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Admin Story

Reflecting the Past . . .

The Administration Building, a
solid center of activity in the
life of the University of Ken-

tucky, has set atop the hill near So.
Limestone Street since it opened in
1882. It has truly been the “Main
Building” to most generations of UK
students from its use for everything
from registration to chemistry lab,
from chapel to protest demonstra-
tion. It’s seen fire, rain, and days
some thought would never end —
culminating on May 15, 2001, with a
spectacular blaze visible for miles.

As fire broke out during an his-
toric touch-up, the news spread
quickly across campus and Lexington. Students and staff
gathered on the lawn to watch flames leap into the sky as
firemen worked with precision to control and douse the fire.
Conversation focused on what was being lost; did everyone
get out safely (they did); would this be the first time in 119
years that the building would be totally destroyed? UK presi-
dents gathered — Otis Singletary, whose office was in the
building for 18 years, and Charles Wethington, president at
the time of the fire. Newly-named president, Lee T. Todd Jr.,
upon whose watch repairs would take place, viewed the
scene from his home as the fire became the top story in the
news.

After the fire, all of the presidential portraits were re-
moved, with the help of UK library conservationists many
documents were freeze-dried in a process to save them, and
important data on several computers was recovered. Many
treasures were discovered as staff from the physical plant de-
partment was diverted to clean up and crews were brought in
to handle asbestos, stabilize the building and put on a tempo-
rary roof. Sections of original oak flooring and old linoleum
were uncovered; a blackboard with a professor’s writing still
on it was readable once again; doorways that had been cov-
ered were opened, and ornate columns in the two-story great

Polling Booth
The Kentucky Alumni magazine con-
ducted a poll in which there was almost
a perfect 50-50 split between individu-
als wanting to reconstruct the Main
Building as it was originally and those
preferring how it stood the day of the
fire. Many offered to send donations.

room where students gathered daily for chapel were exposed,
revealing an original construction gaff. One of the pillars was
shorter than the other and had been built up by a wooden box
at its base. The building became a laboratory for students in
Historic Preservation and the Honors Program. Even in disre-
pair, Main Building was serving its main reason for being.

Alumni shared their stories as well, recalling the walk up
South Lime from the downtown railway station to enroll at
UK and getting their first look at campus; a disciplinary visit
to the dean of men for some infraction of curfew or unsatis-
factory progress in a class; or covering a board of trustees
meeting for the Kentucky Kernel, talking not only to the
university’s president, but also the governor of the Common-
wealth who used to serve as chair of the group.



KENTUCKY ALUMNI  11

F E A T U R E

A university committee was formed to oversee
the future of the building. It included faculty,
staff, alumni, historic preservationists, and archi-

tects. A two-pronged commitment emerged: preserve
the historic nature of the building and make Main Build-
ing a center of student, as well as administrative, activity
again. Kliment & Halsband Architects, a renowned firm
with experience in the design of university buildings, was
hired. Negotiations with insurance companies netted
nearly $8 million. Another $8 million must be raised to
complete the facility.

The center tower feature of the original building will
be restored, but without the problems that led to alter-
ing the tower several times over the years as it was
struck by lightning and safety concerns grew. The grade
around the building will be lowered to its original line
highlighting the limestone rock foundation. The front
façade truly will reflect the past to passersby, as well as
visitors, faculty and students walking across the parking
structure bridge over So. Limestone St.

During the process of discovery, a curious pattern of
doors and windows emerged across the back of the
building. The campus used to stop only a few hundred
yards away from the back door. No longer is that the
case, a fact recognized by the new design that calls for a
usable balcony to extend across most of the rear of
building.

Outside, President Patterson’s statue will eventually
be relocated to the ‘front’ of the Patterson Office Tower
and new landscaping will enhance the green space
bounded by the Patterson Office Tower and White Hall
Classroom Building on the left and Miller Hall, the
Gatton College of Business and Economics, and the
College of Engineering quadrangle on the right.

Inside, Main Building will again be a hub of activity.
The Visitor’s Center will be relocated from the Student
Center to the lower level of Main Building. There will be
“smart” classrooms equipped with the latest technology.
The offices of the president and provost, along with sev-
eral other administrators, will return to the building. An-
other prominent feature will be reconstructed: the great
room will become a public room available for meetings
and recognition ceremonies honoring outstanding stu-
dents, faculty, staff and alumni.

Liz Demoran ’68 is associate director of the UK Alumni Associa-
tion and editor of the Kentucky Alumni magazine.
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Editor’s Note:
Naming
Opportunities
The idea for the article
on page 12, “Circa City,”
about building eponyms
was generated before we
learned that the Office of
Development was start-
ing its campaign for
funds to reconstruct
Main Building. While the
building will be called
Main Building, naming
opportunities are avail-
able for particular areas
inside the building based
on sponsored gifts. I wish
I could be a sponsor of a
smart classroom, but I
also am happy to make a
donation that fits my
budget. You can do the
same. See page 36 for a
gift form or go online to
www.uky.edu/Develop-
ment to make your gift
through a secure server.
Information about nam-
ing opportunities is avail-
able online or by
requesting information
from the UK Office of
Development, Sturgill
Development Building,
Lexington, KY 40506,
859-257-3911, 800-875-
6272.

P.S. Did you know that
the percentage of alumni
who make donations to
the university is one mea-
sure used to define top-
20 status?


