
so that is bypassed downtown



1883 Flood

• 5th largest flood on record

• According to a newspaper article, “there are miles of 
well-built levees to bear against the weight of the angry 
stream.” 

• 1/5 of the city was submerged

• Three homes were reported floating down the river



1883 Flood

• An area called “The Point” was protected by a 
levee that was 40 feet thick, 2000 ft long and 
200 ft at the base

• The levee protected 250 homes
• On Feb 12th at 11:00 pm, the embankment 

broke
• “In five minutes’ time the entire valley was 

covered by a raging sea of water, and in less 
than an hour not a house remained standing,” a 
correspondent wrote.

• Water was 10 to 30 feet deep
• Panicked survivors climbed onto rooftops and lit 

fires to guide rescuers
• At least 30 people were rescued from trees



1883 Flood

• 10 people drowned
• One witness saw a bridge float by, with 

a cow and two pigs on board, riding the 
current

• Hundreds of pets and farms animals 
perished

• 7000-8000 people were homeless and 
took shelter in churches and public 
buildings

• 500 people took shelter in a 
slaughterhouse

• Residents thought this was the largest 
flood they would see in their lifetime



1884 Flood 

• “Raining and rising 3 
inches/hour”

• 3rd worst flood on 
record

• Estimated 800 homes 
floated away in the river

• 5000 people were 
homeless



Beargrass Creek

• In 1906, voters approved a $4 million bond issue to build 
new sewers and begin the “improved” channel of 
Beargrass Creek

• Goal of “improved” channel was to reduce damage 
caused by freshets



Beargrass Creek

1928 Flood – Eastern Pky at South 
Fork

Improved channel construction in 1931 near 
Swan Street



Early 1900’s

• A citizens committee formed in the early 
1900’s to study Mill Creek and Pond Creek 
watersheds

• A widening of Garrison Ditch was 
proposed to help with drainage, but the 
residents did not favor the plan

• The Mill Creek Cutoff was proposed as an 
alternative and constructed in 1910
– 7800 ft of new channel constructed
– Contract was $28,514.40 for construction

• Additional work approved in the 1910’s 
through 1930’s in the Pond Creek, Mill 
Creek and Beargrass watersheds



Great Flood of 1937

• Flood of record for Louisville

• Covered 60% of the City of Louisville

• 65 square miles of Jefferson County

• 23,000 people were evacuated

• Damages totaled $1 billion in today‘s 
dollars for flood - $250 million for KY

• River crested 40 feet above normal 
pool (459.3’ elevation)

• Deaths totaled 90 for the flood in 
Louisville













The Point

• Construction began in 1840’s

• Nicknamed “the Frenchman’s 
Row”

• Many mansions were constructed

• Beargrass Creek was rerouted 
from 4th St in 1854
– Many homes were demolished 

for the project

– Area became even more 
susceptible to flooding

• Area became a working class 
neighborhood over time





Padgett House



Heigold House



1945 Flood

• 2nd largest flood on 
record

• About 10 feet lower 
than 1937 flood

• 50,000 people were 
evacuated

• Emphasized the need 
for a floodwall



Ohio River Floodwall

• Construction began in 
1948

• Designed to the 1937 
flood height plus 3 ft

• Completed in 1957

• Protected area near 
Beargrass Creek to just 
south of Rubbertown



Pond Creek

• Converted swamps to farmland in the 19th and 20th centuries 

• Post-World War II, the inexpensive, flat land was attractive 
to developers

• Court decisions kept local officials 
from limiting construction in these 
wet and flood-prone areas.

• By the mid-1950s, the area was 
filling with suburban housing and 
the drainage problems became 
even more severe



Wet Woods

• From a 1923 Courier Journal article:

“Kentucky furnished no better evidence of the reclamation of 
waste lands than what has been accomplished in the “Wet 
Woods” section of Jefferson County in the last 25 years.  
Thousands of acres of swamp have been reclaimed and 
made most productive. 

There was a time when the “Wet Woods” section was a 
dismal swamp and sparsely populated...the section that 
became notorious for lawlessness.  Many crimes were 
committed and killings were of frequent occurrence, in many 
cases the slayers never having been apprehended.”



Wet Woods

• 1929 Courier Journal article
“Through the consummation of 
the drainage project within a 
generation, the swampy area 
practically disappeared and has 
been made productive….Ornate 
suburban homes have risen in 
what was once a morass, and high 
producing truck farms dot the 
section that at one time was more 
or less covered with surface 
water.”
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Pond Creek

• In 1958, a drainage improvement plan was completed for 
Pond Creek covering 92 square miles

• Costs were approximately $1.5 million, or $25 per acre

• The Pond Creek Objectors Committee challenged the 
plan in court

• Heavy rains caused widespread flooding in 1960 and 
1961

• Decided to make smaller fixes and abandon the plan



1964 Flood

• 4th highest flood – 1st time floodwall 
had been tested since construction

• Public Works failed to install several 
downtown street closures in time and 
the US Army Corps of Engineers and 
National Guard came in

• Truckloads of fill were dumped at the 
opening at 10th St

• Thousands of sand bags were used at 
other closures



Floodplain Regulations

• In 1965, the Kentucky 
Court of Appeals ruled 
that the county could not 
prohibit construction in 
floodplains without 
specific regulations on the 
subject of flooding.

