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To put Kentucky into words is hard, because Kentucky is more than a collection of places. It’s more than thoroughbred horses grazing on rich limestone-fed land in the rolling hills around Lexington. It’s more than the blazing colors of Appalachia, lit on fire by autumn days. It’s more than the bustling downtown streets of Louisville, where new enterprise lives in historic buildings. It’s more than weathered tobacco barns, bourbon distilleries, record-length caves, and bluegrass festivals. Kentucky is a feeling, like sunshine in the winter or rain on a warm spring day.

Kentucky is home to cave miners and environmental activists, farmers and country music stars, doctors and artists. It’s home to people who register Democrat and vote Republican, people who think basketball is religion, people who consider the first Saturday in May to be a holiday. It’s a place of contradictions that somehow draws people in—those who have lived in the Bluegrass State their entire lives and those who show up as transplants, but become, just like bluegrass itself, practically native. Governor A. B. “Happy” Chandler once said, “I’ve never met a Kentuckian who wasn’t coming home,” and he was right. Even those of us Kentuckians who are displaced still consider Kentucky home. It’s the place we all want to end up, the place where people not only know you, but know your momma, your daddy, and your grandparents, too.
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Kentucky is a place of warm hospitality, where people treat neighbors like family, and are never too busy to sit on the porch for a glass of sweet tea and some gossip. But to assume that Kentucky is all country roads and simple pleasures would be wrong. The state has big urban areas, with top-ranked hospitals, innovative art galleries, award-winning restaurants, and first-rate universities. The birthplace of bluegrass music and home to the first integrated college in the south, Kentucky is at once traditional and progressive.

Although people say statistics don’t lie, the truth about Kentucky is found in the spaces between. Too often stereotyped and misunderstood, Kentucky will blow you away if you only give it a chance. Just be aware that once you arrive, you may not want to leave. But hey, that’s okay. Kentucky welcomes you to stay just as long as you’d like.
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Planning Your Trip


  Where to Go



Louisville

Louisville is Kentucky’s biggest city, offering the most museums, historic sites, and other tourist attractions, as well as hosting the biggest restaurant, nightlife, and art scenes in the state. Home of the Kentucky Derby, Louisville packs people in on the first weekend of May, but with unique offerings like the Louisville Slugger Museum and Muhammad Ali Center, and the fantastic downtown hotels and Old Louisville B&Bs, it makes for a wonderful visit any time of year. After a few days in Louisville, it’s easy to head off to destinations throughout the state.

Bardstown, the Bourbon Trail, and Frankfort

Kentucky’s spirit comes to life in this central section of the state. Travel along the famed Bourbon Trail and you’ll get to taste more than the nation’s only native liquor. Thomas Merton’s Gethsemani and the Basilica of St. Joseph speak to Kentucky’s religious heritage, while Abraham Lincoln’s Birthplace captures Kentucky’s pioneering past. From My Old Kentucky Home in Bardstown to the Capitol in Frankfort, this region attracts those interested in Kentucky tradition and history.


  IF YOU HAVE . . .

  • A WEEKEND: Pick either Louisville or Lexington and fill your days with visits to museums, historic sites, and horse-related attractions.

  • FIVE DAYS: Add the Bourbon Trail. Pick it up at either end and travel from Louisville to Lexington or vice-versa while enjoying sips of bourbon and sites along the way.

  • A WEEK: Add some outdoor adventure to your itinerary. Visit a cave, go to the lake, take a hike, or just relax at one of the state parks.

  • TEN DAYS: Get cultured. Explore the art scene in Berea or Paducah, seek out a barbecue or bluegrass festival, or catch the beat on the Country Music Highway.



Lexington and Horse Country

Quintessentially Kentucky, Lexington and Horse Country almost seem like a stereotype. On gentle fields enclosed by fences, thoroughbreds are bred into champion racehorses. Visit a horse farm to see just how it’s done. Opening day at Keeneland is a tradition unlike any other, except perhaps UK basketball in Rupp Arena. In the area surrounding this Southern belle of a city, you’ll find historic sites with critical connections to the state’s founding.
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Northern Kentucky and Covered Bridge Country

Bordered by the Ohio River, Northern Kentucky bears the influence of its northern neighbors, but retains a distinct Southern sensibility. Covington and Newport are high entertainment destinations, especially with Cincinnati just across the river. The Newport Aquarium is a must. Farther east, quaint towns interrupt sprawling farmland. Covered bridges, barn quilts, and bright green fields of tobacco are characteristic of the area.

Appalachia

Remarkable natural beauty, a tradition of folk art and music, and a history filled with legendary characters are the earmarks of Appalachia in far eastern Kentucky. Catch a concert along the Country Music Highway. Watch artisans at work in Berea. See a moonbow at Cumberland Falls. Hike among sandstone arches in Red River Gorge. Take a tour of a coal camp in Stearns or a coal mine in Lynch. Attend a barn jamboree in Renfro Valley. Follow Daniel Boone’s Wilderness Road at Cumberland Gap. The diversity of Appalachia and the kindness of the people will surprise and delight you.

Bowling Green, Cave Country, and South-Central Lakes

Adventure lovers are drawn to south-central Kentucky, where many of the state’s best lakes are concentrated. State parks offer hiking, golfing, and wildlife-watching opportunities. Others prefer to escape the sun while exploring Kentucky’s many caves, including Mammoth Cave, the longest cave system in the world. If your idea of adventure involves speed, Bowling Green’s Corvette Assembly Plant and National Corvette Museum will get your motor running.
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	Bluegrass was born in Rosine.
	natural beauty at the state parks





Owensboro, Paducah, and Land Between the Lakes


Western Kentucky is a celebration of Americana. Owensboro, where there’s a festival nearly every weekend, is the home of Kentucky-style barbecue, which is built around burgoo and mutton. Nearby Rosine is home to Bill Monroe, the father of bluegrass music. Stop by on Friday when musicians gather to play at the Rosine Barn Jamboree. Paducah is a small town with a big spirit and a huge focus on art. For fans of the great outdoors, the Land Between the Lakes area just might be heaven. Thousands of acres of water and shoreline make it paradise for sports of every sort.

When to Go

Kentucky is a year-round destination, but the most popular time for visiting is May-October.

Spring brings warm days without the summer’s humidity. Attractions that are closed in the low season begin to reopen and other year-round attractions extend their hours. It’s a great time to get outdoors, although pollen can be a problem for those with allergies. Spring is also Derby time. The Run for the Roses is held on the first Saturday in May, with the Derby Festival occupying the two weeks leading up to the race. It’s a celebratory and fun time to visit, although you’ll have to deal with soaring hotel and flight prices as well as crowds in Louisville and surrounding areas.

For those who don’t mind heat and humidity, summer is the peak season for travel. The state’s lakes and waterways are popular destinations this time of year, and the parks are also busy. Festivals and other cultural events mark most weekends, providing lots of day-trip opportunities.

Many people declare fall their favorite season in Kentucky, and it’s hard to argue. Temperatures are mild, the trees burst into color, and crowds are down. This might be the best time of year to tour the state’s parks or head to the mountains. It’s also the season for farm visits.

Winter is a quiet time in Kentucky. Some parks close for the season, and other attractions, especially in small towns, operate on reduced schedules, but it’s a fine time to visit museums and other indoor attractions.


The Best of the Bluegrass State


Let’s be honest: The trip outlined here is a bit crazy. It’s an ambitious attempt to get you to see the best of Kentucky in just two weeks. What you really need is a month, or better yet, a lifetime, but most people just don’t have that amount of time. So consider this your sampler platter, your chance to savor the best of the best. You’re not going to see everything—not in the state, and not even in each destination—but you’ll get a taste of what Kentucky has to offer, so next time you can dive in deeper.

Day 1

Start in Louisville with a day of museum-hopping. Begin downtown with a visit to the Louisville Slugger Museum & Factory to immerse yourself in all things baseball, then head to the Muhammad Ali Center to air box with The Greatest. If history is more your thing, swap the Ali Center for the Frazier International History Museum to see their remarkable collection of artifacts. In the afternoon, head south to the Kentucky Derby Museum, where you’ll get to pop in at historic Churchill Downs. Grab dinner in NuLu—maybe at Decca or Rye—and then splurge for a room at 21C Museum Hotel or enjoy the atmosphere at one of Old Louisville’s B&Bs.
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  Louisville skyline



Day 2

A lot of driving awaits, so wake up early and travel to Paducah in far western Kentucky. Art is at the heart of Paducah, so make sure the National Quilt Museum and the Lower Town Arts District both make it onto your itinerary. Enjoy dinner at Cynthia’s and then have sweet dreams in one of the enormous suites at Fox Briar Inn.

Day 3

Start your journey back east with a short drive to Land Between the Lakes. Stop at Kentucky Dam Village State Resort Park and rent a boat, and go for a morning cruise on beautiful Kentucky Lake, the largest man-made lake east of the Mississippi. Dedicate your afternoon to exploring Land Between the Lakes National Recreation Area. You can go for a hike or a horseback ride, or visit the Nature Station or The Homeplace. Sit down to a plate of fried fish at Catfish Kitchen, then pitch a tent and sleep under the stars at one of the many campgrounds.

Day 4

Continue east to Bowling Green to admire the hot rods at the National Corvette Museum. In the afternoon, hop on I-65 and drive north to Cave Country to explore Mammoth Cave or the cave of your choice. The national park is a good place to have a picnic dinner before making your way north past Munfordville to Country Girl at Heart Farm Bed and Breakfast, where you can get a peaceful night’s sleep.
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  National Corvette Museum



Day 5

After breakfast, make your way to Bardstown to say hello to My Old Kentucky Home and then get started on the Bourbon Trail. You have your choice of distilleries, but stop at Maker’s Mark in Loretto if you have time for only one. After your tour, continue on to Harrodsburg, where the Beaumont Inn is the place to go for both dinner and a room.

Day 6

Try to be at Shaker Village when it opens so that you have time to peek into the many buildings and watch the demonstrations. If you wish, have lunch there before continuing north to Frankfort, Kentucky’s capital city. With little time in Frankfort, make the Center for Kentucky History your destination. Plan for dinner at Rick’s White Light Diner and then see if a room is available at The Meeting House Bed and Breakfast.

Day 7

From Frankfort, it’s on to Northern Kentucky, where the Newport Aquarium is a must. Between Newport and Covington, you have a slew of dining and hotel options, so let your mood guide you. In the evening, enjoy a view of both the Northern Kentucky and Cincinnati skylines while on a cruise with BB Riverboats. End the night with a stein of beer at the Hofbräuhaus Newport.

Day 8

Put on your hiking boots this morning, as today is going to be an outdoor adventure. Travel south to Red River Gorge, a nature lover’s paradise in the Daniel Boone National Forest. You can hike to sandstone arches and waterfalls, paddle down the Red River, or try your hand at rock climbing on some of the east’s best routes. Rent a cabin in the gorge or book a room at Natural Bridge State Resort Park.


  Get Wild

  Outdoor and adventure lovers are in luck in Kentucky, where there are literally hundreds of opportunities to engage in active pursuits. From state and national parks to nature preserves and federal recreation areas, you have your pick of places to engage in heart-pumping activities that will get your adrenaline flowing. True adventurers will want to put the following activities at the top of their to-do list:

  • Bike the Horsey Hundred in Lexington, a 26-100-mile bike ride that lets you enjoy horse country from your bike saddle.

  • Cast a line at Kentucky Lake, an angler’s paradise and the largest lake east of the Mississippi by surface area.

  • Get off-road on your ATV in Harlan, exploring the landscape of FX’s Justified on a four-wheeler.

  • Hang out on a houseboat on Lake Cumberland, joining the throngs who come to party every summer.

  • Hike the Pine Mountain Trail, where the wilderness seems just as wild as it did when Daniel Boone first blazed through.

  • Raft the Russell Fork River, where the rapids rage in October when the dam is opened.

  • Ride horses on Land Between the Lakes, trotting along the trails of this national recreation area.

  • Rock climb in Red River Gorge, home to some of the best climbing in the eastern United States.

  • Scuba dive the Blue Springs quarry in Hopkinsville, where an inland location is no challenge to underwater fun.

  • Spelunk at Mammoth Cave, getting up close and personal with the world’s longest cave system.

  • Watch for elk in eastern Kentucky, where they were reintroduced in 1997 and now number nearly 10,000.

  • Zip-line over the forests of Cave Country, getting an aerial view of an area more known for its below-ground activities.
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    elk in eastern Kentucky

  



Day 9

Drive an hour east from Red River Gorge to Paintsville, located on the Country Music Highway in Kentucky’s Appalachians. See if Herman is available to give you a tour of Butcher Hollow, the birthplace of Loretta Lynn, then explore Mountain HomePlace. In the evening, head south to Jenny Wiley State Resort Park in Prestonsburg, where you’ll spend the night. Try to catch a show at either the Mountain Arts Center or the Jenny Wiley Theatre.

Day 10

Put on some country music as you continue down the highway to Pikeville, where you can spend your morning on the Hatfield-McCoy Feud Driving Tour or getting back to nature at Breaks Interstate Park. In the afternoon, head west to the coal company towns of Benham and Lynch, where you’ll want to make time for a tour of Portal 31 and a visit to the Kentucky Coal Mining Museum. The Benham School House Inn welcomes you to overnight in a former school.

Day 11

Rise and shine early to see if you can spot any black bears at Kingdom Come State Park before continuing west to Middlesboro and Cumberland Gap National Historical Park. Sign up for the trip to the Hensley Settlement, where you’ll get a taste of Appalachian homestead life. In the evening, watch the sunset from the Pinnacle Overlook. You’ll sleep well at Cumberland Manor Bed and Breakfast.


  [image: Image]

  The Cumberland River cuts through the mountains of Appalachia.



Day 12

Make it to Stearns in time for the morning departure of the Big South Fork Scenic Railway, which chugs its way through scenic forest to the Blue Heron Coal Mining Camp, which is interpreted by the National Park Service. Really immerse yourself in the region’s coal mining history with an afternoon visit to Barthell Coal Mining Camp, a perfect reconstruction of the former camp. For a unique experience, overnight in one of the miner’s cabins.

Day 13

Cruise north to the town of Berea, Kentucky’s folk arts and crafts capital, passing Cumberland Falls State Resort Park on your way. Spend your day in Berea hopping between the galleries and workshops of the town’s studio artists, where you can watch them at work and do a bit of shopping. Try for an early dinner reservation at Boone Tavern, where you’ll also spend the night. For evening entertainment, backtrack to Renfro Valley to catch one of their jamborees.

