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DIVERSIONS

ALL DERby tRAILS LEAD to LouISvILLE
thE Other RIvER CIty

by ERIC FRANCIS

Nestled into a bend of the Ohio River across 
from Indiana, Louisville is Kentucky’s biggest 
city by a long shot. Having lived there for four 
years during the Nineties, it’s also my second 
hometown — and my first choice for a getaway 
if I have a long weekend and a bit of wanderlust.

My advice: Leave Little Rock early on a 
Thursday morning. The drive will take you seven 
or eight hours — plus you’ll lose an hour because 
Louisville is in the Eastern time zone — but you’ll 
arrive early in the afternoon with plenty of time to 
freshen up. Where to do so? Hotel options range 
from the old and classy to the new and sassy. 
The Brown, with its stately old-world luxury, was 
Louisville’s most famous hotel until the upstart 
21c Museum Hotel came along and nabbed the 
title of best hotel in the United States (and No. 6 
in the world), according to Condé Nast Traveler’s 
Reader’s Choice Awards in 2009. Really, you can’t 
go wrong with either.

As soon as you’re settled in, head out on the 
town while you have daylight to burn!

Cruise down Bardstown Road — once 
modestly described as “the coolest street in the 
universe” by one of its restaurateur denizens. 
Think Hillcrest but more bohemian and funky: 
It’s lined with eateries that run the gamut from 
cheap to chic, and shops that span the spectrum 

from essential to esoteric. I never drive down 
Bardstown without popping into Carmichael’s, 
Louisville’s oldest independent bookseller, to find 
a fascinating read that wasn’t on my radar. And as 
long as I’m close, I’ll wander down to Ramsi’s Cafe 
on the World for some outstanding food — the 
Brie Bernadette appetizer (a generous slab of the 
soft cheese, coated in almonds and pecans, then 
deep fried) will make your cardiologist blanche, 
but your stomach will forever be in your debt.

Louisville doesn’t lack for fine dining, of 
course — and again you are faced with the 
juxtaposition of old and new. Situated in the 
historic Seelbach Hotel, the Oakroom offers 
legendary fare (including a spectacular Sunday 
brunch); meanwhile, at 21C one finds Proof on 
Main with its cutting edge menu (Octopus Bagna 
Cauda, anyone?).

If Little Rock truly aspires to be “a city in a 
park,” it could do worse than look to Louisville 
for inspiration. The city’s framework includes 
more than fourteen thousand acres of parks, 
and the crown jewels are without a doubt the 
four designed by legendary landscape architect 
Frederick Law Olmsted: Cherokee, Iroquois, 
Seneca, and Shawnee. I lived a stone’s throw 
from Iroquois, which dominates a huge hill on 
the south end of town with a magnificent vista 

of the distant skyline. But new visitors will be 
most blown away by the cultured lawns and 
sprawling greenways of Cherokee Park, and the 
beautiful homes of the historic neighborhood that 
abuts it. Furthermore, Louisville is traversed by 
several broad parkways of Olmsted’s design; these 
connect his signature creations and also serve as 
some of the city’s major traffic arteries.

I didn’t spend a lot of time in downtown 
Louisville while I lived there, but I’ve made 
up for that in recent years. The urban core of 
this city of nearly 725,000 people has seen a lot 
of investment over the past decade and more. 
There’s a booming arts district downtown that 
plays host to several regular nighttime events that 
incorporate dining, drinking, and a peek into the 
artists’ studios. Whether your tastes run to paint 
on canvas, glass fresh from the furnace, or metal 
hot out of the forge, you’ll find what you want 
amid the staggering variety. 

Got kids? Like baseball? Then you’re already 
familiar with one of the city’s most famous exports: 
The Louisville Slugger bat. It’s manufactured by 
the Hillerich & Bradsby Co., which operates the 
Louisville Slugger Museum & Factory on West 
Main Street. You can’t miss it — it’s the building 
with the six-story-tall baseball bat leaning against 
it. (Wondering about Louisville’s other world-

famous exports? Try Kentucky 
Fried Chicken and Muhammad 
Ali.)

If you’re downtown after 
dark, it’s worth nipping across 
one of the river bridges and 
taking in the view of the 
city’s glowing skyline from 
the Indiana side of the river. 
If you’re there during the 
daytime, think about stopping 
at the Falls of the Ohio, a long 
series of rapids which once kept 
river traffic from navigating 
straight through the region 
— requiring a place for boats 
to stop, thus giving birth to 
Louisville. Today the limestone 
shelves that once stymied boats 
have been bypassed by locks, 
but in the process a treasure 
was revealed: Fossilized 
impressions of ancient sea 
life. It’s an archaeological 
park literally in the shadow 
of downtown’s skyscrapers, 
and a great way to spend an 
afternoon.