• “Wildcat” development 
continued



Continued Flooding

• In 1966, Jefferson County completed a five-year, $3 
million project to improve the drainage ditches and 
creeks in the Pond Creek basin. 

• Heavy rains struck again in 1970, causing widespread 
local flooding problems. 



Floodplain Regulations

• Joined National Flood 
Insurance Program in:

– 1971 (Jeffersontown)

– 1978 (Louisville and Shively)

– 1979 (Jefferson County)

– 1982 (St Matthews)

• 1st flood maps and flood 
regulations in Land 
Development Code



Dry Bed Basin

• 1st regional detention basin 
constructed in 1980

• Constructed to control 
heavy rains along South 
Fork Beargrass Creek



1983 Flood

• Southwestern neighborhood flooded as much as 10 feet 
because a gate failed to open at Bells Lane

• Approximately 400 families were evacuated

• Police divers were called in to open the gates manually

• MSD blamed a power failure and equipment malfunction

• MSD’s executive director, Jack Wilburn, resigned 10 days 
later, although he stayed on as a consultant for another 
year

• Areas in the South End also flooded due to the heavy 
rains – approximately 1500-2000 homes and businesses



MSD

• MSD officially took over 
drainage in 1986

• $2.5 million was 
proposed to be spent on 
“mini” drainage projects

• Large projects were on 
hold due to funding



Extension of Floodwall

• Southwestern Extension completed in 1988 by the Army 
Corps of Engineers

• In 1991, MSD extended the floodwall in downtown to protect 
the Presbyterian Church Headquarters

• In 2010, the KFC Yum! Center extended the wall to protect the 
new arena

• Current flood protection system protects about 110 square 
miles from flooding
– 29 miles of floodwall and earthen levee

– 16 flood pumping stations

– Nearly 150 floodgates

– 80 floodwall closures



Roberson Run Detention Basin

• Roberson Run detention basin completed in the early 
1990’s as a Greenways Project was MSD’s 1st detention 
basin



1992 Flood

• Heavy rainstorms dumped 
nearly 6” of rain in 3 hours

• One woman drowned when 
her car stalled at the viaduct 
at Floyd and Hill St

• Flooding prompted three 
changes:
– Homes near Taylor Boulevard 

and the Watterson 
Expressway were offered 
floodproofing

– Construction of a regional 
detention basin 

– The Plumbing Modification 
Program was created



1997 Floods

• 7th highest Ohio River flood 
(26.6’ high than normal pool)

• Largest 2-day rainfall total – 8 to 
12 inches in 33 hours

• Widespread flooding in south 
central and southwest Louisville 
and in low-lying areas along 
creeks

• Thousands of homes suffered 
flood damage

• 2nd time the floodwall was 
substantially tested, all gates 
were constructed in time

• 1st flood buyouts were 
completed after this flood



Feasibility Studies (Mid 1990’s-Early 2000’s) 

• Pond Creek, South Fork, and Mill 
Creek, Southwest Louisville 
(CSSA) watersheds

• Major projects included:
– Vulcan and Melco Detention 

Basins constructed

– Widening of Northern Ditch and 
Pond Creek

– 8 Basins constructed in South 
Fork Beargrass Creek watershed

– Floodwall built to project an 
apartment complex



Regional Basins

• MSD continues to build 
regional basins, such as:

– Whipps Mill Basin constructed 
in 2000

– Aluma Basin was constructed 
in 2012

• Project DRI continues to 
smaller drainage projects



2009 Flood

• Up to 8 inches of rain in 75 minutes

• Widespread flooding in western and central Louisville

• Nearly 200 people rescued from floodwaters

• Major flooding at University of Louisville, Churchill 
Downs, and Main Library

• Significant flooding in the combined                             
sewer system



2009 Flood

• Five applications submitted for West Louisville for 165 
homes

• Houses were not in the “floodplain” but were 
“floodprone” – no floodplain regulations 



Frequent Flooding



Floodplain Statistics for 

Jefferson County

• Approximately 15% of Jefferson County is located in a 
regulated floodplain

• Approximately 11,000 homes and businesses are in a 
floodprone area





Floodplain Buyouts

• Over 300 floodprone homes have been purchased

• Funding from FEMA, state, and MSD

• Buyouts are located throughout the county



Current Floodplain Acquisition Projects

• 22 open grants

• 386 homes

• $29 million project 
costs



Parklands of Floyds Fork

• 21st Century Park and the City of Louisville 
have acquired over 3,200 acres of land for 
the Floyds Fork Greenway

• Project restored and maintains streamside 
buffers, added new wetlands, forest, and 
meadow

• Over 80% of the parkland is preserved as 
natural habitat
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Future Floodplain Management

• Flood grants for home buyouts and 
other projects

• New regulations
– Perennial and intermittent streams 

cannot be relocated 
– At least  a 25’ buffer from the top of 

bank 
– Floodplain compensation is required at 

1.5 to 1 in most areas in the county for 
any fill in the floodplain

– New construction must be elevated at 
least 1’ for non-residential and 2’ for 
residential buildings

• Construction of drainage projects 
• Construction of green infrastructure 

projects



Questions?

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&ved=0ahUKEwi4uMDVteHVAhVq6oMKHWb0BzIQjRwIBw&url=http://www.paceco.com/insights/analytics/key-performance-questions/&psig=AFQjCNFeQrBVFkOIvKXVWihAfqVxNp8ZAA&ust=1503167183859889

