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				Then inside the cave he could hear the gypsy starting to sing and the soft chording of a guitar. “I had an inheritance from my father,” the artificially hardened voice rose harshly and hung there.

				Then went on:

				“It was the moon and the sun

				And though I roam all over the world

				The spending of it’s never done.”

				—ERNEST HEMINGWAY,

				For Whom the Bell Tolls

			

		

	
		
			
			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			PART I

			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			[image: ] 1 [image: ]

			ON THE AFTERNOON of the Kentucky Oaks, I searched the grandstand at Churchill Downs for Julian P. Van Winkle III. It was Friday, the day before the Derby, and it looked like it might just stay beautiful and clear, a miracle this time of year in the humid South. As I made my way through a crowd of people with a sheen on their faces and seersucker stuck to their thighs, I thought of an old friend who once said that existing at our latitude felt like living inside someone’s mouth. The breath of racehorses, summer humidity, Kentucky Straight Bourbon Whiskey—the South has many forms of heat, by-products of a place perched delicately on the edge between romance and hypocrisy. The Ole Miss band used to play a slow version of “Dixie” before the game, and even as I winced at the Confederate nostalgia, I also teared up because the song reminded me of my father. That’s what Patterson Hood called the “Duality of the Southern Thing.” The Derby distills those feelings. When horses turn for home, we are all wild and free, sweating and cheering, the dream on our breath and clutched in our fists. I admit I love that blood-sport rush.

			The pageant of the big race swirled around me. The old Louisville families gathered in boxes along the stretch, gripping drinks and pari-mutuel tickets. I was at the track to write racing columns for my magazine and Julian was living another day in what seemed to be the endless spring break of his life. I didn’t know him yet. We had met several times before to discuss a book about bourbon we wanted to write together. I was to help him tell the story of his bourbon, the mythical and rare Pappy Van Winkle, but it became clear that there was no way to separate the bourbon’s mythology from his personal history. That clarity lay before me. At the moment, I just needed to find the man in the madness at Churchill Downs.

			I finally found him holding court in a box about halfway up the grandstand surrounded by old friends, a well-tailored blue-and-white-striped sport coat draped across his shoulders and reading glasses dangling from his neck beneath a peach-colored, whiskey barrel–patterned bow tie. Julian kept on-brand with his Pappy ball cap, and a lifetime of May afternoons in Kentucky had taught him to put on duck boots before heading to the track. He smiled when he saw me and handed me his flask of Weller 12. The whiskey went down smooth, with enough burn to let you know it was working, which was what my father used to say when he’d disinfect my cuts with hydrogen peroxide. Julian loves the 12-year-old Weller. He’s got a storage facility full of it—and a bourbon club’s fantasy of other rare bourbons. If you ask him where he keeps it, he’ll wink and laugh and dissemble, but he won’t give out the coordinates. “I went to the shed,” he said. “My whiskey shed, the storage shed, whose location will remain anonymous. I’ll show you a picture of it.”

			His wife, Sissy, saw me and waved. I think I might be in love with her. She’s pretty, with a great laugh. Her smile is an invitation to pull up a seat. I had stepped into a party that had been raging for a generation or two. They had a bag of chocolates and a Seven Seas salad dressing bottle filled with bourbon. Julian often travels with his own booze. Wouldn’t you? He is famous among friends for showing up at parties with half-pints of Pappy—used for tasting and testing barrels—and passing them around. They’re called blue caps. I love the blue caps. Once, before I was about to give a speech, his son, Preston, handed me one to take onstage. I have  this memory of Julian at a food and wine festival after-party—it was at a local Indian restaurant that had been turned into a Bollywood dance club—and he was floating around the dance floor, hands in the air, pausing only to give anyone who wanted a pull of the Pappy he kept in his pocket. In that moment, I wanted to know how someone got to be so free and if that freedom created his perfect whiskey, or the other way around. That night exists as a kind of psychedelic dream to me, the feeling of being whisked away in a black Suburban and ending up with streaky images of dancing and music and Pappy.

			Julian looks more and more like Pappy every day. He’s got a silver cuff of hair around his bald head and is quick with a joke, usually on himself. On his right hand, he wears a family ring just like the one his grandfather and father wore. The Van Winkles have a large number of traditions, the most famous of which is their whiskey. That fame doesn’t make it any more or less important than the others. They are all just the things this old Southern family does in the course of being itself.