Day 14

Your tour of Kentucky ends in Lexington, where horses will be the theme. Sign up for a tour of a horse farm and then spend a few hours at the Kentucky Horse Park. If the Keeneland meets are going on, abandon all plans and go to the races. You’ll have a hard time choosing among the many fine restaurants in the region, but if you can get a reservation at Holly Hill Inn in nearby Midway, take it. With wonderful B&B options, Midway or Versailles is a good place to spend the night.


  Fall Foliage

Fall in Kentucky is a sensory experience, marked by crisp and cool mornings, pumpkin-flavored everything, the smell of bonfires, and, perhaps above all else, the colors of the changing leaves. Together, these beautiful trees—the bright reds and oranges of sugar maples; the plum purple of ash; the yellow of poplars, birches, and willows; and the dark red of dogwoods, redwoods, and sassafras—paint the landscape. Although one’s mind naturally goes to the mountains when it’s leaf-peeping time, every region of the state has wonderful sites for taking in the colors of fall.

LOUISVILLE

Within the city, head to the Olmsted Parks. The summit of Iroquois Park is hard to beat, but the view from Hogan’s Fountain at Cherokee Park is also nice. If you’re willing to go a bit further afield, hike through the colorful forests of Otter Creek Outdoor Recreation Area.

BARDSTOWN, THE BOURBON TRAIL, AND FRANKFORT

Bernheim Arboretum is a prime choice for fall beauty, especially if you venture out onto the Canopy Tree Walk. The trails at Salato Wildlife Education Center should also satisfy any need to have leaves crunching underfoot.

LEXINGTON AND HORSE COUNTRY

For an in-city escape in Lexington, take a stroll through the University of Kentucky Arboretum, where color abounds. In nearby Winchester, seek out Lower Howard’s Creek Nature & Heritage Preserve. A bike ride from Midway to Versailles, past tree- and fence-lined horse farms, is sure to wow.

NORTHERN KENTUCKY AND COVERED BRIDGE COUNTRY

The trip out to Rabbit Hash is certain to please those looking for a perfect fall drive. Add the trails at Boone County Cliffs State Nature Preserve and Dinsmore Woods State Nature Preserve for a full day of leaf-peeping excitement.

APPALACHIA

You’ll find excellent fall colors throughout Appalachia, but the area’s parks are the place to be. Take the colors in while rafting at Breaks or Cumberland Falls, climbing in Red River Gorge, hiking at Pine Mountain, or elk watching at Jenny Wiley.

BOWLING GREEN, CAVE COUNTRY, AND SOUTH-CENTRAL LAKES

Enjoy autumn from the water while paddling the Green River, or take in a bird’s-eye view of the trees on a zip-lining trip with Mammoth Cave Adventures. The shoreline view from a houseboat on Dale Hollow Lake or Lake Cumberland is also mighty nice.

OWENSBORO, PADUCAH, AND LAND BETWEEN THE LAKES

Land Between the Lakes is a kaleidoscope of color in fall. A drive down the length of the natural recreation area via The Trace will provide plenty of views, but to really absorb it all, consider saddling up and seeing it on horseback or doing a multi-day backpacking trip.
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  Horsin’ Around



When people think Kentucky, they think horses, and honestly, that’s only fair. Horses are big business (and big fun) here. For horse lovers, Kentucky is a dream destination, with enough equine attractions to fill an entire itinerary. October is an ideal time to do this trip, at least if you want to see live racing at Kentucky’s two major tracks.

Day 1

Start in Lexington, the horse capital of the world, where the Kentucky Horse Park should be your first destination. The shows, demonstrations, and museums will easily fill an entire morning. In the afternoon, head north to Georgetown for a visit to Old Friends, a retirement farm for racehorses, followed by horseback riding with Whispering Woods Riding Stable. Return to Lexington in the evening for dinner and an overnight stay.

Day 2

If it’s not April or October, rise early to catch morning workouts at Keeneland and to have breakfast at the Track Kitchen with jockeys and trainers. If one of the meets is going on, you have the option of attending the races at Keeneland, one of the most beautiful tracks in the world, or touring horse farms. Claiborne Farm in Paris, the final resting place of famed Secretariat, is a top choice for farm tours. Of course, you can also add an extra day to the itinerary and do both. Again, overnight in Lexington or one of the surrounding communities, such as Versailles or Midway.

Day 3

Depart Lexington for Shelbyville, which sits between Lexington and Louisville. Although often overlooked, Shelbyville is the saddlebred capital of the world. (Saddlebreds are Kentucky’s only native breed of horse.) Tours of Shelbyville horse farms can be arranged through the local tourism bureau. After a morning tour, have lunch at Claudia Sanders Dinner House and then continue east to Louisville. Spend the night in Old Louisville for easy access to the next day’s attractions.


Derby Traditions

To fully partake in Derby, to completely understand what it is about a two-minute horse race that makes a city go mad, you have to do more than attend the Kentucky Derby and the many officially sanctioned Derby Festival events going on around town. You must also live, breathe, eat, and talk Derby for at least the two weeks leading up to it and the day itself (the first Saturday in May).

You must also plan in advance because it’s difficult to find accommodations around Louisville at Derby time or to get tickets to the Derby itself. For tickets, you could enter the lottery through the Churchill Downs website (www.churchilldowns.com), shop around on www.stubhub.com or http://craigslist.com, or just content yourself with general admission tickets to the infield that can be bought at the gate. For accommodations, start calling the hotels and bed-and-breakfasts as soon as you know you’re going, with your fingers crossed that a room is open. If not, keep calling back to check for cancellations. The other option, which is pricier but much easier, is to opt for a ticket package, such as that offered by Derby Experiences (http://derbyexperiences.com). They’ll set you up with tickets, a hotel room, and certain niceties, depending on what package you opt for. The earlier you plan, the more options you’ll have.

Regardless of where you stay or where you find yourself on Derby Day—Millionaires Row or the third turn of the infield—to truly immerse yourself in the Derby experience, add these traditional activities to your to-do list.

Eat Derby Pie. Created by Kern’s Kitchen, the only company with the rights to the name, Derby Pie is a gooey confection of chocolate chips, walnuts, and other ingredients that Kern’s considers top secret. You can purchase an entire pie at locations around town or have a slice served to you at the Brown Hotel’s J. Graham’s Café. Other restaurants and bakeries serve up their own version of “Kentucky pie,” sometimes with a hint of bourbon, sometimes without.

Sip a mint julep. Although it’s just a simple mix of bourbon, mint, sugar, and water, it takes a good bartender to make a mint julep just right—not too sweet, not too minty, and with the proper amount of warmth from the bourbon. Seek out a good one at one of downtown’s bourbon bars. The official drink of the Kentucky Derby is served in an official keepsake glass at Churchill Downs, in an old-fashioned or highball glass at most bars, and in a silver julep cup at any proper Southern home.

Don a hat. The hats at the Kentucky Derby get almost as much attention as the horses, so make the right statement with a proper topper. Those with reserved seats should seek a look that is stylish and elegant. Decorated wide-brimmed hats are most common. If you’re headed for the infield, the more ridiculous the hat, the more attention you’ll get. Let your imagination run wild.

Gawk at celebrities. Security isn’t going to let you anywhere near Millionaires Row on Derby Day, so to see your favorite celebrities, you have to join your fellow fans outside the home of Patricia Barnstable Brown on Derby Eve. The yearly themed gala, hosted by the former Doublemint Twin and with proceeds benefiting diabetes research, draws in big names from Hollywood, New York, and the sports world, many of whom happily chat with fans as they arrive.

See the garland of roses as it’s made. The evening before Derby at a local Kroger grocery store, dozens of employee volunteers sew together the blanket of more than 400 red roses that becomes the 40-pound garland of roses awarded to the winning Derby horse. A different Kroger is given the honor each year, but all of them welcome you to come and watch as this Derby icon is assembled.

Enjoy dawn at the Downs. Take your breakfast at a seat in Churchill Downs’s Millionaires Row while watching Derby and Oaks contenders work out during Derby week. You can enjoy the view from up high, then go trackside for a closer look. It’s a quiet, intimate experience far from the madness of Derby Day.




Day 4


Spend your morning at the Kentucky Derby Museum, which not only celebrates the Derby, but also the entire sport of horse racing. For lunch, try Wagner’s Pharmacy, where track regulars and horse industry insiders like to dine. Then it’s time for a full schedule of racing at Churchill Downs, the famed home of the Kentucky Derby. Visit the paddock, place a few bets, take a photo under the twin spires, and call your trip through horse heaven a success.

Traveling the Bourbon Trail

Although there are plenty of worthwhile non-bourbon-related sites in Kentucky’s bourbon country, many travelers descend upon this section of the Bluegrass State with nothing but bourbon on their minds. If that’s you, use this itinerary to pack as many bourbon sites into your visit as possible.

Bourbon tourists should keep a few things in mind. Some tours require participants to wear closed-toe shoes, and with all the walking involved, it’s a good idea to pack athletic shoes for this trip. Tour times vary by day of the week; check each distillery’s schedule before finalizing your plans. The final tour at most distilleries departs one hour prior to the posted closing time. Don’t assume you can show up at the end of the day and get on a tour. The distilleries shut down production during the high heat of summer, so plan to visit at a different time of year if you want to see bourbon being made. Spring and fall are the best seasons for bourbon tours. Finally, don’t drink and drive. Samples are small, but the cumulative effect of many samples can be an impairment, and the roads between distilleries are often windy and can be dangerous. Don’t assume you’ll be fine. Have a designated driver or opt for a tour. Mint Julep Tours (www.mintjuleptours.com) offers a selection of Bourbon Trail tours.


  A Taste of Kentucky

  Kentuckians don’t need a reason to celebrate their culinary heritage, but that doesn’t mean that they don’t enjoy throwing a festival every now and then as a tribute to a favorite food.

  September is Kentucky’s favored month for feasting. Kick things off with Berea’s Spoonbread Festival (www.spoonbreadfestival.com), which celebrates the sweet bread made with cornmeal. If spoonbread makes you thirsty, travel west to Bardstown for the Kentucky Bourbon Festival (www.kybourbonfestival.com), which runs for an entire week in mid-September. Fried chicken is next on the menu, celebrated at the World Chicken Festival (http://chickenfestival.com) in London in late September. During the four-day event, fried chicken is prepared in the world’s biggest skillet. The last weekend in September is busy with two food festivals in towns that aren’t too far apart. Lebanon invites you to help eat more than 6,000 pounds of country ham during Marion County Country Ham Days (www.marioncountykychamber.com), while Lawrenceburg welcomes you to sample as much burgoo—a type of barbecue stew—as you can handle at the Anderson County Burgoo Festival (www.kentuckyburgoo.com).

  A few events earlier in the summer help you warm up for September’s eating extravaganza. Owensboro, Kentucky’s barbecue capital, hosts the International Bar-B-Q Festival (www.bbqfest.com) on the second weekend in May, allowing you to judge for yourself who makes the best chicken, ribs, and mutton. On the second weekend in June, the Beer Cheese Festival (www.beercheesefestival.com) is celebrated in Winchester, the home of this tasty spread. Taste the creations of professionals or enter your own concoction in the amateur division. For a sample of something you’ll have a hard time finding anywhere else, head to Newport on the first weekend in August for Goetta Fest (www.goettafest.com). A sausage-type food made of ground meat and oats, goetta is a popular breakfast food in the region, but during the festival is served on everything from pizza to ice cream.



Day 1

Start your tour of Kentucky’s bourbon country in Louisville at the Evan Williams Bourbon Experience, located in an old Whiskey Row building. Then jump on I-65 and cruise down to Clermont for a tour of the Jim Beam American Stillhouse in Clermont. If you planned in advance, you could also visit the nearby Four Roses warehouses. From Clermont, follow KY 245 to Bardstown, where you might still have time to jump on the 4pm tour at Willet Distilling Company, a craft distillery that bottles four boutique bourbons. End your evening with a bourbon-focused dinner at Kentucky Bourbon House.


Day 2


Spend your second day touring the remaining two distilleries in Bardstown, Barton 1792 Distillery and Heaven Hill. Give yourself extra time to enjoy the Heritage Center at Heaven Hill. Tours completed, head to the Oscar Getz Museum of Whiskey History. You could spend a second night in Bardstown or get a head start on your next day by pointing your car toward Lebanon, stopping in Springfield for the night at Maple Hill Manor.

Day 3

Rise early to continue your way through the countryside to Lebanon to see bourbon barrels being made on the 9:30am tour of the Kentucky Cooperage. If you don’t dillydally, you should then be able to drive to Maker’s Mark in time for their 10:30am tour. Retreat to Lebanon for lunch and a quick stop at Limestone Branch Distillery, where you can taste moonshine if the bourbon’s not yet ready. From Lebanon, head on to Lawrenceburg, where you can spend the night at the Lawrenceburg Bed & Breakfast.

Day 4

Get up and moving so that you can tour both Wild Turkey Distillery and Four Roses Distillery before lunch. Then grab a sandwich at Heavens to Betsy before driving on to Frankfort to do some sampling at Buffalo Trace Distillery. If you get a chance, try the bourbon balls at Rebecca Ruth Candy before dinner at Serafini, where at least one of the nearly 90 bourbons on offer ought to satisfy.
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  Bourbon aging at Buffalo Trace Distillery



Day 5

Head east to Versailles to continue your trip with a visit to Woodford Reserve. You can have lunch in the café at the distillery before making the drive to Lexington, where you’ll end your tour. Once there, make your way first to Barrel House Distillery before sipping your last sample of Kentucky bourbon at Lexington Brewing and Distilling Co.

Kentucky’s Scenic Byways

Kentucky is truly one of America’s prettiest states. You are, of course, entitled to your opinion, but before you give it, why don’t you take a drive through the landscape of the Bluegrass State? Enjoy the mountains and the hollows, the rolling hills and the open meadows, the lakes and the forests, and you’ll see what I mean. Beyond scenery, you’ll also get a taste of Kentucky’s interesting history.

For more information about scenic drives in Kentucky, visit www.byways.org.

Country Music Highway

Located in far eastern Kentucky in the hills of Appalachia, the heart of the Country Music Highway (U.S. 23) runs from Ashland in the north to Whitesburg in the south. You’ll pass right through the mountains and will have opportunities to stop at coal mining sites, country music heritage sites, and multiple state parks. Butcher Hollow, Jenny Wiley Theatre, elk viewing, and a plate of soup beans and cornbread are musts. Try to plan your trip for the fall, when the mountains are on fire with color. And be sure to get off of the highway once in a while to see what life is like in the hollows.


  
    Sing Me One More Song
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    Impromptu jam sessions are a way of life in Kentucky.

  

  As the birthplace of bluegrass and the home state of many big names in country music, Kentucky prides itself on its musical heritage and works hard to preserve the old-time music that has inspired generations. From front porches to concert halls, there are many places throughout the state where you can hear music. Here are a few favorites.

