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This page: Downtown Louisville
Opposite: Bourbon barrels 
at Heaven Hill Distillery
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hen LouisviLLe mayor Jerry abramson comes calling, he arrives bearing 
gifts. ¶ In recent years, Abramson has hosted “reunion” parties in big 
cities across the country, hoping to persuade young professionals who 
have Louisville ties to return home. As part of his pitch, Abramson plies 
his guests with samples of top-shelf bourbon. ¶ “The bourbon tasting 
at the beginning of the evening seems to be a crowd-pleaser,” he says, 
laughing. ¶ Whether his spiel works almost doesn’t matter. Abramson 
manages to do something that would have been nigh impossible a 
generation ago: He makes Louisville sound exciting and bourbon seem 
special. ¶ “It’s a new day,” he tells the hundreds of ex-Kentuckians who 
gather for the meet and greets. And he’s right.
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Thirty years ago, Louisville was just another 
mostly blue-collar town. Its downtown was 
shabby and uninviting. Well-paying manu-
facturing jobs were leaving. The only new 
development seemed to be taking place in 
the suburbs.

As for bourbon, a mainstay of the local 
and regional economy, it was steadily los-
ing market share. It had become an after-
thought in the increasingly competitive 
distilled-spirits business.

But those earlier times apparently belong 
in the past: Today’s Louisville is, well, cool, 
and bourbon is hot.

No longer just the first stop of the Triple 
Crown, Louisville is a must-see destination 

for lovers of architecture, the visual and 
performing arts, history, fine dining and 
indie music. It’s a city of parks, museums 
and dynamic neighborhoods and is home 
to Fortune 500 companies like Hu-
mana, Kindred Healthcare and Yum! 
Brands, the world’s biggest operator of 
fast-food chains. 

And bourbon, once dismissed as 
the liquor of choice for working-class 
stiffs, has evolved into a global drink of 
choice for connoisseurs and upwardly 
mobile professionals. The Beverage In-
formation Group reports that America 
drinks more than 20 million gallons of 
the stuff a year — and, according to the 
Kentucky Distillers’ Association, 95 
percent of the world’s bourbon, worth 
more than $1.5 billion a year, is made in 
Kentucky.

That both transformations took place at 
the same time is more than a coincidence.

BourBon has Been a big part of the 
Louisville narrative since the 1780s. Popu-
lar (though likely apocryphal) accounts 
credit a Baptist minister, Rev. Elijah Craig, 
with bourbon’s invention near present-day 
Georgetown, Ky. As the story goes, Craig 
had a fire sometime in the 1780s, and his 

whiskey barrels were scorched. A frugal 
man, he used them anyway, and it paid 
off. Contact with the charred oak gives 
whiskey an amber hue and pleasing, sweet 

hints of caramel and vanilla. In 1783, a set-
tler named Evan Williams started cooking 
mash on the banks of the Ohio River and 
became the first local commercial distiller.

Despite Kentucky’s conservatism — even 
today, more than one-third of the state’s 
counties are dry, barring alcohol sales of 
any kind — whiskey-making flourished 
there because of natural advantages that few 
other states share, namely, ample supplies of 
 limestone-filtered, iron-free water and opti-
mal weather conditions for aging liquor.

By the end of the 19th century,  Louisville 

Left: Downtown Louisville 
Below: Bottles of Maker's Mark 
at the Louisville distillery

“The firsT couple of years, 
The bourbon Tourism 
was good, buT we didn’T 
realize whaT we had 
here in KenTucKy.”
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had more than 20 registered distilleries. Its 
bustling liquor-warehouse district, along 
Main Street, became known as Whiskey 
Row.

Prohibition’s enactment in 1920 didn’t 
stop people from drinking, but it did close 
hundreds of American breweries and dis-
tilleries. And, thanks to smugglers, it also 
gave Americans an appreciation for other 
kinds of liquor.