One of the things that struck 
me most about Louisville 
during my years there was how, 
in its character and demeanor, 
it felt an awful lot like Little 
Rock. Both are Southern cities, 
for example, but without the 

Confederate hangover much of the Deep South 
still possesses. Both strive for a more metropolitan 
feel than the bulk of their otherwise largely rural 
states, and in Louisville’s case it succeeds to a 
greater degree — in no small part because its 
metropolitan area can claim 1.2 million residents 
within a short drive. To that end, a lot of what 
there is to like about the capital city region here 
in Arkansas can be found on a larger scale in 
the ’Ville.

Take the riverfront. Like Little Rock, Louisville’s 
leadership decided back in the late ’90s that it 
needed to recapture this land for the public’s 
benefit. The city bought up scrap yards, stock 
yards, and sundry other commercial uses, cleaned 
up the land, and now can boast of this phenomenal 
amenity. Anchored by Slugger Field, the city’s 
minor league baseball stadium, the riverfront is 
now a walkable, enjoyable swath of greenswards 
and restaurants and shops, a fair-weather draw 
that’s hard to resist. 

There’s also this little event the city hosts 
every year called the Kentucky Derby. Fans of 
horseracing need no further introduction, for 
sure. If you plan to be in town for Derby Week, 
culminating with the big race on the first Saturday 
in May, you need to clear your calendar — the 
assortment of diversions is mind-boggling, and 

runs the gamut from the sublime to the esoteric. 
Just make sure to find a spot with a good view of 
the river for the annual Thunder Over Louisville 
fireworks display. No, “display” won’t cut it — 
that’s what we have here at the end of Riverfest. 
This is a spectacle on steroids, more flash and 
bang than you’re likely to see anywhere else in 
your life. Every other fireworks show will be a 
letdown after that experience.

(Hotel rooms are harder to find and more 
expensive in the days leading up to the Derby. 
You might consider staying in true horse country, 
Lexington, Kentucky, just an hour and a half down 
the road, and driving over for race day.)

Finally, when I’m ready to head out of town, 
I make sure my last stop is a Sunday morning 
brunch at Lynn’s Paradise Cafe. You can roll all 
those words that mean “interesting but ... odd” 
— quirky, wacky, esoteric, what-have-you — into 
one big ball and you’d still just be scratching the 
surface of this local landmark. Covered in kitsch 
inside and out, Lynn’s serves up massive breakfasts 
that boggle the taste buds and challenge even my 
own hearty appetite. How good a cook is proprietor 
Lynn Winter? Well, she beat Bobby Flay on his 
own Food Network show Throwdown. That takes 
kitchen chops mere mortals do not possess.

The next time a four-day weekend comes your 
way, don’t be dissuaded by the prospect of a long 
drive. A visit to Louisville returns great dividends, 
and you’ll find yourself in my shoes: wondering 
how soon you can make it back.

The World’s Biggest Baseball Bat marks the entrance to the Louisville Slugger 
Museum and Factory. It’s one hundred twenty feet tall and weighs sixty-eight 
thousand pounds. The bat is hand-painted steel.

The Brown is located in Louisville’s downtown Theatre 
District.

RANDy MoSS’S toP 5 tIPS
FoR KENtuCKy DERby WEEK

1.  Tour the Louisville Slugger Museum & Factory. 
How entertaining can a bunch of baseball bats 
be? You’d be surprised.

2.  Stroll through the Speed Art Museum. Picasso 
and Rembrandt will have you double-checking 
your GPS to confirm you’re actually in 
Louisville.

3.  Stay at the 21c Museum Hotel. This is easier 
said than done. The eclectic 21c will be a tough 
(and very expensive) ticket on Derby week. 
But call early for a reservation at its Proof on 
Main restaurant, and ask to see a room while 
you’re there.

4.  Visit the Kentucky Derby Museum. Located 
near the main entrance of Churchill Downs, it 
is a must-see for horse racing enthusiasts.

5.  Take a barn tour of Churchill Downs. A close-
up look at the majestic Derby thoroughbreds 
is worth the painfully early wakeup call.

Randy Moss, a Hot Springs native, is the thoroughbred-
racing expert for ESPN as well as a host on the NFL 
Network. He has covered thirty Kentucky Derbies.
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