  RENFRO VALLEY ENTERTAINMENT CENTER

  Since 1921, Saturday night’s Renfro Valley Barn Dance has been pleasing crowds with its combination of bluegrass, gospel, and country music. Sunday morning’s Renfro Valley Gatherin’ is a good way to start your day on a harmonious note.

  ROSINE BARN JAMBOREE

  Witness how deep the talent for bluegrass runs in the birthplace of Bill Monroe, father of the genre, at Friday night’s free jamboree. If you’ve got talent of your own, bring your instrument and join in the pickin.’

  BILLIE JEAN OSBORNE’S KENTUCKY OPRY

  This resident group at the Mountain Arts Center in Prestonsburg puts on a good-time show that’s heavy on country, bluegrass, and gospel.

  PICKIN’ ON THE PORCH

  A tribute to the tradition of families and friends gathering on a porch to sing and play, Pickin’ on the Porch events take place all over the state. Among the most popular are the program at the Country Music Highway Museum in Paintsville and the program at the Berea Welcome Center, both of which occur on Thursday nights.

  BLUEGRASS FESTIVALS

  Kentucky has more than its share of bluegrass festivals, so you ought to be able to catch at least one of them. The Festival of the Bluegrass is held in Lexington in early June, the River of Music Party (ROMP) is held in Owensboro in late June, the Mandolin Farm Bluegrass Festival is held in Flemingsburg in early September, the Poppy Mountain Bluegrass Festival is held in Morehead in mid-September, and the Jerusalem Ridge Festival is held in Rosine in October.



Lincoln Heritage Scenic Highway

Abraham Lincoln, one of the greatest presidents the United States has known, was born in a tiny cabin in the knobs of Central Kentucky. This driving tour, which takes you on U.S. 31E and U.S. 150, begins in Hodgenville, where you can visit the Abraham Lincoln Birthplace and Boyhood Home and the Lincoln Museum. You’ll then pass through Bardstown, where you can stop at the Civil War Museum or have a sip of bourbon at one of three distilleries. The highway continues to Springfield, home of Lincoln Homestead State Park; Perryville, site of Kentucky’s biggest Civil War battle; and Danville, where Kentucky statehood was negotiated.

Red River Gorge Scenic Byway

For downright beauty, nothing beats the Red River Gorge Scenic Byway. This 46-mile drive, while short, can easily fill an entire day. You’ll pass through the very cool Nada Tunnel as you enter Red River Gorge Geological Area, and then you’ll spend most of your day pulled over at hiking trailheads and viewpoints. Make sure your hiking shoes are in the trunk, because you’ll want to visit Sky Bridge and Angel Windows, which are accessible by a short walk. You may also want to paddle Red River or take the sky lift at Natural Bridge State Resort Park.
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    	A narrow set of rock stairs leads to the top of Natural Bridge.
    	Constitution Square in Danville, where Kentucky gained statehood
  



Wilderness Road Heritage Highway

This highway, which leads from Middlesboro to Berea, allows you to follow in the footsteps of Kentucky’s earliest pioneers. Begin at Cumberland Gap National Historical Park to see where Daniel Boone carved his Wilderness Road. Then head north, passing Pine Mountain State Resort Park with its lush hemlocks and rhododendrons; Levi Jackson Wilderness Road State Park, home to a re-created pioneer village; and Renfro Valley Entertainment Center, the best place to see an old-time music show. End in Berea, where you can immerse yourself in arts and crafts.

Woodlands Trace

Running the length of Land Between the Lakes National Recreation Area, The Trace takes you through wooded scenery, with connections to lakeside drives. Along the way you can make detours to the Nature Station, Elk and Bison Prairie, Golden Pond Planetarium and Observatory, waterfront picnic areas, and The Homeplace. Opportunities for hiking, horseback riding, and camping abound.
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Louisville (pronounce it LUH-vul if you want to sound like a local) is where the Fortune 500 meet the nation’s largest high school football game, where the first Saturday in May is marked by designer duds and ostentatious hats as well as cut-off shorts and bikini tops, and where the country’s best Victorian-era preservation district gets along neighborly with striking modern architecture.
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Even to those who call it home, Louisville is a conundrum and a contradiction. It’s a big city, the biggest in Kentucky, but it’s also city of neighborhoods where everyone is connected by far less than six degrees of separation. A hint of Midwestern modesty and Northern sensibility season the city’s personality, thanks to its location at the falls of the Ohio River, but Southern hospitality is still the prevailing ingredient. Built on the backs of Irish, German, and other European immigrants as well as enslaved Africans, Louisville has also been influenced by Hispanic culture, as well as the traditions of more recent immigrants and refugees from Eastern Europe and Asia. In a state that paints itself red every election season, Louisville remains a solid dot of blue.

On paper, Louisville might not make sense, but hey, neither does love, and that’s exactly what residents and visitors alike feel for the city. For some, the passion stems from Louisville’s big-city amenities. The Derby City is home to a performing arts scene that supports one of the nation’s most respected theater festivals, so many art galleries as to require two monthly trolley hops, research hospitals that perform groundbreaking work like the first hand transplant and first artificial heart transplant, more good restaurants than one could possibly hope to visit, and the headquarters of major corporations like Yum! Brands and UPS.


  HIGHLIGHTS

M Louisville Slugger Museum & Factory: Witness the transformation of a piece of ash wood into an iconic Louisville Slugger baseball bat on the factory tour, then relive magical moments in the history of America’s pastime in the museum (click here).

M Muhammad Ali Center: Far beyond a simple celebration of the boxing prowess of the self-proclaimed “Greatest,” this multimedia museum explores Ali’s controversial struggles as well as his humanitarian acts. It is a must whether you’re a boxing fan or not (click here).

M Old Louisville Tours: The nation’s best preserved Victorian neighborhood, Old Louisville brims with houses that will make your jaw drop. Take a tour to really dive into the history and architecture of the area, or spend the night in one of the neighborhood’s grand B&Bs (click here).

M Kentucky Derby Museum and Churchill Downs: Churchill Downs brims with atmosphere as the most historic thoroughbred racetrack in the world, and the adjoining Kentucky Derby Museum lets you experience the thrill of the races even when the track is dark (click here).

M Louisville Zoo: An award-winning gorilla exhibit brought the Louisville Zoo to the forefront for animal lovers, but the new arctic animals exhibit and the much loved Islands exhibit mean the gorillas have to share the spotlight (click here).

M First Friday Trolley Hop: Downtown’s Main and Market Streets are home to an ever-expanding population of art galleries, all of which can be explored via trolley on the first Friday of the month, when many galleries host openings, offer snacks and drinks, and make artists available for conversation (click here).

M Kentucky Derby Festival: The most exciting two minutes in sports (also known as the Kentucky Derby) cap off not only a day of glamour, madness, and myth at Churchill Downs, but also a two-week party that takes over the entire city (click here).

M Kentucky State Fair: This annual August event draws people from all over the state to celebrate what makes Kentucky special, featuring everything from agricultural exhibits to arts and crafts competitions. Shows, concerts, midway rides, and more food than you can eat are all part of the tradition (click here).

M Olmsted Park System: In a city full of green spaces, the parks designed by Frederick Law Olmsted stand out as hometown favorites. Follow the parkways from the open fields of Cherokee Park to the formal gardens of Shawnee Park to the forested hills of Iroquois Park (click here).
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LOOK FOR M TO FIND RECOMMENDED SIGHTS, ACTIVITIES, DINING, AND LODGING.





For others, their affection for Louisville relates to its small-town charm and its ability to maintain a strong identity even as the city grows. They love that the first question Louisvillians ask when they meet each other is “Where did you go to high school?”, that the city supports its college sports teams with the same gusto as other cities support professional teams, that Heine Brothers is more popular than Starbucks, that downtown’s golden-era hotels and Old Louisville’s Victorian mansions are as revered as any new development, and that the best museums celebrate local goodness like the Louisville Slugger and Muhammad Ali.

As for what puts Louisville on the world’s map—well, it’s a little thing really, just a two-minute spectacle. Run every first Saturday in May, the Kentucky Derby and the accompanying two-week festival are the city’s pride and joy and the state’s largest tourism event. Put it on your calendar, because it’s a spectacle that everyone should see at least once.

Whatever your tastes, Louisville will win you over. The old dame’s no one-hit wonder, and her charm is guaranteed to bring you back time and again.


PLANNING YOUR TIME
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Louisville’s skyline, as seen from the Big 4 Bridge



Louisville tourism spikes in late April and early May, and for good reason. Many visitors plan their trips around the Kentucky Derby, which is always run on the first Saturday in May, and the Kentucky Derby Festival, which kicks off two weeks before Derby Day. It’s a great time to visit. With a little luck, the weather is beautiful, with robin-egg blue skies, pleasantly warm days, and spring flowers painting the city with color. With everything spit-polished and shined, the city is prepared to win over the world. But beware, the weather doesn’t always cooperate (both snowstorms and heat waves have been known to hit on Derby Day), hotel prices will be through the roof (if you can manage to secure a reservation at all), and restaurants will have long waits (show up well before you’re hungry).
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If you’re not set on attending the Derby, choose another time to visit. Weather-wise, spring and fall are the most pleasant. Winters usually aren’t too bad, although the city does get socked with a major storm every few years. Summers are hot and humid, but they’re packed with things to do.

As for how long to stay, aim for a long weekend. You’ll be able to cover most of the city’s museums and sights all while enjoying leisurely meals at Louisville’s fine restaurants as well as evenings out on the town. If you’re interested in visiting any of the surrounding areas, such as Fort Knox or Shelbyville, tack an extra day onto your itinerary.

Most visitors will want to set themselves up in downtown or Old Louisville, where you’ll find the city’s best accommodations and restaurants as well as have easy access to most attractions. If you’re looking to explore more of the state, Louisville makes an excellent jumping-off point, with day trips to Lexington, Frankfort, and the Bourbon Trail distilleries easy possibilities.


  Sights

  DOWNTOWN



Over the past two decades, Louisville’s downtown has regained its title as the heart of the city. West Main Street’s Museum Row (known as Whiskey Row in the early 1900s), stretching the four blocks from 5th to 9th Streets, can easily keep you busy for a weekend, if not a full week, and the NuLu area (New Louisville, or the East Market District) is the hot place to be these days, especially for eating, nightlife, and shopping. Adding oomph to the downtown experience is the city’s notable architecture, as well as the lively waterfront scene.

If you plan to hit a lot of the museums, consider purchasing the Main Ticket, available online (www.gotolouisville.com/mainticket) or at the Louisville Visitors Center (301 S. 4th St., 10am-5pm Mon.-Sat., noon-5pm Sun.). This ticket, which costs $29.99 for adults and $23.99 for youth 6-12, is good for one year and allows for admission to the Frazier International History Museum, the Louisville Slugger Museum & Factory, the Louisville Science Center, Kentucky Museum of Art & Craft, the Muhammad Ali Center, and KentuckyShow!

Frazier International History Museum

On the far western end of Museum Row, the Frazier International History Museum (829 W. Main St., 502/753-5663, www.fraziermuseum.org, 9am-5pm Mon.-Sat., noon-5pm Sun., $10.50 adults, $8.50 seniors, $7.50 students 14-17 and college students with ID, $6 youth 5-13) bears the honor of being the only place outside the United Kingdom to house a permanent exhibition of items from the Royal Armoury, the U.K.’s prized national collection of many centuries’ worth of arms and armor. The museum’s collections go far beyond the Armoury pieces, however, with Teddy Roosevelt’s “Big Stick,” Geronimo’s bow, the Daniel Boone family bible, Lewis and Clark artifacts, and Frank and Jesse James’s letters all finding homes at the Frazier. As impressive as the collections are, for many visitors they’re overshadowed by the museum’s 80 historical interpretations performed by a full-time staff of actor-historians. The 1,000-plus years of history on display at the Frazier come to life as Annie Oakley, Abraham Lincoln, Joan of Arc, and other historical figures make appearances on the 1st floor stage or in the 3rd floor Tournament Ring.


JUST ACROSS THE BRIDGE: INDIANA SIGHTS

Cross the Ohio River, and you’ll find yourself in southern Indiana, which is for all intents and purposes a suburb of Louisville. A handful of interesting sights make a trip across the state line worthwhile.

Falls of the Ohio State Park & Interpretive Center (201 Riverside Dr., Clarksville, IN, 812/280-9970, www.fallsoftheohio.org, 9am-5pm Mon.-Sat., 1pm-5pm Sun., $5 adults, $2 youth) welcomes visitors to wander among 386-million-year-old fossil beds and search the 220 acres for signs of life from the Devonian period. The Interpretive Center hosts 100 different exhibits focusing on paleontology, geology, and history. A 14-minute movie, aquarium with fish found in the Ohio River, and a full-size mammoth skeleton are visitor favorites. If you just want to wander among the fossils or have a picnic at the river’s edge, the park itself is open 7am-11pm, and you must pay a $2 parking fee.

Enjoy a night out at Derby Dinner Playhouse (525 Marriott Dr., Clarksville, IN, 812/288-8281, www.derbydinner.com), a dinner theater that specializes in productions of Broadway musicals, having put on all 50 of the top musicals of all time. There are no bad seats at the in-the-square theater, and a vocal ensemble entertains you as you enjoy your buffet dinner. Performances are held Tuesday-Sunday evenings with matinees on Wednesday and Sunday. Ticket prices range $35-44.

The Howard Steamboat Museum (1101 E. Market St., Jeffersonville, IN, 812/283-3728, www.steamboatmuseum.org, 10am-4pm Tues.-Sat., 1pm-4pm Sun., $6 adults, $5 seniors, $3.50 students) invites you to return to the golden era of steamboat travel on a tour through the 1894 mansion of the steamboat magnate Howard family. Models of steamboats, photographs, and artifacts are found throughout the grand house.

The Carnegie Center for Art & History (201 E. Spring St., New Albany, IN, 812/944-7336, www.carnegiecenter.org, 10am-5:30pm Tues.-Sat., free) features an award-winning exhibit on the Underground Railroad as well as a smile-inducing collection of hand-carved, mechanized dioramas depicting rural life at the end of the 19th century. Each year the center also hosts a juried art quilt exhibition, drawing entries from contemporary fiber artists across the country.

A visit to Huber’s Orchard, Winery & Vineyards (19816 Huber Rd., Starlight, IN, 812/923-9463, www.huberwinery.com, 10am-6pm Mon.-Sat., noon-6pm Sun., extended hours May-Oct.) is an annual tradition for many locals, especially during apple- and pumpkin-picking seasons. Year-round you can take a complimentary wine tour with tasting (11am, 2pm, and 4pm Mon.-Sat., 2pm and 4pm Sun.), purchase produce at the farm market, and enjoy a hearty farm meal at the Starlight Café. A Farm Park ($6) with mountain slides, pedal karts, rope mazes, and mini-tractor rides welcomes kids.