Before bourbon could regain lost ground 
once Prohibition was repealed, the U.S. 
entered World War II, and distillers were 
pressed into making industrial alcohol, 
which was used in the production of phar-
maceuticals, household cleaners, cosmetics 
and the like. When the war ended, distillers 
rushed to ramp up production but found 
the market had again shifted. Returning 
veterans had acquired a taste for scotch and 
other smoother blends. Bourbon became 
viewed primarily as a working-class drink. 
Marketing accordingly, distillers competed 
on price, and a few took shortcuts. Some 
once-venerable brands were damaged.

“There was a real race to the bottom, in 
terms of taking a lot of the quality out of the 
product,” says Charles Cowdery, a Chicago 
lawyer and writer who edits and publishes 
The Bourbon Country Reader.

By the 1970s, the bottom fell out on 
bourbon and sales plummeted.

Louisville, too, was having troubles. 
About 40 percent of its work force was in 
manufacturing in the ’70s, but that was 
about to change. General Electric, which 
employed more than 20,000 at its sprawl-

ing Appliance Park, permanently cut more 
than three-fourths of its work force. Other 
big employers, such as International Har-
vester, American Standard, Brown & Wil-
liamson and Philip Morris, eventually 
closed their Louisville plants.

“Louisville had a lot in common with 
other Southern cities, such as Birmingham, 
Memphis and Chattanooga, which were ef-
fectively Rust Belt cities, with traditionally 
a lot of heavy industry,” says Aaron Renn, 
a strategy consultant and urban affairs 
analyst who grew up in southern Indiana, 
near Louisville. “The 1970s were the low 
watermark. There was a lot of labor unrest, 
and Louisville went through a period when 
many of the jobs just disappeared.”

It took a visionary to start turning 
 bourbon’s — and thus, the city’s — fortune 
around.

Back in 1953, Bill Samuels Sr. set out 
to make a smooth, gentler bourbon that 
would rely on wheat instead of rye as the 
secondary grain in the mash bill. By em-
phasizing quality, he hoped to command a 
higher price.

His Maker’s Mark carved out a niche, 

but the big distillers didn’t pay attention — 
until 1980, when the Wall Street Journal 
featured Samuels in a front-page story. The 
story suggested a new direction for an in-
dustry that had been stuck doing the same 
old thing. It made the case that bourbon 
could be sold on the basis of quality and 
that premium bourbon could build a cus-
tomer base, Cowdery says.

One by one, the distillers started adding 
premium brands. Buffalo Trace, in Frank-
fort, introduced Blanton’s, the first single-
barrel bourbon, in 1984. Heaven Hill, in 
Bardstown, started selling 12-year-old Eli-
jah Craig, a small-batch bourbon, in 1986. 
Jim Beam, in Clermont, began rolling out 
new premium bourbons — its small-batch 
collection comprises Knob Creek, Booker’s, 
Baker’s and Basil Hayden’s.

By the early 1990s, there was a veritable 
explosion in the premium category, with 
ever-escalating price points. Single-barrel 
bourbons, which, by definition, are pro-
duced in small quantities, easily fetch hun-
dreds of dollars a bottle and still sell out 
quickly.

“We were tapping into the demand for 
better bottling of these American whiskeys, 
which reflected the groundswell of interest 
in traditional handmade, heritage-laden 
products,” says Larry Kass, spokesperson 
for Heaven Hill Distilleries. “It wasn’t re-
ally until that point that the industry really 
started to get it right.”

Distillers have continued to up the ante. 

Left: Mayor Jerry Abramson
Below: Wax dipping along the assembly 
line at the Maker's Mark Distillery
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2010 Whisky Visitor Attraction of the Year* 
You don’t have to go far to experience America’s most award-winning distillery. 

Buffalo Trace offers a complimentary behind-the-scenes tour of Kentucky’s signature industry  
along with a taste of history, heritage and, of course, fine Kentucky Straight Bourbon Whiskey. 

Located on the banks of the Kentucky River, Buffalo Trace holds the title of the oldest  
continually operating distillery in America, remaining operational even during Prohibition –  

for “medicinal” purposes. 

Tours are offered six days a week, year round, and start on the hour. For more information,  
call 800-654-8471 or explore online at www.buffalotrace.com.

