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The route the AA Highway follows today did
not become an important transportation route with
the building of that highway in the 1980’s. Rather,
it is the latest incarnation of a route that has ebbed
and flowed in importance to the region and country
since Europeans first crossed the Appalachian chain.

Those first explorers found the Ohio River a
relatively easy and safe way to move west. The Ohio
was the dominant “road,” and along its path Ashland,
Portsmouth, Vanceburg, Maysville, Augusta,
Cincinnati, and many smaller settlements developed.
For the first hundred years of Kentucky’s history
this stretch of river was the introduction to the West
for most settlers. The importance of the river
increased with the introduction of steam power in
1811. In the next decades two canals, the Ohio and
Erie and the Miami and Erie, tied this part of the
Ohio River to the Great Lakes through the state of
Ohio. The river’s importance is indicated by the
concentration of people along it. Mason County was
a population center when Kentucky became a state
in 1792. Northern Kentucky remains one of the three
major urban areas of the Commonwealth.

Although the river would remain important for
travel, trade, and even entertainment, the mid 19th
century became the age of railroads. The railroad
between Ashland and northern Kentucky, the
Chesapeake and Ohio, was completed in 1888. Streets
in many of the river towns such as Vanceburg and
Augusta were replaced with rail lines, and distinctive
depots were built in nearly every town. Soon most
travelers and goods were transported on the railroads.
Their premier position as the transportation system
of choice would not last as long as the Ohio River’s
had.

Northeastern Kentucky had always been on the
edge of being a center for roads. The first road of
macadam in Kentucky was built at Maysville. A spur
of the National Road called Zanes Trace went through
Maysville and tied into the road built on the buffalo
trace to Lexington. A road in the region was even
part of a national debate, when President Andrew
Jackson vetoed Maysville Road legislation in 1830.
Nevertheless, good roads were not built. It even took
violence (people destroying toll houses in 1896, in
what was called the Tollgate Wars) to get counties
and the State to take over Kentucky’s road system.

The roads that were built followed the path of
least resistance around and over hills. Kentucky 8
followed the Ohio River and the C & O rail line. It
went through the towns that had developed along
the earlier transportation systems. As early as the
1940’s, local residents called it the Mary Ingles
Highway, after the pioneer woman who followed
approximately the same route east when she escaped
from the Shawnees in 1755. “Highway” was a term
that flattered Kentucky 8, however. Most people
traveling in either direction along the river took the
highway in Ohio. The Interstate system initiated in
the 1950’s touched each end of what would become
the AA Highway but bypassed the area in between.
As the nation increasingly became a mobile society
dependent on the automobile, poor roads in
northeastern Kentucky preserved the rural nature of
the region. Migration and pockets of poverty were
two consequences that were attributed at least partially
to the lack of good roads.

Such was the situation when John Y. Brown Jr.
became governor of Kentucky in 1979. Despite
recession and a tight budget, he promoted one
significant road-building project in the state. Coming
to the governor’s office as an outsider to traditional
politics, he concluded that the state needed a good
highway between northern Kentucky and the Ashland
region. That the population base there did not indicate
such a road was necessary was only proof to him
that the project was important. He believed the road
would be a stimulus to the local economies along it.

The results are mixed. Many rural roads bisect
the AA Highway. That fact and excessive speed has
led to many accidents and deaths on the highway.
The road has changed the landscape, particularly in
northern Kentucky and the Maysville area. Hoped-
for developments in spots between those areas and
along the eastern wings of the road have not
materialized. But the road has pulled the areas along
it closer together for housing, shopping, and
education. The first decade of the road’s history
indicate it will remain the dominant transportation
system in the region for years to come.

The Changing Transportation Corridor of Northeastern Kentucky
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