San Antonio Express-News, June 2006
(This column also ran on front page of Lexington Herald-Leader)

Elegy for Flight 5191

How do you make sense of the senseless? My heartbroken hometown is finding out

LEXINGTON, Ky.

So many numbers, none adding up.

Flight 5191. Runway 22 or 26.

One wrong turn and 49 people dead.

But why?

Tragedy never makes sense. Last Sunday the people of Lexington discovered it makes even less sense up close. Just before dawn a Comair jet needing 5,000 feet to get safely off the ground turned onto the 3,500-foot Runway 26 and attempted a takeoff that ended in a fiery crash, killing all but one of the people on board.

Of the many questions that followed, the most wrenching for Lexingtonians was the first:

Was anyone I know on that plane?

In a town like Lexington you have to think so, Keith Madison says. So, on Sunday morning, as he drove with his wife to church after hearing about the crash on the radio while shaving, he figured worse news was in store.

At church, the Madisons and their fellow parishioners said a prayer for Flight 5191.

What happened on a farm west of downtown Lexington couldn't have been more at odds with the normal rhythms of the city where I grew up. Few things are as peaceful as a Sunday morning in Fayette County or as idyllic as the scenery along Versailles Road near Keeneland Race Course.

All that was shattered by the worst American plane crash since 2001, a communal event of historic proportions in Lexington, a town of 260,000.

Ordinarily a takeoff from this small, two-runway airport surrounded by horse country can be uncommonly serene as airline travel goes. In July, I flew out of Lexington back to San Antonio after going home for the first time in years. I looked down wistfully at the picturesque landscape: the red roofs of Calumet Farm, the blue-green grass, the white fences. God, I missed this place.

As my plane angled into the sky off Runway 22, I grew quiet and reflective, as I do almost every time I fly.

So I wonder now: What was going on in the minds of those on Flight 5191? Surrounded by darkness, with a light rain streaming down the windows of the plane as it taxied toward the runway, some passengers probably laid their heads back.

Others, such as the newlyweds married less than 12 hours earlier, might have been too wired.

The outdoor wedding ceremony of Jonathan Hooker and Scarlett Parsley the evening before had included a hymn called “It Is Well with My Soul” -- its lyrics written by a 19th-century businessman named Horatio Gates Spafford after he and his wife lost their four daughters in a shipwreck.

When peace, like a river, attendeth my way,
When sorrows like sea billows roll;
Whatever my lot, Thou has taught me to say,
It is well, it is well, with my soul.

Among those at the wedding was Madison, the retired head baseball coach at the University of Kentucky. Hooker had played at UK under Madison from 1998 to 2001. "Hook" was a relief pitcher, a closer with a split-finger fastball that darted like a minnow and carried him to a brief minor league career. Now all those box scores were behind him, life's joys having become harder to quantify but potentially much greater.

At 6:30 p.m. the ceremony started. The hot, hazy day was cooling, and a light breeze blew.

Hooker and Parsley, who had grown up together in London, Ky., exchanged vows in the shade of 100-year-old oak and ash trees and listened to a toast about never going to bed mad -- something Madison couldn't imagine happening, the way Jon and Scarlett were grinning at each other.

And then, 12 hours later, the death and parting they had mentioned, probably without thinking as they said their vows, was upon them, reducing them to statistics.

It's funny about numbers: They're at once exact and abstract. As statistics, people cease to seem real. It isn't clear who loved whom or why or for how long or whether any of that even matters anymore.

In an age of war and hurricanes and terrorism, death's score desensitizes us until a plane wobbles off Runway 26 and explodes in our own back yard. And then we know.

Late last Sunday morning, Madison finally got the news he half expected: He did know somebody on the plane. An old teammate of Hooker's called the coach on his cell phone as Madison was sitting down to lunch at home with his wife. Madison could hear the anguish coming over the phone. Hooker had been one of his most popular players, invariably the first out of the dugout to congratulate teammates crossing the plate with a run. 

The mourning had begun. 

But by then newer crises were supplanting the crash in the national news. Within hours the Lexington tragedy was one-upped on Internet sites by a death toll from Iraq: 50 people killed.

And then some national news outlets stopped mentioning the crash altogether, Madison noted.

"It was all Katrina and JonBenet," he said. "It was like they had moved on to a different story. But people here in Lexington were still grieving."

My hometown had a broken heart. So did I. Once the life stories of victims began to surface, rescuing them from being a mere statistic, I began to feel the grief long-distance.

Looking at a photo of Hooker with his ruddy cheeks and Cupid's-bow mouth, I felt sad for the death of a man I'd never known.

I thought about the boyhood dreams Hooker had abandoned on an obscure ball field and the doomed love he had sealed with a kiss beneath his bride's veil. His marriage didn't last long enough for him to see sunrise with his wife. What of that survives?

I wondered as I sat with my wife and our two boys in an ice cream parlor Sunday -- a day all those people in Lexington never would finish. The gooey smiles of my sons would stick in my memory, which is the way it should be. What we hold in our hearts is forever.

We keep those on Flight 5191 alive by walking through the wonderful, messy world they departed -- choosing day by day to be defined not by numbers but by moments: eating ice cream on a summer evening; bringing a fastball high and hard; dancing the first dance of the rest of our lives in the fading August light.
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Straight and smooth

Legendary bourbon is seeing a resurgence in popularity, and not just on Derby Day


The Kentucky Derby is a distillation of what Americans want most from major sporting events. Lasting only two minutes, Churchill Downs' Eighth Race of the day on the first Saturday in May has no timeouts, no relief pitchers strolling in from the bullpen, no commercial breaks, no halftime show, no wardrobe malfunctions and no posturing egomaniacs.
If you like your excitement watered down, watch the Super Bowl. The Derby, run in the lengthening late-afternoon shadows of a spring day in Louisville, is Kentucky straight, a rush of blood to the head.