Conveniently located less than 45 minutes from Lexington and Louisville.
*Whisky Magazine        Please Drink Responsibly

2010 Whisky Visitor Attraction of the Year* 
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HYde pArK, london

sundAY 27tH june

fridAY 25tH june

A Live Nation presentation

Tickets available at hardrockcalling.com 

sAturdAY 26tH june

stevie wonderpearl jam
paul mccartney

*NO PURCHASE NECESSARY.  Sweepstakes begins at 12:00 noon Pacific Time (08:00pm GMT) on 2/8/10 and ends at 12:00 noon Pacific Time (08:00pm GMT) on 6/9/10.  To enter the sweepstakes you must be 18 or older at the time of 
entry and possess a valid passport both at the time of entry and at the time the prize is awarded.  Entries must be received by 12:00pm noon Pacific Time (08:00pm GMT) on 6/9/10.  There is a limit of one entry per person and per 

email address per day.  Void in Puerto Rico, province of Quebec, and where prohibited by law.  See official rules at Hardrock.com for how to receive bonus entries, complete prize descriptions, odds of winning and full details.

win a trip to london & 
other trips around the world*
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The iconic brand Wild Turkey, distilled in 
Lawrenceburg, offers Rare Breed, a meld-
ing of bourbons of various ages, as well as 
Kentucky Spirit Single Barrel, bottled from 
select barrels chosen by legendary master 
distiller Jimmy Russell.

Getting consumers to appreciate the val-
ue of pricier bourbons meant helping them 
appreciate the craftsmanship and traditions 
involved in producing a quality product. 
Many of the distillery companies, especially 
those clustered around the historic town of 
Bardstown, just south of Louisville, have 
long welcomed visitors, but they increased 
their efforts in the ’90s.

In 1999, borrowing a page from Califor-
nia’s wine country, the distilleries launched 
the Kentucky Bourbon Trail. Makers along 
the trail offer museumlike exhibits as well 
as an opportunity to see bubbling mash in 
giant fermentation vats, bottling lines and 
warehouses stacked with barrels. For many 
people, though, the free bourbon is the 
highlight of a visit.

In the past five years, the trail has at-
tracted 1.5 million visitors, and it’s likely to 
continue to grow in popularity as distilleries 
keep adding to the visitor experience.

“The first couple of years, the bourbon 
tourism was good, but we didn’t realize 
what we had here in Kentucky,” says Eric 

Jim Beam Distillery
526 Happy Hollow Rd.
Clermont, Ky.
(502) 543-9877
www.jimbeam.com 

Beam brands include Jim 
Beam Black, Knob Creek, 
Basil Hayden’s, Baker’s 
and Booker’s.

Heaven Hill Distilleries
1311 Gilkey Run Rd.
Bardstown, Ky.
(502) 337-1000
www.heavenhill.com 

Brands include Evan 
Williams, Elijah Craig and 
Old Fitzgerald.

Maker’s Mark Distillery
3350 Burks Spring Rd.
Loretto, Ky.
(270) 865-2099 
www.makersmark.com 

Maker’s Mark is the 
signature brand of this 
distillery. 

Four Roses Distillery
1224 Bonds Mill Rd.
Lawrenceburg, Ky.
(502) 839-3436 
www.fourroses.us 

The distillery makes a 
number of bourbons, in-
cluding several produced 
exclusively for the export 
market.

Wild Turkey Distillery
1525 Tyrone Rd.
Lawrenceburg, Ky.
(502) 839-4544 
www.wildturkey.com

Brands include Wild Tur-
key, Russell’s Reserve Rye 
and American Honey.

Woodford Reserve 
Distillery
7855 McCracken Pike
Versailles, Ky.
(859) 879-1812 
www.woodfordreserve 
.com 

This distillery makes 
Woodford Reserve.

Trailing SpiriTS
Eight Kentucky distilleries, all within a 65-
mile radius of Louisville, offer tours and 
tastings. The six that follow are on the 
official Kentucky Bourbon Trail. For more 
information, visit www.kybourbontrail.com.

