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Madison accepts honor, looks to future
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MADISON — While officially announcing that Madison had been picked by a national publication as one of the best towns for families, Mayor Mary Hawkins Butler hinted at the city's plan to be even better.

"We need a heartbeat," Butler told a crowd gathering outside City Hall on Tuesday.

Madison is moving forward on plans to create a downtown area - a "heart" - where U.S. 51 and Mississippi 463 meet, Butler said.

Kerioth Corp., developer of several projects throughout the metro area including The Township at Colony Park, has been selected to develop Madison's town center.

The announcement came as Madison celebrated being named one of Family Circle magazine's 10 Best Towns for Families. The issue went on sale Tuesday.

Butler said she did not know the city was being considered for the Family Circle honor until it had been picked.

The magazine partnered with On Board, a New York-based research firm, for the data-driven study. It is the first year for the list.

Family Circle limited for consideration cities that have populations between 15,000 and 150,000 and median incomes of about $65,000.

With about 16,930 residents, Madison was the smallest city by population that made the list.

"Family Circle found out what we have known for years," Butler said.

The magazine based its list of the top 10 places in the country to raise a family on criteria including cost of living, crime, schools, jobs, green space and health care.

Stay-at-home mom Janie Jarvis is featured in the magazine's piece praising the city. She and her husband, Mike, moved to Madison from Ridgeland before having their daughters Ameila, 8, and Audrey, 11.

"My heart is in the public schools," Jarvis said Tuesday. "But overall, it's just a great family-oriented city with great leadership."

The mayor said the magazine's editors asked her, "How do you get away with these things?" - referring to Madison's strict building codes and zoning ordinances that regulate everything from utilities to business signs to sprinkler systems and cell phone towers.

"That's one thing about Madison, they built a place for families first instead of just looking to commercial development," Jarvis said. "Not only is it aesthetically beautiful, but it has the people who really want to be here."

The aesthetic significance was not lost on Family Circle editors.

"It's a beautiful place," said Paula Chinn, senior editor for Family Circle. "It has a very particular look and feel to it."

In the middle of the Family Circle feature is a drawing of Mississippi with three images representing Madison. To illustrate the importance of the aesthetics, one of those images is a gas station with white columns in front.

"When we started this over 25 years ago, we decided we would do things differently," Butler said.

And the town center is no exception.

Madison Square will be built in an old-world, Scandinavian style.

Not only will it include a hotel, retail space, restaurants and upscale condominiums, but plans also call for a performing arts center, a new City Hall and an area for outdoor festivals.

The $150 million project has been in the works for several years since the city bought the 17-acre site of the old Madison Station Elementary School.

Cynthia McCool, who owns the building that houses Fusion Coffeehouse and Yellow Dog Books at 100 Depot Drive, said she is looking forward to growth in the town square area.

"I think it's really going to bring even more prominent businesses and people to town," she said.

Clint Herring, founder and CEO of Kerioth, said he is excited to be selected for the project.

"This project is one of the best examples of public/private cooperation," he said. "To get things into place, you've gotta have that."

Announcements will be made in coming months as the project advances. It could be a year or more before ground is broken, Herring said.

Tony DiFatta, one of five commissioners for the Madison Square Redevelopment Authority, said he is "cautiously optimistic" about the project's progress.

"A lot of people have worked a long time on this," he said.

Jarvis, the mother of two, agreed.

"That's been a project long-coming and it's a huge venture for the city," she said. "We know it's going to take a while, but we look forward to it.

"When it's done, it's going to be one of the most beautiful places in the Southeast."