It seems natural, then, that the Derby is so closely associated with Kentucky's other distilled jolt. Kentucky straight bourbon whiskey, the foundation of the Derby's signature drink, the Mint Julep, is sure to be on as many lips at post time Saturday as the name of early favorite Nobiz like Shobiz.

But bourbon isn't just for the first Saturday in May. Distillers such as Woodford Reserve's Dave Scheurich will stay busy satisfying America's renewed taste for whiskey long after the Derby ends and the lilies climbing the stone walls of Scheurich's distillery have lost their bloom.

In the distilled-spirits race, bourbon is, as a track announcer might say, moving up on the outside. Reversing a downturn that saw bourbon volumes decline by half between 1970 and 2000 -- a slide that put many companies out of business and brought about much consolidation -- bourbon volumes grew by 3.1 percent last year, according to David Ozgo, chief economist for the Distilled Spirits Council of the United States.

That might sound modest. But this year, virtually every company that produces American whiskey announced it is expanding production -- the first time that's happened since the 1950s, said Chuck Cowdery, maker of the documentary "Made and Bottled in Kentucky."

The rise of super-premiums, an industry classification comprising small-batch and single-barrel bourbons, deserves much of the credit. Small-batch bourbons grew by a remarkable 15 percent, Ozgo said.

Many of the small-batch brands now are available across the nation, and some are sold around the world. Though Buffalo Trace's flagship bourbon can be found in only four states, including Kentucky and parts of Texas, Woodford Reserve is in all 50 -- and more than 35 countries.

"It used to be if you went into a small, airport bar, the only thing you could get was Jim Beam or Jack Daniels," Cowdery said. "Now you'll always see Maker's Mark. Maker's is pretty much ubiquitous.

"And any bar worth its stripe is going to have not just Maker's Mark, but Knob Creek and Woodford Reserve and some of the others."

Bourbon owes its resurgence to a confluence of factors -- some evolutionary, others cyclical. Small-batch and single-barrel distillers are making better bourbon in more varieties, and that has coincided with a move toward more attractive packaging and smarter marketing. 

Consider the clean bottle lines of Woodford Reserve and 1792 Ridgemont Reserve and the dignified, post-modern minimalism of their labels. The similarity between the names and bottles of the two super-premiums led to a 2004 legal battle in a Louisville federal courtroom, during which a lawyer for Brown-Forman accused Barton Brands, which makes 1792, of poaching and said: "Packaging is part of the bourbon mystique."

"This is not your dad's bourbon," Buffalo Trace spokeswoman Angela Traver said last week.

But the rediscovery of amber spirits after society's prolonged infatuation with clear spirits such as vodka might just be about inevitable cultural cycles, our tastes looping back around on themselves, said Mark H. Waymack, co-author of "The Book of Classic American Whiskeys."

Distillers have a new generation of drinkers. Those who once opted for beer and wine, sending the entire distilled-spirits industry into a tailspin, have rediscovered the taste of a cocktail, Ozgo said.

"The consumer today is fickle," he said. "He likes to try something new. A lot of people find something very elegant in mixing a cocktail and drinking it out of a martini glass."

Said Sheurich, "With small-batch bourbons, there's a little more panache, some more romance to it."

Small-batch bourbons are blended from the contents of select barrels whose place inside the warehouse enhanced the flavor of the bourbon inside. Single-barrel bourbons come from a single barrel rather than a blend of several barrels dumped together.

America's rediscovery of bourbon is especially good news in Kentucky. Thanks to history (early distillers moved just far enough west to escape the tax collector), natural resources (lots of corn and pure limestone-filtered water) and reputation ("People liked to see 'Kentucky' on the label and felt that's where bourbon should come from," Cowdery said), the Bluegrass State is the bourbon capital of the world.

All the world's bourbon by definition is made in the United States and almost all American bourbon is made in Kentucky. The spirit got its name in the 1700s, when it was being shipped for distribution almost exclusively from a port on the Ohio River at what was then Bourbon County, Kentucky.

The rising popularity of super-premium bourbons has left little free time for Scheurich and his staff of 11 at Brown-Forman Corp.'s tiny Woodford Reserve Distillery, built in 1812.

Located west of Lexington, the distillery sat abandoned for decades before shuddering back to life in 1996. Since then, Woodford Reserve has gone from making 3,000 cases in its first fiscal year to 100,000 cases last year, Scheurich said.

Buffalo Trace Distillery in Frankfort, Ky., has seen its small-batch flagship bourbon, introduced in 1999, fare similarly well. The distillery's product line comprises not only Buffalo Trace bourbon but also 12 other labels.

"Our goal is to have something that suits every consumer's taste," Traver said.

To bourbon lovers, the best whiskeys are as electrifying and velvety smooth as a memory of Secretariat. Bourbon is rich and complex, with hints of caramel and vanilla and maple and wood and fire that it picks up from aging in oak barrels. The Trappist monks down at Gethsemane in Nelson County, Kentucky, make heavenly bourbon fudge.

Waymack, a philosophy professor at Loyola University of Chicago who teaches applied ethics, keeps six brands of bourbon on hand because his scholarly and personal interests run to "aesthetics -- the good and the beautiful."

Buffalo Trace spokeswoman Traver would understand. On Saturday she might drink a mint julep. But she'll probably take it without the mint, sugar, water and ice, thank you very much.