M Louisville Slugger Museum & Factory


Louisville might not have a Major League Baseball team, but America’s pastime wouldn’t be the same if it weren’t for the Louisville Slugger, the official baseball bat of MLB. On a tour of the Louisville Slugger Museum & Factory (800 W. Main St., 877/775-8443, www.sluggermuseum.org, 9am-5pm Mon.-Sat., 11am-5pm Sun., $12 adults, $11 seniors, $7 youth 6-12), visitors can learn how the history of baseball and the Louisville Slugger go hand in hand, take a practice swing with bats used by favorite players of the past and present, and tour the factory where each bat is made with as much love and care as in 1884, the year the Louisville Slugger was born. At the end of the tour, each participant receives a free miniature Louisville Slugger. Take it home with you (though only in your checked luggage!) after first posing with it in front of the world’s largest bat, a 120-foot-tall, 68,000-pound steel replica of a Babe Ruth bat that greets everyone walking past the museum.
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  It takes more than two sets of arms to encircle the bat at the Louisville Slugger Museum.
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Louisville Science Center

More than a field-trip destination where you can see a mummy and be enclosed in a bubble, the Louisville Science Center (727 W. Main St., 800/591-2203, www.louisvillescience.org, 9:30am-5pm Sun.-Thurs., 9:30am-9pm Fri.-Sat., $13 adults, $11 youth 2-12) is an all-ages destination where science education meets hands-on fun. For the little ones under age seven, KidZone offers age-appropriate excitement, including exploration of occupations via dress-up and a table of wet and wild construction fun. Older children will enjoy the more than 150 learning stations in the museum’s three permanent exhibitions—The World We Create, The World Within Us, and The World Around Us. The crawl-through cave and climb-aboard Gemini trainer space capsule are just a few of the favorites that encourage visitors to engage with the exhibits. Special exhibitions are rolled out every 3-4 months and often appeal to adults, as do many of the standing exhibits, such as the ones on healthy living. An IMAX theater ($7) with a four-story screen completes the museum.

Kentucky Museum of Art & Craft

In a restored cast-iron building with cork floors and exposed beams, the Kentucky Museum of Art & Craft (715 W. Main St., 502/589-0102, www.kentuckyarts.org, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sat., 11am-5pm Sun., $8 adults, $5 seniors, $4 youth 13-17 and college students, $2 youth 6-12) celebrates the wealth of artistic talent and creativity found throughout the state. The museum’s three galleries offer permanent and rotating exhibits featuring woodwork, textiles, ceramics, jewelry, photography, painting, and more. You’ll likely find something you’ve never seen anywhere else and just have to have. Lucky for you, some items on display are also for sale, and there’s a gift shop next to the galleries.


21C Museum


Occupying the reception area and lower atrium of the hotel of the same name, the 21C Museum (700 W. Main St., 502/217-6300, www.21cmuseum.org, free) exhibits cutting-edge artwork from living artists. Exhibits change every six months, and the museum also offers a full program of film screenings, poetry readings, artist talks, and concert series. Pop in often, and don’t forget to check out the elevator lobby as well as the restrooms—art isn’t restricted to the galleries here; it’s an integral part of the entire building.


M Muhammad Ali Center


While most museums beg you to keep your hands off the exhibits, the Muhammad Ali Center (144 N. 6th St., 502/584-9254, www.alicenter.org, 9:30am-5pm Tues.-Sat., noon-5pm Sun., $9 adults, $8 seniors, $5 students, $4 youth 6-12) repeatedly asks you to “Please touch.” This hands-on, full-sensory, multimedia-heavy museum is a look at the life and times of The Greatest, a tribute to a hometown hero who became a universal icon. Far from one-sided, the Center depicts Ali the boxer, Ali the poet, and Ali the humanitarian, and it doesn’t shy away from controversy, depicting Ali’s losses alongside his wins, his radical comments alongside his inspirational quotes, his contentious choices alongside his universally celebrated moments. On the three floors of exhibition space, you can view a five-screen orientation film, test your boxing skills with punching bags and in a shadowboxing ring, watch your choice of Ali’s 15 most famous fights, and check out memorabilia from Ali’s life and career.

Evan Williams Bourbon Experience

When it opened in early 2014, the Evan Williams Bourbon Experience (528 W. Main St., 502/585-3923, www.evanwilliamsbourbonexperience.com, 10am-5pm Mon.-Sat., 1pm-5pm Sun.) became the first official Bourbon Trail site to be located in Louisville. Honoring Evan Williams, Kentucky’s first distiller, and located in a Whiskey Row building across the street from the 18th-century Evan Williams distillery, the Experience immerses visitors in bourbon history, taking them back to 1783 on a guided tour through this artisanal distillery with museum-style exhibits. A tasting is included with the tour ($12 adults 21 and over, $9 youth 10-20).

KentuckyShow!

Want to get a taste of everything the great state of Kentucky has to offer before you dive into any deeper exploration? Then grab a seat at KentuckyShow! (501 W. Main St., 502/562-7800, www.kentuckyshow.com, $7 adults, $5 seniors and youth), a 30-minute multimedia production shown at the Kentucky Center for the Arts. Narrated by Kentuckian Ashley Judd, KentuckyShow! provides a moving look at Kentucky’s history and culture, defining what makes the Bluegrass State such a special place. Screenings are offered on the hour 11am-4pm Tuesday-Saturday and 1pm-4pm Sunday.

Thomas Edison House

Before he invented the lightbulb, Thomas Edison was a Western Union telegraph operator in Louisville. The small four-room boarding house where he lived during that period, 1866-1867, is now the Thomas Edison House (729 E. Washington St., 502/585-5247, www.edisonhouse.org, 10am-2pm Tues.-Sat., $5 adults, $4 seniors, $3 youth 6-17). On a short tour of the property, visitors see his re-created room and can take a close look at a number of his inventions, including a working telegraph and phonograph.

Riverboat Cruises

The oldest river steamboat in operation, the Belle of Louisville (401 W. River Rd., 502/574-2992, www.belleoflouisville.org, May-Oct.) is both a National Landmark and a local icon. Using her big red paddlewheel, the Belle carries passengers up and down the Ohio River offering exceptional city views, all to the tune of her distinctive calliope. The Belle’s sister boat, the Spirit of Jefferson, is a newer and smaller riverboat with modern conveniences. See the Belle of Louisville website for schedules for both boats, as well as information on special event cruises. Price depends on the type of cruise chosen, with options for lunch, dinner, sightseeing only, history, and moonlight tours.
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boarding the Belle of Louisville for a cruise



Notable Architecture

Louisville’s West Main Street is second only to New York City’s SoHo in the number of cast-iron facade buildings. The eight-block area is also home to Greek Revival, Italianate, Richardsonian Romanesque, international, and postmodern architecture. Pick up a Walking Tour brochure from the Main Street Association’s Visitor and Information Center (627 W. Main St., 502/589-6008, www.mainstreetassociation.com, 11am-3pm Mon.-Fri.) and explore the history and style that makes this one of Louisville’s most architecturally interesting areas. Highlights include Mies van der Rohe’s “rusted” American Life and Accident Building (3 Riverfront Plaza), Michael Graves’s postmodern Humana Building (500 W. Main St.), and the abundance of cast-iron buildings in the 600 and 700 blocks of West Main.

The gothic revival Cathedral of the Assumption (433 S. 5th St., 502/582-2971, www.cathedraloftheassumption.org) is the home of the Archdiocese of Louisville and a downtown landmark. Built in 1852, the cathedral was completely renovated in 1994. It boasts one of the oldest American-made stained-glass windows as well as a beautiful starred ceiling complete with restored fresco.

The collections at the main branch of the Louisville Free Public Library (301 York St., 502/574-1611, www.lfpl.org, 9am-9pm Mon.-Thurs., 9am-5pm Fri.-Sat., 2pm-5pm Sun.) are not limited to books and magazines, but also include photos and artifacts related to local history. Even if you’re not a bibliophile, the library is worth a visit for a look at the South Building. Built in 1906 with funds from Andrew Carnegie, the beaux arts building features Ionic columns, ornamental friezes, marble floors, bronze doors, and large-scale mosaics and paintings.


PORTLAND


Located a bit west of downtown at the Falls of the Ohio, the current neighborhood of Portland was once an independent town and an important stop for riverboat traffic. Though the area has seen some hard times in the past decades, many Louisville old-timers have fond memories of Portland, and notable Louisvillians such as football great Paul Hornung grew up in the neighborhood.

Portland Museum

The Portland Museum (2308 Portland Ave., 502/776-7678, www.goportland.org, 10am-4:30pm Tues.-Thurs., $7 adults, $6 seniors, $5 students) explores the history of the land, river, and people who called Portland home and helped turn Louisville from a shipping port into a city. A light-and-sound-enhanced exhibit with detailed dioramas and lifelike human models tells the story of Portland, while additional galleries host rotating exhibits that illuminate life in this vibrant and historic district.

OLD LOUISVILLE

Home to the largest collection of Victorian mansions in the United States and showcasing a variety of impressive architectural styles of the late 19th and early 20th centuries, Old Louisville is a spirited neighborhood rich in history and perfect for on-foot exploration. It’s also where you’ll find the University of Louisville, which helps keep this old neighborhood young, hip, and richly diverse.


M Old Louisville Tours


To get the most out of a visit to Old Louisville, consider a tour. Do-it-yourselfers can choose from five self-guided walking/driving tours outlined in brochures produced by the Old Louisville Visitors Center (1217 S. 4th St., 502/637-2922, www.oldlouisville.org, 10am-4pm Tues.-Sat.). Those looking for a real insider’s view should sign up for one of the outings with Louisville Historic Tours (502/637-2922, www.louisvillehistorictours.com), which employs neighborhood residents as guides. Guided walking tours include the Old Louisville Grand Walking Tour (11am and 3pm Tues.-Sat., $15), the Old Louisville Ghost Walk (1pm Tues.-Thurs. and Sat., $20), and the Lantern Ghost Walk (7pm daily, $25). Guided bus tours include the Mansions & Milestones Tour (2:30pm Fri.-Sat., $25) and the Ghosts of Old Louisville Tour (7:30pm Fri., $25). Tours depart from the Old Louisville Visitors Center and last 1.5-2 hours. Reservations are recommended. For a chance to peek inside some of the neighborhood beauties, put the Holiday House Tour (www.oldlouisvilleholidayhometour.org, $30), held annually on the first weekend of December, on your calendar. The Hidden Treasure Garden Tour (www.oldlouisvillegardentour.com, $15), held annually in early July, offers a look at what’s behind the wrought-iron fences of many neighborhood homes.

Conrad-Caldwell House

Of the many historic homes in Louisville, the Conrad-Caldwell House (1402 St. James Ct., 502/636-5023, www.conradcaldwell.org, $10 adults, $6 seniors, $4 students), a grand three-story Victorian mansion from the 1890s, might just be the most interesting to tour (1pm and 3pm Wed.-Sun., additional tour 11am Sat.). Named for Theophilus Conrad, who built and occupied the house for its first 10 years, and the William E. Caldwell family, who lived in the house through the 1920s, the house boasts beautiful parquet floors patterned after quilts; a remarkable attention to detail in the woodworked walls, staircases, and decorative features; and original furniture, books, and belongings from the Caldwell family. If you’re lucky, you’ll be guided through the house by a direct descendant of William Caldwell, bursting with intimate knowledge of the family and great stories about the house.
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  the Conrad-Caldwell House



Crane House

Since 1987, Crane House (1244 S. 3rd St., 502/635-2240, www.cranehouse.org, 9:30am-4:30pm, Mon., Tues., Thurs., and Fri.) has been exposing Louisville residents and visitors to the culture of East Asia through a variety of programming. Visitors are welcome to take a free tour of Crane House, which includes a visit to the Asia Gallery, an exhibit of contemporary and historical Asian artifacts, as well as an introduction to Chinese tea and tea drinking. Crane House also offers Chinese cooking classes, Chinese and Japanese language classes, and Tai Chi classes. A regular lecture series is free and open to the public; check the online calendar.
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Filson Historical Society

Home to extensive library collections chronicling local and Southern history, the Filson Historical Society (1310 S. 3rd St., 502/635-5083, www.filsonhistorical.org, 9am-4:30pm Mon.-Fri., free) is a gem for researchers. The excellent lecture series is also a boon to the community. Visit the website for a schedule of events. The Ferguson Mansion, home of the society, is worth a visit on its own merit. A self-guided tour describes the luxurious elements that made this beaux arts mansion the most expensive house in the city when it was built in 1905 and also allows visitors to view many of the society’s artifacts, including a carving done by Daniel Boone, Civil War uniforms, a moonshine still, antique quilts, and a strong art collection.

University of Louisville

The University of Louisville, a public university, bustles with the energy of more than 21,000 students who come from around the state, country, and world to study in more than 170 fields. The urban campus isn’t just for students, however; it also offers much to the community. Go ahead and take a stroll on the manicured grounds of Belknap Campus. You’ll want to keep an eye out for one of the original casts of Rodin’s The Thinker, which sits eternally lost in thought in front of the main administrative building, as well as the grave of U.S. Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis, which can be found under the portico of the law school that bears his name.

One of the most visited on-campus sites by the public is the Speed Art Museum (2035 S. 3rd St., http://speedmuseum.org), home to Louisville’s best art collection, with more than 13,000 works spanning 6,000 years. At the time of research, it was undergoing a three-year renovation and is scheduled to reopen in 2016. Check the website for updated information.

The nearby Gheens Science Hall & Rauch Planetarium (108 W. Brandeis Ave., 502/852-6664, www.louisville.edu/planetarium, $8 adults, $6 seniors and youth 12 and under) exposes the public to the wonders of space through a wide range of shows illuminating the night sky, the planets, our solar system, and far beyond. Locals might particularly enjoy the seasonal Skies over Louisville program, which explains exactly what it is you’re seeing in the sky right over your own backyard. Also popular are the laser shows, which are set to tunes of the Beatles, Led Zeppelin, Radiohead, and other popular bands. Shows are generally offered at 8pm, 9pm, 10pm, and 11pm Friday; 1pm, 2pm, and 3pm Saturday; and 11am and noon Sunday. Check the website for complete show listings.

SOUTH LOUISVILLE

South Louisville has had a bit of a roller-coaster existence, soaring in the late 19th and first half of the 20th centuries as Churchill Downs and Iroquois Park laid claim to the area and a railcar line made the connection to downtown simple, then falling in the late 1900s as the factories that employed many of the area’s middle-class workers left town. Now, this area, once a summer retreat and still the location of some of the city’s most historic sites and homes, is again on the way up. A favorite area for new immigrants, South Louisville mixes local tradition with newly introduced customs.

