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This arena will get built. 

GE Consumer & Industrial, which for the 11 years has experienced double-digit annual growth in its high-end Monogram appliance line, will build a $3.5 million "arena" to showcase its products to distributors, architects, designers and chefs, said Valinda Wagner, who will serve as director of the GE Monogram Experience Center. 

The 9,000-square-foot center will be located at the Global Customer Center at GE's Appliance Park. 

Demolition began this week on space formerly occupied by the General Electric Co. unit's finance department, which was relocated to other space at Appliance Park. 

Chefs, architects among targeted visitors 

A general contractor is expected to be named soon. The first three-day training session and product showcase for salespeople, architects, designers and chefs is slated to be held Jan. 15, Wagner said. 

"We wanted to create an arena for people to come and experience our products," Wagner said. "We realized that we needed to do more to reach the chefs, designers, architects and appliance salespeople, and we feel that this will sensitize them to the Monogram experience." 

Jack Wright, a salesman for Bonnycastle Appliance & TV Inc., 2460 Bardstown Road, said he has attended a similar center in Madison, Wis., for GE competitor Viking Range Corp. 

"If GE's is anything like the one Viking has, it will be a great experience," Wright said. "We ate a ton of great food, and they really treat you right." 

GE will pick up the tab 

Participants in the classes will be identified by regional and local GE sales representatives throughout the world. 

GE will pay for participants' entire trip, including travel, meals and a two-night stay at the 21c boutique hotel on West Main Street. 

From the moment participants walk into the center's day spa-inspired lobby with tiger-striped tile and basket-woven leather wallcovering, they will be immersed in the trappings of a lifestyle enjoyed by many Monogram end users. 

The center will feature a cooking "classroom" complete with an in-house executive chef and six kitchen vignettes decked out with Monogram ovens, stoves, under-the-counter refrigerators and dishwashers. 

An experience for all senses 

Each station also will have flat-panel televisions displaying recipes participants will follow when they prepare dishes that will be eaten by the entire class of 20. 

The center also will have a wine-tasting room featuring GE's $30,000 computer-controlled wine vault and a custom conference table outfitted with a wine chilling sink that spans the length of the table. 

Participants will learn about each of the appliances in a theater-style display room complete with a 20-foot ceiling, stage lighting and a rear-projection screen for displaying life-size images. 

Appliances will be revealed individually to guests from behind custom wood panels, adding to the "theater" feel of the presentation, Wagner said. 

"When someone comes in, we don't just want them to smell food," Wagner said. "We want them to smell leather and feel the cold granite of the countertops, just as they would in one of their customers' homes." 

High end is where it's at 

Only about 5 percent of GE Consumer & Industrial's total annual revenue comes from its high-end Monogram line, said Kim Freeman, director of communications for the business unit. 

But revenue growth in the high-end appliance line has been brisk as more consumers view their kitchens the way they view their Range Rovers, Rolexes and Coach purses, said Merrell Grant, general manager of the Monogram product line. 

"To these consumers, design is as important as functionality," Grant said, adding that there has been an explosion in the number of people buying million-dollar homes and second homes. 

And to those consumers, a kitchen isn't where kids hang their drawings on the refrigerator. "Kitchens are increasing in square footage, and they are being more integrated into the living space," Grant said. "They are for entertaining, and they are for status." 

Bonnycastle's Wright said there is a lot of competition among appliance makers who sell high-end products. His store sells various high-end brands, but Monogram is one of the most popular."Because this is a GE town, we sell a lot of it, primarily to some of the more affluent customers," Wright said. 

Project shows 'commitment' to Louisville 

The addition of the Monogram center to Appliance Park should allay fears of people who believe GE's time in Louisville is nearly up, Freeman said. 

Wagner said that GE hopes to create "our own little world" in the midst of the mammoth, aging Appliance Park. 

"There has been so much talk of us leaving here. But the fact is, the business unit is headquartered here, and we love it here," Freeman said. "The fact that we're making this kind of investment in Appliance Park speaks to our commitment to Louisville." 

