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Magazines have been singing Louisville's praises
Matt Frassica

May 2, 2010
For two minutes yesterday, the world's attention centered on Louisville. This morning, even as NBC and ESPN trucks depart, the Kentucky Derby is the top story on sports pages nationwide.

But recently Louisville has been getting some pretty good press even on days that are not the first Saturday in May.

According to GQ, the Manhattan at 610 Magnolia is one of America's 20 best cocktails ("The Manhattan belongs to the Bluegrass state."). Conde Nast Traveler called 21c Museum Hotel the best hotel in the country. Bon Appétit named us one of the country's Foodiest Cities. Publishers Weekly called Carmichael's the best independent bookstore in America; Spin, Paste and Esquire have all hailed ear X-tacy as one of the top record stores.

Louisville's one of the top three cities in the country to be a cyclist, according to Bicycling magazine. It's the "Best Place to Sip Whiskey and Watch the World Go By," Men's Journal says.

These superlatives arrive so regularly that we've come to expect them, even to rely on them when we're explaining the city's appeal to an outsider. But where do they come from? How has a midsized city in the middle of the country managed to grab the attention of so many magazine editors in their midtown Manhattan offices? And in the end, what do they really mean for Louisville?

The pitch

It turns out that city officials take these mentions seriously - and work hard to help collect them. Since the launch of the "Possibility City" campaign in 2007, Greater Louisville Inc. (the metro chamber of commerce), Mayor Jerry Abramson's office and the Convention and Visitors' Bureau have made a coordinated effort to get Louisville into the pages of national magazines.
Representatives of the mayor's office, Greater Louisville Inc. and the Convention and Visitors' Bureau meet once a month to coordinate their message so they can "sing from the same songbook," according to Stacy Yates, vice president of marketing and communications for the bureau.

Because these three organizations can present a consistent message and reinforce it, editors are "hearing the same stories, so they're starting to see patterns," Yates said. "Whenever you see patterns and trends, this is when things start to come bubbling up."

During trips to New York City, Abramson said, he has met with editors of top publications about doing stories on Louisville. An August 2008 trip included visits to the offices of Forbes, Fast Company, Architectural Digest, Travel + Leisure, Newsweek, Metropolis and Wired.

He came prepared with visuals: "We were feeding it to them in terms of here are the materials, here are the picture layouts - so think about it sometime," Abramson said. "Several of them came to visit thereafter, and gave us a chance to be able to have a story written."

But is a visit from the mayor enough to merit a story? According to Kate Rockwood, an associate editor at Fast Company, such visits could lead to positive coverage in her magazine. "I get tons and tons of pitches from mayors' offices and things like that and I actually do review them pretty carefully, just because it's hard to kind of keep up with everything," Rockwood said.

The soft sell

Abramson said that his office proposes story ideas to journalists from Louisville who work at national media outlets. "We've got a pretty good Rolodex if I say so myself," he said, citing former Courier-Journal reporter Howard Fineman, now chief political correspondent for Newsweek.

"I call him all the time with stories," Abramson said. "And every now and then, he passes them on, and every now and then, we get a little blurb."

(Reached in Washington, D.C., Fineman tempered the mayor's claim. "I think that's probably a little dramatic," Fineman said, explaining that he and Abramson speak occasionally. "It's not like he's feeding me story ideas all the time.")

For its part, the Convention and Visitors' Bureau cultivates writers, putting them up in town and showing them a good time. "What we've been trying to do over the past couple of years is to develop relationships with freelance writers and give them ideas," Yates said. "We take them out all over town, take them to attractions, take them to dinners, and they get many more ideas for other stories."

Other opportunities for coverage come when editors post open calls for submissions for a Best Of or a Top Ten list. That's when all the visits to magazines, regular updates about the city and bringing journalists to town really pays off.

"Any time that there is a list that we find out about, we will go after it, and we will send out an e-mail to our attractions," Yates said.

Sometimes magazine editors will contact officials in Louisville for help writing up a ranking that is already being considered.

For example, Outside magazine contacted the bureau for "bullet points" when it listed Louisville as one of 2008's "Best Towns," Yates said.

An editor from Men's Journal contacted the mayor's office for suggestions several months before Louisville appeared on this year's "Best Places To" list, according to Chris Poynter, the mayor's deputy director of communications.

"They called - it was probably six months ago. They said, 'We're looking at Louisville along with several other cities, where are the funky neighborhoods?'" Poynter said. "We talked about the Highlands, we talked about downtown."

The city's efforts have started to pay dividends, Yates said.

"I cannot say for certain that our efforts with Bon Appétit led to Louisville being named one of the Top 5 Foodiest hometowns, but it's got to play a part (in) that," she said.

Get back

Other editors at national publications cautioned that outreach efforts from official organs like the mayor's office would have limited sway over what goes into a magazine.

Will Cockrell, senior editor for Men's Journal, said that pitches from the city wouldn't influence his "Best Places To" list. "We try to start from scratch. We don't go looking for old press releases," Cockrell said. "We start blind; we think we end up with a better list that way."