Kentucky Kingdom

It’s been a bumpy ride for Kentucky Kingdom (Crittenden Dr., Kentucky Exposition Center, www.kentuckykingdom.com, 11am-7pm Sun.-Fri. and 11am-9pm Sat. late May-mid-Aug, 5pm-9pm Mon.-Fri. and 12pm-9pm Sat.-Sun. mid-late Aug., 11am-7pm Mon., Sat., and Sun. Sept., $44.95 general admission, $34.95 children under 48 inches and seniors, $8 parking), the local amusement park, since it was dropped by Six Flags in 2010. However, Kentucky Kingdom finally has new owners, and will reopen on May 24, 2014, with new and long-time favorite rides, a dedicated kids’ area, and an expanded Hurricane Bay waterpark. Season passes ($59.95) are a great deal for those planning to visit the park more than once.


M Kentucky Derby Museum and Churchill Downs


If you can’t make it to the Derby, experiencing the thrill of the most exciting two minutes in sports on the 360-degree high-definition screen at the Kentucky Derby Museum (704 Central Ave., 502/637-7097, www.derbymuseum.org, 8am-5pm Mon.-Sat., 11am-5pm Sun., Mar. 15-Nov., 9am-5pm Mon.-Sat., 11am-5pm Sun., Dec.-Mar. 14, $14 adults, $13 seniors, $11 youth 13-18, $6 youth 5-12) is the next best thing. In addition to the film, interactive exhibits and authentic artifacts allow you to get a taste of Derby Day, discover what it takes to create a champion thoroughbred, and learn about the pursuit of victory from the perspective of jockey, trainer, and owner. The museum was damaged extensively by flooding in early 2009, and while closed for recovery, museum exhibits were overhauled and updated. Your admission ticket also allows you to take a guided walking tour of Churchill Downs, the racetrack where the Derby is run every May under the famed twin spires. For a more in-depth look at the historic track, the museum also offers an Inside the Gates Walking Tour ($11), a Barn & Backside Van Tour ($11), a Twilight Tour (3rd Thurs. of the month, $15), and a Horses & Haunts Tour (Oct. only, $15).
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  A horse races at Churchill Downs.




  THE BIRTH OF THE HAPPY BIRTHDAY SONG

There are some things that seem as if they’ve simply always existed—the Happy Birthday song being a fine example. Sung to us annually by friends and family to mark the passing of another year, and memorably spiced up by Marilyn Monroe for President Kennedy, “Happy Birthday to You” is so omnipresent in our society that healthcare officials even suggest we sing it as we wash our hands to ensure that we scrub for the proper amount of time needed to kill germs.

But once upon a time, not long before the 19th century turned to the 20th, the Happy Birthday song did not exist. How they celebrated birthdays then, heaven knows, but apparently they did still have parties, because it was at a birthday celebration on what is now the Little Loomhouse property in South Louisville that sisters Patty and Mildred J. Hill introduced the song for the first time. Both kindergarten teachers, the sisters had originally written a song in 1893 called “Good Morning to All,” which was well loved by their students. By keeping the melody but changing the simple lyrics, the Hill sisters created history and made birthdays better for all of us.



Little Loomhouse

Preserving the legacy of Lou Tate, a master weaver whose work was admired by the likes of first ladies Eleanor Roosevelt and Lou Hoover, the Little Loomhouse (328 Kenwood Hill Rd., 502/367-4792, www.littleloomhouse.org, 10am-3:30pm Tues.-Thurs. and 3rd Sat. of the month, $5) offers tours of her home and workshop. You’ll set foot in the cabin where “Happy Birthday” was first sung, see samples of the intricate patterns Lou Tate helped preserve, and learn to weave on a little loom. More in-depth weaving classes are offered in multiweek sessions. The gift shop sells a guidebook to the surrounding neighborhood that will allow you to better explore the area.

Waverly Hills Sanatorium

If your idea of a good time is having the living daylights scared out of you, then add Waverly Hills Sanatorium (4400 Paralee Ln., 502/933-2142, www.therealwaverlyhills.com) to your must-see list. This former tuberculosis health care facility and geriatric center is said to be one of the most haunted sites in the United States. For those brave enough, the sanatorium offers half-night (midnight-4am Fri., Mar.-Aug., $50) and full-night (midnight-8am Sat., Mar.-Aug., $100) paranormal investigations that are said to have turned up sightings of ghosts, ectoplasm clouds, and lights where there is no electricity, as well as the sounds of voices, cries, screams, slamming doors, and bouncing balls. A shorter two-hour tour is also available (Fri. and Sat., Mar.-Aug., $22). If just reading this makes you want to hide under a blanket, then opt for the two-hour historical tour (2:30pm Sun., Mar.-Aug., 8pm Wed., Sept.-Oct., $22). All tours must be reserved in advance and are often booked months ahead. Proceeds fund the restoration of the building.

Riverside, The Farnsley-Moremen Landing

Experience life at a 19th-century Ohio River farm on a visit to Riverside, The Farnsley-Moremen Landing (7410 Moorman Rd., 502/935-6809, www.riverside-landing.org, 10am-4:30pm Tues.-Sat., year-round, 1pm-4:30pm Sun., Mar.-Nov. only, final tour at 3:30, $6 adults, $5 seniors, $3 youth 6-12), a popular stop for boat traffic back when the river was equivalent to today’s interstate. A tour will take you into the house, remarkable for its two-story Greek Revival portico. You’ll notice that it’s decorated in two different styles: the first floor re-creates life in 1840 when Gabriel Farnsley lived in the house as a bachelor; the second draws its style from 1880 when three generations of the Moremen family occupied the house. You’ll also visit the detached kitchen, as well as the kitchen garden, where volunteers grow plants that very likely would have been served at mealtime in the 1800s. Be sure to enjoy the view of the river from the grounds; it’s photo worthy.

FRANKFORT AVENUE AND EAST LOUISVILLE

Frankfort Avenue, running east from downtown, is a lively neighborhood known more for its restaurants and shopping than its attractions, though it’s easy to spend a day exploring the area and enjoying the ambience. Once the gateway between Frankfort (hence the name) and Louisville, Frankfort Avenue is chockablock with historic buildings that have maintained their style despite finding new uses. Continuing east from Frankfort Avenue, you’ll find yourself in East Louisville, a popular residential area that also houses interesting sights, primarily historical. With amorphous boundaries—you’ll get a lot of different answers if you ask a local just what East Louisville includes—the sights in this section are located as close as 5 minutes and as distant as 30 minutes from downtown.

American Printing House for the Blind

The museum of the American Printing House for the Blind (1839 Frankfort Ave., 502/895-2405, www.aph.org, 8:30am-4:30pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-3pm Sat., free), the oldest and largest producer of materials for the visually impaired, features hands-on exhibits that document the evolution of tactile reading systems for the blind, and contains items such as a 142-volume Braille translation of an encyclopedia, a Braille bible used by Helen Keller, and a variety of Braille typewriters you can try. For a more in-depth look at the fascinating work done by the APH, take a free tour (10am and 2pm Mon.-Thurs.), where you’ll get to see the printing press in action and listen in on the recording of Talking Books.
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Whitehall


Although it began its life as a modest red-brick Italianate farmhouse, Whitehall (3110 Lexington Rd., 502/897-2944, www.historichomes.org, 10am-2pm Mon.-Fri., $5 adults, $4 seniors, $3 youth 6-18) grew from its humble 1855 origins to become an imposing Southern-style Greek Revival mansion. On a tour of its 15 rooms, you’ll learn the history of the home and see the elaborate stylings introduced by the home’s two most prominent owners. The Middleton family, who bought the house in 1909, renovated it into the style we see today, while the Hume family, who occupied the house from 1924 to 1992, made the necessary arrangements for Whitehall to become a historic property. Intricate fireplaces and wood floors, period wallpaper, and beautifully carved furniture imported from around the world give Whitehall its sumptuous feel. Don’t forget to check out the gorgeous gardens, which can be visited for free dawn-dusk.

Zachary Taylor National Cemetery

Originally the family burial grounds of the 12th President of the United States, Zachary Taylor National Cemetery (4701 Brownsboro Rd., 502/893-3852, www.cem.va.gov, sunrise-sunset daily) was given federal status in 1928, 78 years after Old Rough and Ready was laid to rest. Now joining President Taylor and his family in eternal rest are U.S. military members who served the nation in the years ranging from the Spanish-American War to the Persian Gulf War. A life-size statue atop a 50-foot granite monument marks the grave of the Kentuckian president.

Locust Grove

Visited by three presidents as well as the returning Lewis and Clark, and lived in by Louisville founder George Rogers Clark for the last nine years of his life, Locust Grove (561 Blankenbaker Ln., 502/897-9845, www.locustgrove.org, 10am-4:30pm Mon.-Sat., 1pm-4:30pm Sun., last tour at 3:15pm, $8 adults, $7 seniors, $4 youth 6-12) has played host to more than its share of history. Now this carefully restored 18th-century Georgian mansion, its grounds, formal gardens, and outbuildings are open to the public. A visit begins with a short film at a quarter past the hour and then moves on to a 45-minute tour of the property, followed by a chance to explore the museum. You’ll learn about early Kentucky history, westward expansion, frontier life, and slave life all while enjoying the beautiful setting. Each December, special holiday candlelight tours are offered, giving visitors a taste of an old-fashioned Christmas.
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  Locust Grove



Yew Dell Gardens

Recognized by the Garden Conservancy for its exceptional nature, Yew Dell Gardens (6220 Old Lagrange Rd., Crestwood, 502/241-4788, www.yewdellgardens.org, 10am-4pm Tues.-Sat., noon-4pm Sun., Apr.-mid-Dec., 10am-4pm Mon.-Fri., mid-Dec.-Mar., $7 adults, $5 seniors, free youth under 12) is 33 acres of bliss for anyone who loves plants and remarkable landscaping. The once private gardens of renowned horticulturist Theodore Klein, who died in 1998, opened to the public in 2005. Visitors can now marvel at the more than 1,000 specimens of rare trees and shrubs in his arboretum and explore a variety of themed gardens. Favorites include the Secret Garden, the formal Topiary Garden, the English Walled Garden, the summertime Bloom Garden, and the evergreen Serpentine Garden.

BARDSTOWN ROAD AREA

For many residents of Louisville, Bardstown Road, which runs south from downtown toward the suburbs, perfectly sums up the Derby City. As with Frankfort Avenue, Bardstown Road is a happening hub that, despite not having too many tourist attractions per se, is a place where you could easily pass an entire day. It’s the place to experience a Louisvillian’s Louisville.

Cave Hill Cemetery

Cave Hill Cemetery (701 Baxter Ave., 502/451-5630, www.cavehillcemetery.com, 8am-4:45pm daily) is not just a burial ground; it’s also an arboretum, a masterpiece of landscape architecture, and a sculpture park. While strolling the grounds, you can admire the artwork adorning graves, identify more than 500 species of tree and shrub, and feed the waterfowl that live on the lake. Don’t forget to pay your respects to Colonel Sanders (section 33, marked with a bust) and other Kentucky notables such as city founder George Rogers Clark (section P). In the spring and fall, historical and geological tours are offered; visit the website for dates and fees.

Farmington Historic Plantation

Farmington (3033 Bardstown Rd., 502/452-9920, www.historichomes.org, 10am-4pm Tues.-Fri., $9 adults, $8 seniors, $4 youth 6-18), the Federal-style home that sits at the heart of a former hemp plantation owned by the venerable Speed family, gives visitors a peek into genteel life in the early 1800s. Known for their philanthropic giving around Louisville, the Speed family had ties to both Thomas Jefferson and Abraham Lincoln, and Farmington gives special attention to the family’s relationship with the latter. A permanent exhibition explores what life was like at Farmington when Lincoln spent three weeks there in 1841 and details Lincoln’s relationships with Joshua Speed, whom he called his “most intimate friend,” and James Speed, who served as Lincoln’s attorney general. Another permanent exhibition details the lives of slaves at Farmington. Try to time your visit to coincide with one of their reenactments, which really bring history to life.
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M Louisville Zoo


With its nationally recognized four-acre Gorilla Forest and its award-winning Glacier Run, which allows for underwater and aboveground viewing of polar bears, the Louisville Zoo (1100 Trevilian Way, 502/459-2181, www.louisvillezoo.org, 10am-4pm daily, Sep.-mid-Mar., 10am-5pm daily, mid-Mar.-Aug., $15.95 adults, $11.50 seniors and youth 3-11, $5 parking fee) is one of the best zoos in the country. Follow the simple loop layout to catch all 1,300 residents of the zoo, ranging from the tiny frogs of the Amazonian rainforest to the giant elephants of the African plains. Regularly scheduled training and feeding programs add to the experience, as do the natural settings and informational panels. Going beyond animals, the zoo hosts a few extremely popular events. August’s Brew at the Zoo is a celebration of local and regional microbrews and good music that always sells out in advance. For kids, October’s World’s Largest Halloween Party, which features trick-or-treating around the decorated zoo, is a real treat.
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  giraffes at the Louisville Zoo



Louisville Mega Cavern

Lying underneath the Louisville Zoo and much of the surrounding area, Louisville Mega Cavern (1841 Taylor Ave., 877/614-6342, www.louisvillemegacavern.com), which was once a limestone quarry, is now a tourist spot. You can explore it on a one-hour historic tram tour (tours at 10am, noon, 2pm, and 4pm daily, mid-Jan.-mid-Mar., on the hour 10am-4pm daily, mid-Mar.-Memorial Day and Labor Day-Oct., on the hour 9am-5pm Mon.-Fri. and 9am-6pm Sat.-Sun., Memorial Day-Labor Day, $13.50 adults, $12 seniors, $8 youth 3-11) or on a two-hour tour via six underground zip lines (reserve online; $59-79). During the Christmas season, the cavern is decked out in holiday lights, which can be enjoyed on a self-drive tour.

Entertainment and Events

BARS AND CLUBS

Louisville has a happening bar and club scene that centers around three areas: downtown, Frankfort Avenue, and the Bardstown Road/Baxter Avenue corridor. Vibes range from neighborhood joint to upscale bar, so no matter your taste, you’ll find something that’s your style. While most cities go dark around 2am, Louisville is unique in that some nightlife locales don’t shut down until 4am.