			Among Julian’s many quirks: wearing fake rotten teeth, which he and Sissy sported each time they first met a set of future in-laws of one of their three daughters; searching for records to fit his old-timey jukebox in the basement; listening to music while cleaning out the big silver pots after frying Thanksgiving turkeys; setting mole traps for going on forty years now, without ever successfully catching a mole; and firing a paintball gun at the deer on his property that want to tear up his plants. One night, deep into two open bottles of bourbon, he grabbed a flashlight and I grabbed the paintball assault rifle and we went out into the neighborhood. I kept the weapon up like they do in the war movies and he swung the light through the trees. We didn’t see anything. I was bummed. He was stoic, as usual.

			Julian almost never complains—few people know, for instance, that he’s just on the other side of cancer treatment that could have ended very differently. Normally a private man, he allowed his closest friends to see the fear in his eyes; to share in his vulnerability. His illness made him newly reflective, which would have a cascade of repercussions in his life. He’d reached the point when he had to take dying seriously. Everyone passes through that valley and everyone emerges changed. His bourbon is passing through a valley, too. In the coming months, he will taste the new liquor that will fill his bottles. The whiskey that built his success had run out, and the “new whiskey,” distilled and laid up many years ago, is now finally ready to be tasted and, with luck, bottled. I would come to appreciate the challenge of dealing with market trends when your product gets made as many as twenty-five years in the past. When I met Julian this is what loomed largest; soon it would be time for him to test the first ever Pappy Van Winkle’s Family Reserve made from whiskey distilled by his partner Buffalo Trace. Whiskey is marketed as an antidote to change, so the magic is especially vulnerable during times of transition. That tension ran through my mind during this otherwise carefree day at the nation’s most famous racetrack. Julian was looking far into the future, to see how this brand and whiskey would be passed from one generation to the next. The Van Winkles have done most things very well, except for that: the last time the baton pass got seriously fucked up.

			But on this afternoon Julian was in good humor: passing around whiskey, cracking jokes, waiting on the bugle to blow, being Julian Van Winkle. From our box seats, the crowd around us kept an eye on the infield scoreboard, counting down the minutes until post for the next race. People killed time with liquor and stories. A local doctor juggled apples, taking the occasional bite without missing a rotation as we cheered him on.

			Finally the next race began with a thunder of hooves. There’s a word that describes that sound, rataplan, which evokes the incredible noise a dozen running horses can make and the way you feel that noise in your chest, loud—not like something in nature but like standing next to a tower of speakers at an Allman Brothers show. The sound takes on physical form and lives on as psychic echo. The crowd roared and leaned in. We stopped to look down at the track as the horses left the gate and came bounding past. It took less than two minutes, the crowd swaying, clutching the white betting slips, matching numbers to silks, standing and screaming beneath the roof of the grandstand. Oh, glorious afternoon!

			Churchill Downs has been expanded over the years, the luxury suites rising high above the spires—an unintentional and dark metaphor about the change that has come to this track. This new-money Derby attracts people who seem desperate for the lifestyle. The day-trippers wear gangster suits and outlandish patterns and hats inappropriate to the latitude, temperature, or setting. It’s amateur hour. They hold liquor like ninth graders. The homogenization of America has left people wandering the land in search of a place to belong. We are a tribeless nation hungry for tribes. That longing and loneliness are especially on display in early May in Kentucky.