Four Roses Distillery

© 2010  Hard Rock Cafe International (USA), Inc.

boston cafe

tokyo cafe

orlando hotel

las vegas hotel & casino

facebook.com/hardrock

twitter.com/hardrockdotcom

If you haven’t been lately, you haven’t been at 
all. From the amped-up Cafe menu that brings 

back those big American burgers that first made 
us famous to the sleek new hotels and casinos 

that bring you all the perks of backstage to 
the world’s most mind-boggling memorabilia 
collection – Hard Rock has something for the 

rocker in everyone. So live large in Boston, tear 
it up in Tokyo or make it happen in Las Vegas. 

With 162 locations worldwide, we’re always 
there to keep the fun cranked to 11.

with a world of  
epic locations, 
you definitely 

know where to go.
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AAVacations.com
AAdvantage Vacation Awards redemption program is available only for bookings made online at AAVacations.com or by calling 1-800-321-2121. Visit AAVacations.com for mileage redemption requirements. American Airlines reserves the right to change the AAdvantage program rules, regulations, 
travel awards, and special offers at any time without notice and to end the AAdvantage program with six months’ notice. For complete details about the AAdvantage program, visit www.aa.com. American Airlines Vacations is a division of American Airlines which is regulated by the U.S. Department of 
Transportation. Service totals include American Eagle®. AmericanAirlines, American Eagle, AAdvantage, American Airlines Vacations and We know why you fl y are marks of American Airlines, Inc. oneworld is a mark of the oneworld Alliance, LLC. © 2009 American Airlines, Inc. All rights reserved.  

A weekend at the best hotel in Vegas with show tickets.

A fabulous all-inclusive beach resort.

A grand tour of Europe.

A week in Orlando with the kids.

There’s a vacation to suit every style,

and all of them can be bought using the

AAdvantage® miles you’re earning right now.

So there’s no need to break the bank.

Only from American Airlines Vacations.

10,000 hotels and resorts.

5,000 activites.

250 cities.

40 countries.

To use your AAdvantage® miles or for more details,

visit AAVacations.com
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Gregory of the Kentucky Distillers’ Associa-
tion. “We didn’t realize how popular it’d be.”

Like the bourbon business, Louis-
ville needed to do things differently. Fortu-
nately, it had a few cards up its sleeve.

One was United Parcel Service (UPS), 
which based a small hub at the airport in 
1980. Not long afterward, Humana — a 
 fast-growing hospital chain that’s now 
a health-insurance company — sealed 
its commitment to downtown with the 
construction of a 26-story corporate 
 headquarters.

The UPS hub has since mushroomed 
into Worldport, a sprawling operations 
center for express and international busi-
ness and Louisville’s top employer, with 
20,000 workers. And the Humana Tower, 

completed in the mid-1980s, served as a 
catalyst for an estimated $2.5 billion worth 
of downtown development.

Since then, Main Street has been trans-
formed into a veritable museum row, in-
cluding the kid-friendly Louisville Science 
Center and the Louisville Slugger Museum 
and Factory. The new Frazier International 
History Museum boasts an eclectic collec-
tion of artifacts, including medieval armor 
and weaponry.

Abramson says Main Street is an exam-
ple of how an ongoing preservation ethic 
paid off for the city, attracting new invest-
ments like 21c Museum Hotel — voted the 
top hotel in the U.S. by Condé Nast Trav-
eler in 2009 — and its signature restaurant, 
Proof on Main. “We made a commitment to 
keep what was special,” he says.

Right around the corner from Main, on 
Sixth Street, is the Muhammad Ali Cen-
ter, opened by “the Greatest” and his wife, 

"LouisviLLians, in 
generaL, have embraced 
their heritage more 
than in the past." 

The last of 
the great 

independents.
The owner/

operators who
give not only 
fine beef but

their hearts as
well.