Downtown

Louisville’s downtown has been undergoing a nightlife reawakening in the past decade, with the opening of the KFC Yum! Center in 2010 and the revitalization of the area known as NuLu further spurring it on. For those fond of tradition, a few longtime institutions have opened outposts downtown, including Irish pub Patrick O’ Shea’s (123 W. Main St., 502/708-2488, www.osheaslouisville.net, 11am-1am Mon.-Wed., 11am-4am Thurs.-Sat.) and Bluegrass Brewing Company (300 W. Main St., 502/562-0007, www.bbcbrew.com, 11am-midnight Mon.-Thurs., 11am-1am Fri.-Sat.), a well-loved microbrewery.

Additionally, multiple new establishments have flung open their doors, turning cool old buildings into hot new spots. From west to east, the following locales are worth checking out. St. Charles Exchange (113 S. 7th St., 502/618-1917, http://stcharlesexchange.com, 4pm-midnight Mon.-Thurs., 4pm-2am Fri., 5pm-2am Sat., 5pm-10:30pm Sun.) serves top-notch cocktails as well as American wines, craft beers, and bourbons (plus a fine menu of contemporary American fare) from a long handsome bar on a black-and-white checked floor, giving it the feel of old-fashioned elegance. As one might expect, Down One Bourbon Bar (321 W. Main St., 502/566-3259, www.downonebourbonbar.com, 11am-11pm Mon.-Thurs., 11am-1am Fri., 4pm-1am Sat.) stocks an impressive array of bourbons, to be sampled by the glass, in flights, or in a cocktail, but they also have a fine beer list as well as wines and non-bourbon cocktails. Another bourbon-based hot spot is Sidebar (129 N. 2nd St., 502/384-1600, www.sidebarwhiskeyrow.com, 11am-1am Mon.-Wed., 11am-2am Thurs.-Sat., noon-1am Sun.), which is fittingly located in a loft in Louisville’s old Whiskey Row; try one of the aged cocktails or ask the knowledgeable bartenders for their picks. For some live music with your choice of drink (more than 50 whiskeys as well as bottled beers and seven craft beers on tap), try Haymarket Whiskey Bar (331 E. Market St., 502/442-0523, http://haymarketwhiskeybar.com, 4:20pm-midnight Tues.-Thurs., 4:20pm-2am Fri.-Sat.).
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the NuLu neighborhood



Downtown’s Fourth Street Live! (400 S. 4th St., www.4thstlive.com) likes to bill itself as the place to be, but to be honest, most locals aren’t big fans of it. Besides Maker’s Mark Bourbon House & Lounge (502/568-9009, www.makerslounge.com, 11am-11:30pm Mon.-Thurs., 11am-3am Fri.-Sat., 11am-midnight Sun.), where you can kick back in a leather chair and sip one of the more than 70 bourbons on offer, few of the bars have any sort of Louisville feel, and you’re most likely to find tourists and frat boys hanging out here. If you do want to check it out, the other nightlife establishments here are Kill Devil Club, a cocktail bar open Thursday-Saturday nights; Marquee Bar, a dance club with table service open only on Friday and Saturday nights; and PBR Louisville, a cowboy-themed club open Thursday-Saturday nights.

Frankfort Avenue

In addition to multiple fine restaurant bars, Frankfort Avenue also boasts destinations where drinking is the focus. The Vernon (1575 Story Ave., 502/584-8460, www.vernonclub.com, 5pm-midnight Mon.-Tues., 5pm-1am Wed.-Thurs., 3pm-1am Fri., noon-1am Sat., 1pm-1am Sun.)—part club, part bowling alley with bar—has played a part in Louisville history since the late 1800s. The club hosts shows by up-and-coming bands (check the online schedule), and The Vernon’s eight lanes are the coolest place in town to doff bowling shoes. For a change from the usual scene, The Vernon is your spot.

Sergio’s World Beers (1605 Story Ave., 502/618-2337, www.sergiosworldbeers.com, 2pm-midnight Mon.-Thurs., 2pm-2am Fri.-Sat., 2pm-11pm Sun.) is not the place to go if you think that beer is beer. If, however, you are a discerning beer drinker, then you’ll want to locate this discreet (there’s no signage) temple to beer to surround yourself with like-minded individuals and get lost in the selection of 1,400 beers, more than 40 of which are on tap.

For bourbon fans, you’ll want to head to one of two destinations. Bourbons Bistro (2255 Frankfort Ave., 502/894-8838, www.bourbonsbistro.com, 5pm-10pm Tues.-Thurs., 5pm-11pm Fri.-Sat., 5pm-9pm Sun.) pours more than 130 bourbons, and also hosts bourbon dinners and other events in addition to serving a regular bourbon-based dinner menu. The Silver Dollar (1761 Frankfort Ave., 502/259-9540, www.whiskeybythedrink.com, 5pm-2am daily), which has a bit of a honky-tonk feel and serves Southern-meets-Californian food, has a four-page bourbon list, a three-page beer list, and substantial numbers of whiskeys and tequilas.


LOUISVILLE’S CRAFT BEER SCENE

Louisville’s contemporary craft beer scene dates back to the early 1990s, long before the country went mad for microbrews, but it’s grown substantially in the past decade. Fans of local brews will want to check out the following microbreweries, some of which focus exclusively on beer while others have a restaurant element as well. True aficionados will want to be in Louisville in September for the nine-day Louisville Craft Beer Week, which features beer dinners, beer pairings, beer walks, brewery parties, and more at locations all around town.

AGAINST THE GRAIN

Located in the old train station at Louisville Slugger Field, Against the Grain (401 E. Main St., 502/515-0174, www.atgbrewery.com, 11pm-midnight Mon.-Wed., 11am-2am Thurs.-Sat., noon-9pm Sun.) brews beers in six broad categories—session, hop, whim, malt, dark, and smoke)—with the particular beers on tap constantly rotating. The 15-copper-barrel brewhouse is also a smokehouse restaurant.

APOCALYPSE BREW WORKS

Opened in 2012, Apocalypse Brew Works (1612 Mellwood Ave., 502/589-4843, http://apocalypsebrewworks.com, 5pm-11pm Fri.-Sat.) is a homebrew operation that focuses on small-batch beers. Their beers run the gamut from stouts, porters, and IPAs to fruit and specialty beers. On their 10 taps, you might find Cream-ation, Atomic Amber, Apollo IPA, or Smokin Pyres Porter.

BLUEGRASS BREWING COMPANY

The oldest of Louisville’s microbreweries and the largest microbrewery in Kentucky, Bluegrass Brewing Company (known locally as BBC) has been keeping Louisville in beer since 1993. They have three restaurant locations (http://bbcbrew.com; 3929 Shelbyville Rd., 502/899-7051, 11am-midnight Mon.-Thurs., 11am-1am Fri.-Sat., noon-10pm Sun.; 660 S. 4th St., 502/568-2224, 11am-midnight Mon.-Thurs., 11am-1am Fri.-Sat.; 300 W. Main St., 502/562-0007, 11am-midnight Mon.-Thurs., 11am-1am Fri.-Sat., 1pm-10pm Sun.) where you can try their American Pale Ale, Dark Star Porter, German Alt Beer, Nut Brown Ale, or Raspberry Mead, as well as rotating specials. Additionally, their production brewery (636 E. Main St., 502/584-2739, http://bluegrassbrew.com, 4pm-10pm Tues.-Fri.), which hosts a taproom and a museum of objects representing brewing history in Louisville, is also open to the public.

CUMBERLAND BREWERY

An integral part of the Bardstown Road scene, Cumberland Brewery (1576 Bardstown Rd., 502/458-8727, www.cumberlandbrewery.com, 4pm-2am Mon.-Thurs., noon-2am Fri.-Sat., 1pm-2am Sun.) keeps their regulars happy with their selection of cream ales, pale ales, porters, wheat ales, bocks, meades, and saisons, as well as their tasty menu of bar favorites.

FALLS CITY BREWERY

First opened in 1905, but then closed in 1978, Falls City Brewery (545 E. Barrett Ave., www.fallscitybeer.com, 4pm-8pm Thurs.-Fri., 2pm-8pm Sat.) was revived in 2010 as a craft brewery. Their first new beer after coming back onto the scene was an English pale ale. At the brewery and taproom, you can sample the goods or grab a growler to go.

NEW ALBANIAN BREWING COMPANY

Technically not in Louisville, but instead across the bridge in Indiana, New Albanian Brewing Company (www.newalbanian.com) has a hearty Louisville fan base. Since opening in 2002, New Albanian has brewed more than 30 beers, including Hoptimus, an imperial IPA; Black & Blue Grass, an ale spiced with lemongrass, black pepper, and agave; and Bob’s Old 15B, a brown porter. The brews can be tried at their pub and pizzeria (3312 Plaza Dr., New Albany, IN, 812/944-2577, 11am-midnight Mon.-Sat.), from which you have a view of the R&D brewery, or at the Bank Street Brewhouse (415 Bank St., New Albany, IN, 812/725-9585, 11am-10pm Tues.-Thurs., 11am-11pm Fri.-Sat., 10am-9pm Sun.), a bistro-style restaurant where the production brewery is located.




Bardstown Road


Louisville’s nightlife center for decades, Bardstown Road is still where many locals go to meet and mingle or just grab a stool at the neighborhood watering hole. Many a weekend gets kicked off at Louisville’s Irish corner, located just past where Bardstown Road turns into Baxter Avenue. It’s the home of O’Shea’s Traditional Irish Pub (956 Baxter Ave., 502/589-7373, www.osheaslouisville.net, 4pm-2am Mon., 11am-2am Tues., 11am-4am Wed.-Sat.), Flanagan’s Ale House (934 Baxter Ave., 502/585-3700, http://flanagansalehouse.com, 11am-2am Sun.-Wed., 11am-4am Thurs.-Sat.), and Molly Malone’s Irish Pub (933 Baxter Ave., 502/473-1222, www.mollymalonesirishpub.com, 11am-2am Sun.-Wed., 11am-4am Thurs.-Sat.). Molly’s draws in a large college student contingent, while O’Shea’s, with its three bars and two lovely courtyards, and Flanagan’s, with more than 100 beers on tap, cater to a more mixed crowd. It’s not unusual to find people hopping among all three.

A newer addition to the scene, beer mecca Holy Grale (1034 Bardstown Rd., http://holygralelouisville.com, 4pm-1am Mon.-Thurs., 1pm-2am Fri.-Sat.) is a temple to craft beer (and craft beer only) located in a former Unitarian church. They’ve got 26 taps, lots of bottles, and a good bar menu to boot, with an unbeatable indoor area and a lovely beer garden.

When the weather is nice, make Monkey Wrench (1025 Barrett Ave., 502/582-2433, 4pm-2am Tues.-Fri., noon-2am Sat., 10am-2am Sun.) your destination. Located in a former Laundromat, this spacious bar has a fantastic rooftop deck where you can enjoy inexpensive drinks. A small cover may be charged if you opt to drink inside and enjoy the live music, but the deck is always free.

More interested in nightclubs than bars? Then Phoenix Hill Tavern (644 Baxter Ave., 502/589-4957, www.phoenixhill.com, 8pm-4am Wed. and Sat., 8pm-3am Thurs., 5pm-4am Fri.) is a good bet. On weekends, live music plays from three stages, and in summer, the dance party moves outdoors to the deck. Phoenix Hill also hosts national acts and special events. Check the online calendar.

Although members of the GLBQT demographic should find themselves comfortable anywhere listed here, a few Bardstown Road establishments are known for being especially gay-friendly. They aren’t gay bars, but bars that are welcoming to all and have a higher percentage of GLBQT patrons than some other places. Regardless of your sexual orientation, the following sites are worth checking out for a good time. NoWhere (1133 Bardstown Rd., http://nowherelouisville.com, 4pm-4am Mon.-Sat., 2pm-4am Sun.) attracts a fun-loving crowd with its DJ and dance floor as well as pool tables and a chill patio. Big Bar (1202 Bardstown Rd., 502/618-2237, 4pm-4am Mon.-Sat., 2pm-4am Sun.), a small place despite its name, has the welcoming feel of a neighborhood bar, and its patio is great for people-watching. Mixer (1565 Bardstown Rd., 502/384-1565, http://mixerlouisville.com, 5pm-4am Tues.-Sun.), a piano bar with good cocktails, has a relaxed but classy atmosphere.

LIVE MUSIC

Downtown

Stevie Ray’s Blues Bar (230 E. Main St., 502/387-7365, www.stevieraysbluesbar.com, 4pm-midnight Mon.-Tues., 4pm-1am Wed.-Thurs., 4pm-3am Fri., 6pm-3am Sat.) brings in some of the nation’s best blues musicians as well as top local talent. Crowds regularly pack the bar, which is equally welcoming to those who like to enjoy their blues with a drink at a table and those who feel the need to get up and dance.

In the basement of the Glassworks building, Jazzyblu (815 W. Market St., 502/992-3243, www.jazzyblu.com, 8pm-midnight Wed., 5pm-11pm Thurs., 8pm-2am Fri.-Sat., 6pm-11pm Sun.) appeals to the artsy crowd with its upscale lounge feel and its schedule of jazz, blues, and neo soul shows.

Bardstown Road

Highlands Tap Room (1279 Bardstown Rd., 502/459-2337, www.highlandstaproom.com, 4pm-4am daily) offers live music seven days a week and never charges a cover. The music is diverse, ranging from rock and indie to blues and bluegrass, and bands are both local and regional. The bar also hosts open mic and karaoke nights. On busy nights, getting to the bar to order one of the 13 microbrews they have on tap can be difficult, but the crowd is friendly.

COMEDY CLUBS

Bardstown Road

Comedy Caravan (1250 Bardstown Rd., 502/459-0022, www.comedycaravan.com) has been making Louisville laugh for more than two decades. Nationally known comedians share the stage with up-and-coming performers, all of whom know how to tell a joke or two. Check the website for a schedule of shows. You must be 18 or older to attend. Reservations are recommended.

MOVIE THEATERS

Bardstown Road

Louisville has plenty of theaters showing blockbuster hits and offering stadium seating. But if you’re looking to catch a foreign or independent film, you’ll want to get a ticket at Baxter Avenue Theatre (1250 Bardstown Rd., 502/456-4404, www.baxter8.com). Blockbuster films are also shown. Film freaks won’t want to miss Midnight at the Baxter, a series in which cult classics appear in all their 35-mm glory on the big screen on select Saturdays.

East Louisville

For a cheap night out, screen a flick at Village 8 (4014 Dutchmans Ln., 502/894-8697, www.village8.com), Louisville’s discount theater. Tickets are only $4 in the evening, $3 before 6pm. Every Friday, a new first-run independent, foreign, or art-house film opens at Village 8 as part of the Louisville Exclusive Film series.