			From these seats, it felt possible to ignore all that change. Ignoring can be intoxicating. The view before us was the view people saw one hundred years ago. We couldn’t make out the big battleship bridge behind us that dwarfed the spires. We only saw the flash of the silks and the splashes of dirt and the blur of whip hands banging away for one more burst of speed. The race ended, and Julian pulled a Cohiba out of his pocket and lit it. “My victory cigar,” he said. A grin flashed across his face. “I didn’t bet on the race,” he said. “So I won.”
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			MY NAME IS WRIGHT THOMPSON and I’m the writer. Julian and I originally sold this book as his story alone. That concept fell apart in the first trip when my own life kept mirroring and driving my conversations with the Van Winkle family. It was a strange time for me. The few days before arriving at the track had been full of nervous uncertainty. My wife and I were waiting on a phone call from our fertility doctor. My wife’s name is Sonia and she’s a writer and editor, too, with beautiful big brown eyes and wavy brown hair. She’s smart, funny, with enough of her mother’s Iowa farm girl can-do toughness that she moves through our lives like a miracle worker. But there was one miracle we just couldn’t seem to work. There had been so many failed attempts to get pregnant. Finally we’d reached the end of the road. The doctor told us this was our last chance to have a family. There was nothing left to do but wait for the news and hope, so I decided to go ahead to Kentucky on my work trip. I felt myself spiraling. Never in my life did I remember feeling so tense and untethered, and I couldn’t imagine how Sonia could manage knowing that this was either happening or not happening inside her own body. I expected the news a day or two after the Derby, and then the turmoil and worry would end either way. Normally that knowledge would bring a kind of peace: we’ll get this news and then deal with it. But if I’m being honest, I didn’t know if we could deal. I liked our life and feared that bad news might make going back to that life seem impossible.

			Those were the stakes in my mind. Yes, I know that’s a lot of confession right at the beginning, but I wanted to try to explain how the book came to be what it is. Julian and I are friends now, partly because of our visits but also partly because of the timing of those visits. Julian entered my world immediately after his successful battle with cancer, having confronted death, and I entered his while praying for a positive test result and thinking about life.

			Sitting in the box seats at Churchill Downs, I watched Julian take a draw on his cigar and exhale into the humid Louisville air. The smell of the smoke reminded me of all the times I’d sat around as a child and watched the grown men and wondered when I might be like them. Julian looked out at the infield clock, counting the hours until the featured race.
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			WE HAD TIME TO PASS before the Kentucky Oaks, which is a mile and an eighth for three-year-old fillies held the day before the Derby. Oaks Day had long been my favorite racing afternoon of the year.

			“The Derby is a shit-show,” I said to Julian over the noise. “And the Oaks is just as fun.”

			He shook his head.

			“This is just as crowded,” he said. “Friday used to be the locals’ favorite. Now it’s pushed back to Thursday.” So many tourists now come to the Oaks that the real local time at the track is Thursday—nicknamed Kentucky Thurby. I won some money yesterday, so I was loving the Thurby.

			Sitting here on Oaks Day, I looked around and felt at home, like I’d discovered a long-lost family who had found me wandering and brought me back into the fold. The prodigal drinker returns. Julian is an archetype for the kind of man I’d like to be: a lover of fine wine and food, a traveler, a storyteller and court-holder, a good wing shot, a devoted father to one son and triplet daughters. Hanging around him requires being focused and funny—he is of a generation and social class that were taught how to play verbal ping-pong at rollicking dinner parties—and I always walk away feeling like I’ve gone back in time to sit with my father and his friends. Julian has an old jukebox in his basement, along with white dog moonshine off his grandfather’s still at the Stitzel-Weller distillery the family owned until greed forced a sale. I’d learn a lot more about the trauma of that loss as I got to know Julian more in the coming years. It’s the essential conflict of his life: something was built, something was lost, and he was left with the pieces.

			Stitzel-Weller is considered by connoisseurs the finest bourbon ever made, smooth and complex. After the Van Winkle family lost the distillery in 1972, and it was sold, some new corporate owners changed the distilling process to save money and now that taste can never be re-created. Even the precious self-propagated yeast was abandoned in the name of progress. Powdered yeast is easier to manage and carries less risk of cross contamination, but while it always works, it doesn’t have the same complexities. More and more today, we don’t want to do the work or take the chances required for greatness, and we try to fix all those shortcuts on the back end with marketing and branding—modern, fancy words that mean lie. The old living yeast, Julian said, is still in some corporate freezer in New Jersey or somewhere, lost like the Ark of the Covenant at the end of Raiders of the Lost Ark.

			The night before the Oaks, Julian took a bunch of his whiskey to a charity event in Lexington. The longer we spent together the more I saw him quietly using his supply of Pappy to help people. The charity sold three 10-year-old bottles, three 12s, two 15s, along with a 20, a 23, and one of the truly impossible to find 25-year-old decanters.

			“How much all together?” I asked.