The Independent Retail
Cattleman’s Association

557 Mt. Pleasant Road
Kingston Springs, TN 37082
info@greatsteakofna.com

Visit: www.greatsteakofna.com

McKendrick’s Steak House
ATLANTA, GA........................770.512.8888
Proprietors: Claudia & Doug McKendrick,

Rick Crowe
www.mckendricks.com

Malone’s
LEXINGTON, KY....................859.335.6500
Proprietors: Brian McCarty & Bruce Drake

www.malonesrestaurant.com

Metropolitan Grill
SEATTLE, WA.........................206.624.3287
Proprietor: Ron Cohn

www.themetropolitangrill.com

Gene & Georgetti
CHICAGO, IL.........................312.527.3718
Proprietors: Tony & Marion Durpetti

www.geneandgeorgetti.com

St. Elmo Steak House
INDIANAPOLIS, IN.................317.635.0636
Proprietors: Steve Huse & Craig Huse

www.stelmos.com

III Forks
DALLAS, TX............................972.267.1776
Proprietor: Chris Vogeli
HALLANDALE BEACH, FL.......954.457.3920
Proprietor: Tommy Nevill

www.iiiforks.com

Manny’s
MINNEAPOLIS, MN.................612.339.9900
Proprietors: Phil Roberts, Peter Mihajlov

& Kevin Kuester
www.mannyssteakhouse.com

Grill 225
CHARLESTON, SC.................843.266.4222
Proprietor: Nick Palassis
Executive Chef: Demetre Castanas

www.grill225.com

Benjamin Steak House
NEW YORK, NY ...................212.297.9177
Proprietor: Benjamin Prelvukaj
Chef: Arturo McLeod

www.benjaminsteakhouse.com

Steak House American ad  2/12/10  2:27 PM  Page 1
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from 1985 to 1998 and was re-elected in 
2003, has gotten credit for helping shep-
herd the city’s transformation. He says a 
high level of civic involvement was what 
made the difference.

“Without the Brown-Forman Corp., 
there would not be a Kentucky Opera. 
Without Humana’s commitment, there 
wouldn’t be an orchestra,” he says. “We had 
people who cared, business leaders who 
were native Louisvillians who cared.”

It could be said that Louisville is 
open to possibility but determined to pro-
tect its history.

That was no more evident than in 2008, 
when Abramson announced the launch of 
an Urban Bourbon Trail to guide visitors 
to local bars and restaurants that promote 
bourbon’s legacy. Abramson says he intends 
to make Louisville the “gateway” to the 
Kentucky Bourbon Trail.

To be on the urban trail, an establishment 
must stock at least 50 Kentucky bourbons 
and have a staff conversant in the “history 
and culture” of bourbon in the state. Stops 
include bars at Louisville’s two historic 
downtown hotels, the Brown Hotel and 
the Seelbach Hilton, and restaurants, such 
as the Bourbons Bistro, located two miles 
from downtown on Frankfort Avenue.

Cowdery, who lived and worked in Louis-
ville years ago, says there’s definitely been a 
change in attitude from the time when many 
locals were almost embarrassed by their as-
sociation with legal vices, such as drinking.

“Louisvillians, in general, have embraced 
their heritage more than in the past,” he 
says. “They’re proud that Louisville is the 
capital of the American whiskey business.”

Seems ex-Louisvillians are too. 
Abramson, who is leaving the mayor’s of-
fice in late 2010 to run for state office, says 
more and more people are returning home. 
“I can point to physicians, IT people, mar-
keting and financial folks — all former Lou-
isvillians who went away to larger cities, got 
married and are either expecting or have 
young children — [who are coming back],” 
he says.

Maybe Abramson’s bourbon handouts 
didn’t have everything to do with it. But 
they surely didn’t hurt. AW

green known as Waterfront Park, com-
plete with trails, picnic areas, playgrounds 
and other amenities. “What was a working 
waterfront of piles of junk and sand and 
steel and scrap is now acres and acres of 
green, open space and a wonderful gather-
ing space,” Abramson says. “It’s a wonderful 
front door for our city.”

Abramson, who held the mayoral seat 

 Lonnie, in 2005. The old pedestrian mall 
that blocked traffic on Fourth is a distant 
memory; it’s been replaced by Fourth Street 
Live, a dining, entertainment and retail 
complex that draws thousands downtown.

Arguably, the crown jewel of downtown 
development has been the transformation 
of the land along the Ohio River. This area 
has been turned into an 85-acre swath of 

RolANd KlosE is a newspaper editor who grew up in Louisville 
and whose best writing is fueled by Kentucky bourbon.
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