PERFORMING ARTS

Kentucky Center for the Performing Arts

The stages of the Kentucky Center for the Performing Arts (501 W. Main St., 502/562-0100, www.kentuckycenter.org) are home to the Louisville Ballet (www.louisvilleballet.org), Louisville Orchestra (www.louisvilleorchestra.org), Kentucky Opera (http://kentuckyopera.org), the Broadway Across America series (http://louisville.broadway.com), and the Stage One (www.stageone.org) children’s theater. The center also puts on concerts, shows, and performances from nonresident groups and popular artists in a series called Kentucky Center Presents. With three stages on-site, ranging from the tiny experimental MeX to the kid-friendly Bomhard to the crowd-welcoming Whitney Hall, as well as the grand stage of the nearby Brown Theatre (315 W. Broadway), the Kentucky Center is where you go to see great performing artists from every genre. All shows draw big crowds, but for the Broadway series in particular, be sure to get tickets well in advance, as the best seats for these shows sell out quickly.

Actor’s Theatre

For powerful performances of both groundbreaking and classic plays, Actor’s Theatre (316 W. Main St., 502/584-1205, www.actorstheatre.org) is the hottest act in town. The Tony Award-winning theater is known for its daring and innovation, introducing more than 300 plays into the greater theater world and premiering three Pulitzer Prize winners. It’s also known by locals for its annual production of A Christmas Carol, which seems to get better every year. The theater’s three stages are reached through a magnificent lobby that was originally built as the imposing Bank of Louisville building in 1837.

Louisville Palace

When big-name comedians, musicians who like to provide their audience with an intimate experience, and other performers of national note come to town, you can often find them at the Louisville Palace (625 4th Ave., 502/583-4555, www.louisvillepalace.com). This performing arts space lives up to its high-reaching name thanks to its many visual pleasures. Built in 1928, it cost $2 million—a remarkable amount then—and you’ll understand why immediately. The Spanish Baroque design translates into a lobby of bright red, gold, and blue with a vaulted ceiling featuring carvings of such greats as Shakespeare and Beethoven. Entering the theater, you’ll feel as though you’ve stepped into a Spanish courtyard due to the plethora of arcades, balconies, and turrets, and the ceiling painted like the midnight sky. Come for the show or come for the theater; either way you’ll have an amazing experience.

ART GALLERIES

Art is thriving in Louisville, with galleries popping up all around town. In fact, the gallery scene has exploded so much that two monthly hops are needed to keep patrons happy, though galleries are, of course, open outside of trolley hop hours.


M First Friday Trolley Hop


Since the most recent turn of the century, downtown Louisville’s Main and Market Streets have transformed into the place to be for art lovers. Galleries abound, and thanks to the First Friday Trolley Hop (www.firstfridaytrolleyhop.com), they’re all easy to visit and welcoming to both the committed art patron and the casual browser. From 5pm-11pm on the first Friday of each month, historic trolleys circulate through the art district, offering free rides between art galleries and the nearby restaurants, bars, and shops. Galleries often hold exhibition openings on First Friday nights, while restaurants offer special menus and deals. A full listing of participating galleries with links to their individual websites can be found on the Trolley Hop website, so you can plan in advance where you want to stop. On First Fridays, most galleries stay open until 9pm. Free parking is available at Slugger Field, the Fourth Street Live! parking garage, and on the street after 6pm.

A few noteworthy galleries are Glassworks (815 W. Market St., 502/584-4510, www.louisvilleglassworks.com, 10am-5pm Mon.-Sat.), which has two glass studios, two glass galleries, and a workshop space where you can take classes; Flame Run (828 E. Market St., 502/584-5353, www.flamerun.com, 10am-4pm, Mon.-Fri., 10am-5pm Sat.), another excellent glass studio that plays host to an array of exhibitions; Zephyr Gallery (610 E. Market St., 502/585-5646, www.zephyrgallery.org, 11am-6pm Tues.-Sat.), a cooperative gallery with 14 members who show their work on a rotating basis; and Pyro Gallery (909 E. Market St., 502/587-0106, www.pyrogallery.com, noon-6pm Thurs.-Sat.), another cooperative with artists working in everything from clay to film to found objects.

F.A.T. Friday Hop

Trolley-hop fun isn’t limited to the first Friday of the month; it’s also scheduled for 6pm-10:30pm on the last Friday of the month, when the beloved TARC trolley makes its way to Frankfort Avenue for the F.A.T. Friday Hop (www.fatfridayhop.org), offering free rides to hop participants. Though the Frankfort Avenue area boasts less art galleries than downtown, it’s still a bustling area of boutiques, specialty shops, and restaurants. A map of participants can be found on the F.A.T. Friday website. Most participating galleries stay open until at least 9pm on F.A.T. Fridays.

Whether on the trolley hop or on your own time, here are a few galleries worth seeking out. The Mellwood Art Center (1860 Mellwood Ave., 502/895-3650, www.mellwoodartcenter.com), located in a 360,000-square-foot industrial building that once housed the Fischer Meat Packing plant, now houses more than 200 artist studios and galleries, running the entire gamut of arts and crafts. Though the center is open 9am-9pm daily, not all artists are there at all times. For the best chance of finding the artist you’re looking for in studio, visit during the trolley hop or during market hours (11am-4pm Wed.-Sat.). At Pottery Rowe (2048 Frankfort Ave., 502/896-0877, www.potteryrowe.com, 10am-5pm Mon.-Sat.), Melvin Rowe creates outstanding pieces from clay, ranging from functional dishes to decorative ornaments. At Kaviar Forge & Gallery (1718 Frankfort Ave., 502/561-0377, www.craigkaviar.com, noon-6pm Wed.-Fri., noon-4pm Sat.), artist Craig Kaviar turns out award-winning forge work and also presents pieces by other artists in his gallery.

FESTIVALS AND EVENTS


M Kentucky Derby Festival


The Kentucky Derby might be known as the most exciting two minutes in sports, but to Louisville, the Derby lasts far longer than two minutes. In fact, thanks to the Kentucky Derby Festival (www.kdf.org), Derby excitement lasts for a complete two weeks.
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A balloon version of Secretariat gallops down the street during the Pegasus Parade.



The party kicks off on the Saturday two weeks before the Derby (which is always the first Saturday in May) with Thunder Over Louisville, the largest annual fireworks display in the world. For nearly 30 minutes, eight 400-foot barges anchored in the Ohio River around the Second Street Bridge shoot a barrage of pyrotechnics into the night, turning Louisville’s downtown sky into an explosion of color. Crowning the show is the mile-long waterfall of fireworks that cascades down from the bridge. The celebration begins long before dark, however, with an air show that lifts off in mid-afternoon and features performances by skydive and aeronautic teams as well as flyovers by military jets. The best viewing spots are at Waterfront Park (129 E. River Rd.). Claim yours early.

Next on the agenda for most Derby Festival attendees is the Great BalloonFest, which takes place the weekend after Thunder, stretching from Thursday through Saturday. Events include a Balloon Glimmer at Waterfront Park on Thursday, a Rush-Hour Race departing from Bowman Field (2815 Taylorsville Rd.) at 7am on Friday, a Balloon Glow Friday night at the Kentucky Exposition Center (937 Phillips Ln.), and the Great Balloon Race departing from Bowman Field at 7am on Saturday. All balloon events are weather permitting. Also taking place on the Saturday one week before Derby is the Derby Festival Marathon and Mini-Marathon, both of which take runners on a tour of Louisville, including a lap around Churchill Downs.

During Derby week, the Festival really heats up, with the end of the week especially loaded with popular events. On Wednesday evening you’ll want to make your way to the Waterfront for the Great Steamboat Race (6pm), which pits the hometown Belle of Louisville against the Belle of Cincinnati. The two boats race a course down the Ohio River and back to port, but the first boat across the finish line isn’t necessarily the winner of the coveted gilded antlers. Instead, the winner is the boat that accumulates the most points in a competition involving five predesignated tasks, one being a calliope-playing contest. If you’re not content to watch the race from shore, you can purchase a dinner cruise ticket for either boat.

On Thursday afternoon at 5pm, the festival’s original event, the Pegasus Parade, gets underway. Broadway, from Campbell Street to 9th Street, is taken over by floats, marching bands, equestrian units, celebrities, clowns, and inflatables, and cheering crowds cram the sidewalks. Tickets are available for bleacher seats and chairs, but many people just bring their own blankets and lawn chairs and claim a street-side spot. If you’re a true parade aficionado, get an in-depth look at the floats and performers during the Parade Preview, which takes place on the Tuesday evening before the race at the Kentucky Exposition Center.

As much as Louisville loves fireworks, balloons, and parades, by Friday of Derby week all thoughts have turned to horse racing. Though the big event is still a day away, you’ll find Churchill Downs nearly as packed. Locals, who often spend Derby Day itself at parties rather than at the track, flock to Churchill Downs for the running of the Kentucky Oaks, a premier race for fillies established alongside the Derby in 1875. As with the Derby, the infield is open for the full day of racing, and attendance routinely tops 100,000. The scene is a bit more laid-back than on Derby Day, making it a favorite for families (Oaks Day is a school holiday in Louisville). General admission tickets, which allow you entrance to the infield and first-floor paddock, are $25 and available at the gate. Reserved seats must be purchased in conjunction with Derby tickets. After the races, one final pre-Derby event takes place: the Barnstable Brown Party, a Derby Eve gala attended by celebrities of every stripe. Legions of fans line up outside the home of Patricia Barnstable Brown (1700 Spring Dr.) in the hopes of spotting their favorite stars.

The denouement of all the celebrating and the reason the festival takes place at all is the Kentucky Derby, run every year since 1875 at Churchill Downs, making it the longest-running sporting event in the United States. Though the actual Run for the Roses is the 10th race of the day, with the traditional singing of “My Old Kentucky Home” and the call to the post taking place around 6pm, the gates at Churchill Downs open at 8am, and the racing starts at 11am. Join the more than 150,000 people who attend the Derby each year for an experience everyone should have at least once. In the grandstands, women wear extravagant hats, men wear seersucker suits, and everyone enjoys at least one mint julep. When it’s time to watch the best three-year-old thoroughbreds in the nation race, all eyes turn to the track. Overhead in Millionaires Row, Hollywood celebrities air kiss each other and pose for the camera in designer outfits. And in the 40 acres of infield, where most Derby attendees end up, anything goes. Though you can catch a glimpse of the horses passing by if you push your way up to the fence and you can see all the races on the infield’s big-screen TVs, most people come to the infield to party rather than watch the horses run. The area near the third turn is particularly notorious for its raucous behavior, which almost always involves alcohol snuck in via ingenious methods and frequently involves mud, nudity, and other behavior that your parents would not approve of. But don’t fear; if that’s not your scene, just head toward the first turn, where families tend to congregate and even Miss Manners would find little to shake her head at. General admission tickets cost $40 and an unlimited number are available at the gate. Reserved seats are much, much harder to come by. Without a lot of money or luck, obtaining reserved seats for the Derby is nearly impossible. Tickets for the Derby and Oaks are sold together in a package. You can submit a ticket request to Churchill Downs via their website (www.churchilldowns.com), which will enter you into a lottery for tickets. Additionally, a few thousand tickets are released for public sale, again via the website, in December or January. These tickets range in price from $172 for a grandstand bleacher seat to $6,390 for a six-seat box in the third-floor clubhouse.

Aside from the Oaks and Derby, all events mentioned here are free to spectators with a Derby pin. Pins can be purchased at the entrance to all events for $5, as well as at local grocery stores, drugstores, and other retailers for $4. The Kentucky Derby Festival consists of many more events than those outlined here, so check the website for a full calendar of events with descriptions. You’ll also want to confirm dates, times, and locations for all events.

Humana Festival of New American Plays

Be the first to know about the next hot thing in theater by attending the annual Humana Festival of New American Plays (www.actorstheatre.org). This internationally renowned festival, held for seven consecutive weeks between February and April, unveils the best new works by American playwrights. Many of these plays have gone on to win prestigious prizes. The excitement in the air is palpable. For theater buffs, attending the festival is a must. In addition to single performance tickets, packages are also available.

Forecastle Festival

Billing itself as a music/art/activism festival, the Forecastle Festival (http://forecastlefest.com) is a huge three-day outdoor concert. The festival, which is held at Waterfront Park in early July, features more than 100 bands and is considered one of the premier outdoor events in the nation. In 2013, performers included the Black Keys, Tift Merritt, Old Crow Medicine Show, the Avett Brothers, Big Boi, and a slew of other artists from a wide variety of genres. For many attendees, the event is as much about the experience as the music. Single-day and three-day tickets are available.

Abbey Road on the River

Though you might assume the world’s largest Beatles music festival would be held in England, you’d be wrong. It’s actually held in Louisville over Memorial Day weekend. At Abbey Road on the River (www.abbeyroadontheriver.com), more than 60 bands pay tribute to The Beatles during five days of rocking and rolling at the waterfront Belvedere Park. When the official partying ends around 1am, many attendees head to the nearby Galt House for sing-alongs of Beatles favorites. The hotel also hosts film viewings as well as a few indoor stages. If you can’t get enough of John, Paul, George, and Ringo, you won’t want to miss this festival. Five-day tickets offer the best value, but you can also buy single-day tickets.

Kentucky Shakespeare Festival

Every summer from mid-June to mid-July, the Kentucky Shakespeare Festival (www.kyshakes.org) raises the curtain on the stage at the C. Douglas Ramsey Amphitheatre in Old Louisville’s Central Park and presents two or three of the Bard’s works. No matter what plays they’re putting on, expect elaborate costumes, impressive scenery, and accomplished actors. Dating back to 1949, making it the oldest free and independent Shakespeare festival in the United States, Shakespeare in Central Park is a Louisville tradition and draws big crowds. The amphitheater can seat 1,000 people, but you’re also welcome to view your “Free Will” from a blanket on the lawn. Bring a picnic to enjoy before the 8pm show and make it an evening.
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Saying hello to Freddy Farm Bureau is a State Fair tradition.




M Kentucky State Fair


The Kentucky State Fair (Kentucky Exposition Center, 937 Phillips Ln., www.kystatefair.org), occupying an 11-day stretch of late August every year, is an end-of-summer rite. From fine-arts competitions to tobacco judging, from livestock shows to beauty pageants, from the thrill of pig races to the suspense of the pipe-smoking contest, the Kentucky State Fair offers something for everyone. A huge midway, as well as a series of free and ticketed concerts, rounds out the offerings. Admire the skill of quilters, judge for yourself which goat deserves a blue ribbon, pick up as many freebies as you can carry, say hello to giant Freddy Farm Bureau, or just people watch. To fit it all in, you’ll need a few days, especially if you want to take in events such as the World Championship Horse Show. You’ll also want to come hungry as there’s a feast of food to be had. For a real taste of the Bluegrass State, forgo the carnival classic corndog and gyro stands and instead visit the Kentucky Proud Tent for your choice of locally produced treats. The pork chop sandwiches are hard to beat. Tickets are available at the gate. Before the fair begins, discounted tickets are available at area Kroger grocery stores.