			He said, “$178,000.”

			“Who bought it?”

			“A car dealership guy in Lexington.”

			“Who gets the money?”

			“Lexington Cancer Foundation.”

			We were walking through the grandstand toward the concession concourse. People stumbled around us all fucked up. I mean, shitrocked. The surest way to tell the people who had arrived here for an anachronistic weekend versus those who came every year was to look around and see who could hold their booze. Because everyone was drinking like they needed to forget some horrible thing they’d done. Some people rolled with it, and others . . . well, at that moment, I caught a falling drunk girl.

			“Whoa!” Julian said, laughing. “Some of these people aren’t going to make it through the day.”
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			WE GOT TO KNOW EACH OTHER. I worked even on the first day to sort out what was authentically Julian and what I was projecting onto him. At the start, I saw him most clearly as the gatekeeper to a great bourbon whose roots give it a sense of permanence in an industry given over to fads and to marketing sold as tradition. He was careful never to speak ill in public of other whiskey makers but I had no such reservations. Julian never oversold his story to me, like, say, the folks who claim a family recipe for whiskey they buy in bulk from someone else. It’s a line that was hard to hold and ever harder to see, especially for the customers, but one Julian walked with care.

			That night after the races, he and I had a plan to drive out to a party at his family’s old distillery. It’s now home to Bulleit. Tommy Bulleit uses the old office that belonged to Julian’s father and grandfather.

			I wanted to go for the same reasons Julian did not.

			He’s an outwardly confident guy who still carries inside him a scar. He doesn’t know Tommy Bulleit, who might be a lovely guy. But the idea of Tommy Bulleit’s using the distillery the Van Winkle family built leaves Julian feeling hurt and angry. If he’s being honest, he is worried that the further his family gets from that distillery, the more likely the same phoniness is to infect them, too. Maybe that’s why Julian tells everyone he meets that he doesn’t make whiskey while the Bulleit folks talk about their old family recipe, which was once made for them by a competitor that was owned by a Japanese beer company, which was owned by the same Japanese conglomerate that long ago made the Zero fighter airplane. The Zero killed a great many Americans in the Pacific and probably tried to kill Julian’s father. All of that is to say that enemies can become friends—my wife’s grandfather invited his German guards to their POW camp reunions—and the world can evolve and shrink, but for certain kinds of men, like my own grandfather who refused to buy Japanese cars, there always remains a scar that never goes away. For Julian, physical proximity to the Stitzel-Weller distillery is that kind of scar.

			His modesty is a way to protect himself and his progeny against decadence and decline. He will not praise himself, but luckily other people in the bourbon world will do it for him. His connoisseurship is rooted in his lifetime of tasting bourbon, which would make him at the top of his profession if that were his only skill. It isn’t. There’s something more intentional and personal at work when he sits down to curate the barrels that eventually become Pappy Van Winkle. He is not finding a technically perfect taste, which doesn’t exist, or trying to use his sophisticated palate to put out a product that the focus groups and market research tell him will stun the critics and wow the customer. He is trying to sell a whiskey that tastes like the Stitzel-Weller that exists mostly now in his mind. He never lost that taste, even if his family lost the facility that made it.

			That night at Stitzel-Weller, the new owners, international conglomerate Diageo, were launching a high-end bourbon with a big fancy dinner, cohosted by the Southern lifestyle magazine Garden & Gun. “Stitzel-Weller, baby,” Julian said again, a bit more wistfully this time. “I hope I know the guy at the guardhouse. It’d be fun to see him. He worked for my dad. . . . It was like 1972, he was twentysomething. I actually worked with him as a teenager. He’s been there forever. It’ll be a crazy night.”

			“I just want to watch your face,” I told him.

			He smiled. “It will be tough for me to keep my mouth shut,” he said.
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			KENTUCKY IS AT THE CENTER of the Van Winkle family mythology, and in the days before I met Julian at Churchill Downs, I drove around the horse farms and pastures east of Louisville. It’s impossible to separate Julian from his home state. It’s no coincidence that bourbon and thoroughbred racehorses come from the same place because both are made or broken long before anyone ever sees them. I rolled down the windows and let the big engine on my car roar and growl as I made the kind of aimless country laps that defined my high school summer days.