Southern Living magazine tries to include at least one local story in its Kentucky edition each month, according to travel editor James Black. But he said that the magazine avoids freebies from officials, "because that is seeing what they want you to see. We find it better to just kind of go on your own."

In many cases, however, the editors or writers know more about the industry they cover than the mayor's office or chamber of commerce would.

"I would never before I visited a town call a CVB person and say, 'So what's the food scene?'" said Andrew Knowlton, restaurants editor for Bon Appétit and editor of the Foodiest Cities list.

"I would feel I'm not doing my job if they're telling me about stuff," Knowlton said. "I probably want to call a chef in Louisville or a farmer," rather than the chamber of commerce, to find out about the latest developments in the city's cuisine.

"That's something I pride myself on, coming up with this or doing the research myself."

Still, Black confirmed that the bureau is a frequent source of information for Southern Living on what's new in town. "They're good about letting us know if something that's new is going on, so they are a good source for us."

Cockrell agreed. "We cover a lot of food and drink, and Louisville would be a city that our readers are interested in," he said. "In that sense maybe those press releases are helpful, because we may hear about a restaurant or a bar we want to feature."

The long game

Yates and Abramson conceded that some of their pitches to writers and editors didn't always have an immediate effect. Still, officials say that the effort is cumulative. One example of a slow-building campaign for national recognition was 21c's effort to top Condé Nast Traveler's 2009 Reader's Choice list.

"A lot of hard work went into that" ranking, said Robert Gunnell, senior partner in Peritus, a public relations firm that works for 21c.

"When it comes to hotel rankings and hotel restaurant rankings, the only way you get those is by creating buzz around the travel industry and the writers," Gunnell said. "If you go pitch to them 'I want to be ranked in your best hotels,' they would laugh you out of their building."

According to Gunnell, the owners of 21c, Peritus and bureau worked together to help build the hotel's reputation nationally. "LCVB did a great job of bringing in travel writers" and coordinating with Peritus "to help us talk to them and identify with them and pitch them on 21c stories."

Referring to such extended marketing campaigns, Bon Appétit's Knowlton said, "I'm sure they could plant a seed in somebody's mind." He compared it to a press junket. "You would never write a story based on that press trip," Knowlton said. "But maybe five years down the line, it helps."

Bluegrass-bound

But how do all these efforts actually help the city? Do mentions in national magazines do anything for business?

When ear X-Tacy showed up on Spin magazine's list of "America's 15 Best Indie Record Stores" this April, foot traffic and sales went up, according to store manager Rebecca Cornwell. "It seems like a lot of people have seen it," she said.

Ed Lee, chef and owner of 610 Magnolia, said that magazine mentions don't normally increase traffic at the restaurant - with one exception. "We get a lot of mentions in airline magazines, and for some reason mentions in airline magazines drive business into the restaurant," he said.

Lee also recalled seeing lots of customers with the October 2009 issue of Gourmet magazine, which profiled the restaurant. "People would come in with the actual magazine in hand and ask me to sign it," he said.

According to the mayor, the branding campaign and rankings in national magazines both serve definite economic development aims. "Cities are a very competitive industry," Abramson said. "As a result, just like car dealerships, we are competing with each other."

The theory goes that the higher Louisville's profile among other cities, the easier it will be to encourage retailers to open stores here and young professionals to relocate here, according to Abramson.

"HR directors, CEOs realize that the more there's a buzz about Louisville, the easier it is for them to reach out to (prospective hires), saying, you know, you ought to look at Louisville as an opportunity," he said.

Doug Davis says he was lured to Louisville by the magazine rankings. A couple of years ago, Davis, a disaffected South Bronx cop, and his wife were ready for a change. Louisville's listing on Outside Magazine's Best Towns list in August, 2008, caught their attention.

"Everyone wants to live in Seattle, they all want to live in Boulder, Colorado, but everyone knows about those places, so prices are out of this world," Davis remembers.

The couple had driven through Louisville on road trips, so they already knew about its parks and well-maintained older houses.

A mention of Bardstown, Ky., on National Geographic Adventure Magazine's 2008 Best Places to Live list made the prospect of a move irresistible.

"We literally packed up, got a hotel room at the Extended Stay America, found a Realtor, and September 5th we closed on our house," Davis said. "So 30 days later, we had a home on Cherokee Park."

Now Davis and his wife have set up their own small business in the Highlands. River City Canoe and Kayak on Cherokee Road opened its doors last month.

Civic pride

But not all non-native Louisvillians have picked up and moved across the country on the strength of the city's magazine coverage. For those who came to Louisville for work or other more prosaic reasons, the national rankings help them explain to the uninitiated what they love about their adoptive city.

Chörben Miller, special events manager for 610 Magnolia, sheepishly admits to citing national rankings when friends and family back in New York ask why she's moved to Kentucky.

"I'm almost ashamed and appalled that I would be that shallow, but I totally do," Miller said.

Gill Holland, co-owner of the Green Building, is happy to have the national rankings when he's talking to friends in the big city.

"Anybody that has friends that visit often or travels, you know lots of people are like, 'Well, why do you live in Louisville?' and you go through your mantra," Holland said. "So for me it's just more ammunition. I love it."
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