St. James Court Art Show

Fine art and fine homes go well together, which may explain why the St. James Court Art Show (Old Louisville, www.stjamescourtartshow.com, 10am-6pm Fri.-Sat., 10am-5pm Sun., free), which takes place in the heart of Old Louisville on the first full weekend in October, is such a well-attended event. Consistently ranked by artists and art organizations as one of the top art shows in the nation, St. James features 750 artists from across the continent. At booths set up amid the mansions on St. James and Belgravia courts as well as on Magnolia, 3rd, and 4th Streets, you’ll find works in 16 mediums, ranging from fiber to clay, metal, wood, and photography—and in price ranges to fit any budget. Artists are chosen through a competitive selection process, and all work is juried.


Shopping


SHOPPING DISTRICTS

Like every midsize city in the United States, Louisville has its share of shopping malls and big box stores, but it also has some great local stores. Shopaholics will want to hit NuLu, Frankfort Avenue, and Bardstown Road to find the best Louisville goods.

NuLu

Currently the hottest area in town, NuLu stretches from Main Street on the north to Jefferson Street on the south, and from Hancock Street on the west to Wenzel Street on the east, with most of the action clustered on Market Street in the middle. It’s all easily walkable, so take an afternoon to stroll from shop to shop, stopping for drinks and food when the urge hits. Can’t-miss stops include Gifthorse (805 E. Market St., 502/681-5576, 11am-6pm Tues.-Thurs., 11am-7pm Fri.-Sat.), an awesome source for fun fashion and gifts, much of them locally made; Revolver (707 E. Market St., 502/468-6130, www.revolverlouisville.com, 10am-5pm Tues.-Thurs. and Sat., 10am-6pm Fri., 11am-3pm Sun.), with drool-worthy furnishings and home decor; Joe Ley Antiques (615 E. Market St., 502/583-4014, www.joeley.com, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sat.), which overwhelms with two acres of amazing antiques; Muth’s Candies (630 E. Market St., 502/585-2952, www.muthscandy.com, 8:30am-4pm Tues.-Fri., 10am-4pm Sat.), Louisville’s confectionary since 1921; Taste Fine Wines and Bourbons (634 E. Market St., 502/409-4646, http://tastefinewinesandbourbons.com, 11am-8pm Tues.-Wed., noon-late Thurs.-Fri., 10:30am-late Sat.), where you can sample and buy a wide variety of the namesake products; and the Louisville Beer Store (746 E. Market St., 502/569-2337, www.louisvillebeerstore.com, 3pm-10pm Tues.-Thurs., 1pm-midnight Fri., noon-midnight Sat., 1pm-7pm Sun.), which has hundreds of craft beers by the bottle as well as eight rotating taps and a tasting bar.
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sweets for sale at Muth’s Candies



Frankfort Avenue

Frankfort Avenue, with a long history as a central area for local business, is another good place to pound the pavement in search of fun finds. If you’re after high fashion, pop in at Peacock Boutique (2828 Frankfort Ave., 502/897-1158, www.shopthepeacock.com, 10am-7pm Mon.-Sat.), or for a more budget-friendly option, try Margaret’s Consignment (2700 Frankfort Ave., 502/896-4706, www.margaretsconsignment.com, 10am-5pm Mon.-Sat., noon-4pm Sun.), which specializes in higher-end clothing. If you’re looking to outfit your home, browse the 20th-century antiques at 2023 (2023 Frankfort Ave., 502/899-9872, 11am-5pm Tues.-Sat.) or the fair-trade goods from 35 developing nations at Just Creations (2722 Frankfort Ave., 502/897-7319, www.justcreations.org, 10am-6pm Mon.-Sat.).


Bardstown Road


The Highlands is a true Louisville original, a neighborhood chock full of well-loved houses and local shops, bars, and restaurants, and Bardstown Road is the epicenter of it all. For shoppers, the one-mile stretch between Eastern Parkway and Baxter Avenue is full of fun and funky options. If you’re looking for an original Louisville souvenir, such as a T-shirt that you won’t find anywhere else, drop in at WHY Louisville (1583 Bardstown Rd., 502/456-5400, www.whylouisville.com, 11am-8pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-8pm Sat., noon-6pm Sun.), where all the goods are made by local and regional designers. You can also find cool T-shirts at nearby Dot Fox (1567 Bardstown Rd., 502/452-9191, www.dotfoxclothingculture.com, 11am-8pm Mon.-Thurs., 11am-9pm Fri.-Sat., noon-6pm Sun.), a local take on Urban Outfitters where trendy clothing is sold alongside kitsch. For more fashion fun, head down the street to General Eccentric (1600 Bardstown Rd., 502/458-8111, www.geneccentric.com, 11am-8pm Mon.-Thurs., 11am-9pm Fri.-Sat., noon-6pm Sun.), where you can always find the latest trends, though if you like it, you’d better buy it, since they stock limited quantities of each style. You’ll also want to be sure to visit Carmichael’s (1295 Bardstown Rd., 502/456-6950, www.carmichaelsbookstore.com, 8am-10pm Sun.-Thurs., 8am-11pm Fri.-Sat.), Louisville’s favorite bookstore, winning over customers with its book-loving sales staff, its handpicked collection, and its neighborhood feel.

ARTS AND CRAFTS

Since 1815, Louisville Stoneware (731 Brent St., 502/582-1900, www.louisvillestoneware.com, 10am-6pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-5pm Sat.) has been providing the Derby City with original dinnerware and house decor. The stoneware—designed, fired, and painted at the Brent Street studio—comes in a variety of motifs and colors, both traditional and modern. The mint julep cups, Hot Brown trays, and Kentucky Pie plates make great souvenirs, and the Equine and Fleur de Lis patterns are very popular. If you’d like to see the stoneware being created, visit at 10:30am or 1:30pm, when studio tours are offered for $7. If none of the designs suit your fancy, then you’re welcome to paint your own stoneware. The $25 paint-your-own price includes a tour.

Though it has a shorter history than Louisville Stoneware—dating back to 1940—Hadley Pottery (1570 Story Ave., 502/584-2171, www.hadleypottery.com, 9am-5pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-3pm Sat.) is also a well-loved local institution. The “Hadley blue” paint appearing on all the pottery is instantly recognizable, and the whimsical designs, originally created by Mary Alice Hadley and now painted by her protégées, have a strong fan base. The holiday plates make for fun collector’s items, and kids in particular love the animal designs. Many of the items can be personalized. Hadley Pottery is sold throughout the country, but the factory in Louisville is where it’s all created, and you’re welcome to take a tour (2pm Mon.-Thurs.) as well as browse the showroom.

MALLS

Louisville’s most popular indoor malls are located directly next to each other. Mall St. Matthews (5000 Shelbyville Rd., 502/893-0311, www.mallstmatthews.com) is anchored by Dillards and J. C. Penney, while Oxmoor Center (7900 Shelbyville Rd., 502/426-3000, www.oxmoorcenter.com) is anchored by Sears, Macy’s, and Von Maur. The Paddock Shops (4300 Summit Plaza Dr., 502/425-3441), an outdoor shopping center with such popular stores as Banana Republic, J.Crew, and Pier 1, is another favored shopping destination.


Sports and Recreation


PARKS

More than a hundred parks dot Louisville, providing 14,000 acres of green space, so no matter where you are, there’s a park nearby. To find the one that most suits your interests, visit the Metro Parks website (http://louisvilleky.gov/metroparks) and use the Park Finder, which allows you to search by name, location, or park amenities.


M Olmsted Park System


Although landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted is probably best known for New York’s Central Park, many critics consider the park system he designed for Louisville to be his greatest accomplishment. Locals certainly think so. Consisting of three large flagship parks—Cherokee, Iroquois, and Shawnee—connected by six tree-lined parkways, with 15 smaller parks and playgrounds along the way, Louisville’s Olmsted Park System (www.olmstedparks.org) is where Louisvillians go for a breath of fresh air.

CHEROKEE PARK

Cherokee Park (Willow Ave. and Cherokee Pkwy.) is the most popular park in the city, drawing nearly 500,000 visitors annually. In the Beargrass Creek Valley, Cherokee’s 409 acres boast wide-open spaces perfect for picnics and pick-up games and broad vistas that reward hikers, joggers, and bikers. The always-busy 2.4-mile Scenic Loop is a mixed-use, one-way road, with one lane for cars and another dedicated to person-powered transport. Other favorite areas include the sport-lover’s Frisbee Field, the dog run at Cochran Hill, the playground at Hogan’s Fountain, and the eternal hangout of Big Rock. The park also sports an archery range, bird sanctuary, nine-hole golf course, and a series of trails shared by hikers and mountain bikers. Thanks to Cherokee Park’s many entrances and exits, even locals are known to get confused when driving through, so it’s best to consult the park and trail maps online to plan your outing.

IROQUOIS PARK

The southern anchor of the Olmsted Park System, Iroquois Park (Southern Pkwy. and Taylor Blvd.) is known for its rugged terrain and the 10,000-plus-year-old forest that constitutes the heart of the park. From the park summit, home to one of many outlooks that dot Iroquois’s 739 acres, visitors can take in a grand panorama of Louisville. Take a bike up to the summit for a challenge, or test your athletic prowess on the basketball courts, disc golf course, or 18-hole golf course. The Iroquois amphitheater, home to warm-weather productions and concerts, is another highlight of the park.

SHAWNEE PARK

Shawnee Park (Southwestern Pkwy. and Broadway), in western Louisville, makes the most of its riverfront setting with a Great Lawn popular for family reunions and other large gatherings. The basketball courts, baseball fields, and tennis courts are often busy, and the 18-hole golf course is the only city park course to offer a complete driving range facility.

Waterfront Park

Encompassing 85 acres of riverfront real estate in downtown Louisville, Waterfront Park (www.louisvillewaterfront.com, 6am-11pm daily) is home to most of the city’s outdoor celebrations. Huge crowds gather on the Great Lawn and its surrounding green spaces for Thunder Over Louisville, the kickoff to the Derby Festival, as well as the Waterfront Independence Festival, a celebration of music and fireworks every July 3 and 4. The park also hosts numerous smaller festivals, concerts, and fundraiser walk/runs. In the summer, outdoor yoga classes and Waterfront Wednesday, a free after-work concert series scheduled for the last Wednesday of each month, are popular with downtown workers and visitors. Visit the park’s website for a complete listing of the many events held here each year.
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taking a walk on the Big 4 Pedestrian & Bicycle Bridge at Waterfront Park



It doesn’t take a festival, however, for the park to be bustling. It’s a prime spot for a picnic, a bike ride, a walk, or a pick-up game of ultimate Frisbee or touch football. For kids, the playground and waterplay areas are the biggest draws. For a place to sit quietly and thick, try the Lincoln Memorial, which celebrates Abe’s connections to the state. The most recent addition, the Big 4 Pedestrian & Bicycle Bridge, is a big hit. This converted railroad bridge over the Ohio River connects Louisville with Jeffersonville, Indiana, and is a great place to get some exercise with a view. Parking is available on the street and in lots, most of which are free, along River Road.

Passing through Waterfront Park is the Louisville Loop (www.louisvilleloop.org), an approximately 100-mile multiuse trail that, when completed, will encircle the city. It is divided into five sections, three of which are completely or partially completed and open to the public, and two of which were still in the planning phases at the time of research. The biggest complete section is the 23-mile stretch of the Ohio River Valley section, running from Waterfront Park to Farnsley-Moremen Landing. Other open sections of the trail include 1.5 miles of the Shale Lowland section in southwest central Jefferson County and two miles of the Floyds Fork section in the far eastern section of the county. Visit the website for updated information and trail access points.

Louisville Extreme Park

The Louisville Extreme Park (Clay St. and Franklin St., www.louisvilleextremepark.org, 6am-11pm daily) features a 24-foot pipe, seven bowls ranging 4-11 feet, a 12-foot wooden vertical ramp, and plenty of ledges and rails, which invite skateboarders, in-line skaters, and bikers to show off their best moves. A rating system similar to that used on ski slopes identifies areas suitable for those with beginner, intermediate, and advanced skills. Don’t forget your helmet; a local ordinance requires a helmet to be worn by all park users.

E. P. “Tom” Sawyer State Park

The only state park in Louisville, E. P. “Tom” Sawyer State Park (3000 Freys Hill Rd., 502/429-3280, http://parks.ky.gov, daylight-dark, free) doesn’t lack for anything. Among its more standard offerings are a basketball and badminton gym, 12 tennis courts, a plethora of fields (14 soccer, 5 lacrosse, 3 softball, 1 rugby), fitness and nature trails, and picnic shelters. A number of leagues use these facilities, and information about joining one can be found on the park’s website. The park’s less common features include a model airplane airfield, an archery range, and a BMX track (Mar.-Oct.). A four-acre dog park welcomes canines and their companions, and an Olympic-size pool (noon-6pm Sun.-Fri., 11am-6pm Sat., Memorial Day weekend-Labor Day, $5 ages 13 and up, $4 ages 3-12) is a park favorite. For a unique treat, take part in one of the monthly Star Parties sponsored by the Louisville Astronomical Society and held at the park (www.louisville-astro.org).


[image: image]

water-spraying fish at Waterfront Park



The Parklands of Floyds Fork

One of the city’s most exciting outdoor projects since the creation of the Olmsted Park System, the Parklands of Floyds Fork (http://theparklands.org) is an in-progress work in Eastern Louisville, which, when finished in 2015, will consist of four parks connected by a park drive, about a hundred miles of hike and bike trails, and 19 miles of canoe trails. At the time of research, Beckley Creek Park was open, Pope Lick Park was set to open, and ground was being broken on Turkey Run Park and Broad Run Park. Visit the website for updated information.

HIKING

Covering a remarkable 6,218 acres, Jefferson Memorial Forest (11311 Mitchell Hill Rd., 502/368-5404, www.memorialforest.com, 8am-dusk daily) is the largest municipal urban forest in the United States. Hikers in particular love this park, as it offers more than 35 miles of trails. The longest and most challenging of these is the 6.2-mile, one-way Siltstone Trail, while the 0.2-mile Tuliptree Trail is the shortest and easiest (it’s also wheelchair accessible). In between these two are a multitude of one-way and loop trails offering hikes of varying degrees of difficulty. Whichever you choose, you’ll get to enjoy the bountiful plant life—50 types of trees and 17 species of ferns—as well as wildlife not often found in an urban setting—bobcats, coyotes, red foxes, white-tailed deer, great blue herons, and horned owls. For bird-watchers, a bird blind is available by appointment.
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