			Exploring this part of Kentucky is one of my favorite drives in the world, following State Highway 1967 and Iron Works Pike, turning on narrow lanes built alongside short stone walls. Above me stretched a canopy of green leaves. The sun coming through the branches landed on the blacktop in dappled patches of light. My purpose wasn’t completely aimless though. I’d driven here, over hill and dale, with a mission: to find the ruins of an old mansion, hidden from the road by pastures and oaks, which I’ve had described to me in such fanciful terms that I don’t fully believe anything that dramatic could really be standing. A local horse lover told me which unmarked iron gate to approach, and when my car got close, the gate opened. The land is now owned by one of those powerful families who’ve long come and gone from the world of thoroughbred racing. This one made its money in the life insurance game. I’m a middle-aged man with elevated liver enzymes and high cholesterol, so I’ve had to consider dying as a real thing, and I find my immediate reaction is this strange desire to leave behind monuments to myself, whether they come in the form of a book about bourbon or in letters to friends and family. The monuments we erect—shouting into the wind that we were once alive and had hopes and dreams—often end up becoming a shrine to the fallacy and futility of that desire itself.

			A man in a pickup truck eyed me suspiciously. The road cuts through manicured pastures and rises slightly, headed toward the interior of the property. Once upon a time, this land belonged to a business partner of the Hearst family, who made his millions during one of the many California gold rushes. As an old man, he built a mansion for a new bride, nearly fifty years his junior, and for twelve years, it hosted the kind of parties that will make the papers this week in Louisville; grand affairs, the mansion glowing like an ocean liner. He named it Green Hills after the view. Twelve years later, he died without a will and the land went to auction to be split into pieces. The guy who bought this part couldn’t pay the stiff taxes on a mansion he couldn’t afford to keep in the first place. So he tore it down. Most of it, that is.

			I’m reminded of a drive through Tuscany with my friend Fred Marconi, who had picked me up at a train station so we could go watch Siena play Florence in soccer. Rows of trees lined the road, pine and cypress. Castle keeps rose from the hills. He drove past the exit of the stadium. There was a place he wanted to show me first.

			“Our Little Big Horn,” he said. Marconi’s family has lived in Siena for at least five hundred years—the paper trail ran out before relatives did—and he is proud of his history. This wasn’t some old man talking. He was a forty-two-year-old graffiti artist who plays bass in a rock band. He’s got a Ramones tattoo. He baptized his three-year-old son on the 750th anniversary of the battle that took place on the peaceful field he was driving me to see. Changing lanes, he swerved in and out of game-day traffic, telling the story.

			“This was one of the biggest battles in the Middle Ages,” he said. “It was September fourth, 1260. Dante talked about this battle in The Divine Comedy and said it was a terrible day. The Sienese turned the Arbia River into a red river of blood. We actually exterminated the Florentine army.”

			After the battle, the city-state of Siena flourished. Work started on a cathedral, which would be the biggest in the world. Some businessmen founded a bank. The reign lasted almost three hundred years, then the Florentine army got its revenge, taking the town. The cathedral remains unfinished.
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			UP TO THE RIGHT, I saw a flash of white through the trees.

			Then it came into view, like something on Marconi’s Tuscan hilltop, the strangest thing: four Corinthian columns and the wide marble and stone entrance stairs, the only part of Green Hills that remains. It was stranded out here like Ozymandias, except instead of sand stretching to oblivion, it was green Kentucky bluegrass. I sat on the steps and let the silence swallow me as I tried to imagine this place lit on a Derby weekend and the sound of the band flowing from the house, filtering out into the night. Big flowing dresses and gentlemen in imported shirts and ribbon ties, and the underside of that world, too. I liked how I felt out by these columns and what the view made me consider, and how those ideas fit so cleanly into the way I was thinking about Pappy and the Van Winkles, and about me and my own family, too. These ruins are shocking and yet clarifying. America is such a young country. We haven’t been through nearly the national life cycles of so many nations around the world. Other places have grown accustomed, even numb, to the way cultures rise and fall and then try to pick themselves back up again. Horse racing, like bourbon, makes these big ideas small enough to see. I can close my eyes and hear the parties. Imagine making a drive out here and seeing the lanterns hanging
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