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A barrelhead guestbook helped 

make a wedding at Keeneland 

special. Opposite from left, the 

2013 Maker’s Mark bottle signing 

drew former Wildcat basketball 

star Dan Issel; Keeneland pres-

ident Bill Thomason; Maker’s 

Mark chairman emeritus Bill 

Samuels Jr.; and president and 

COO Rob Samuels.

HISTORY

By Vickie Mitchell
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I
n the spring of 1958, the frst bottles of Maker’s Mark ever sold slid into the 

lineup on the shelves at Keeneland’s bars. The bourbon whiskey was from 

the hamlet of Loretto, Ky., near Bardstown and was made by Bill Samuels 

Sr., a sixth-generation bourbon maker. From the outset the bourbon and the 

racetrack shared many qualities. Like Keeneland, Maker’s Mark had a refned 

favor. The smooth, well-rounded taste of the small-batch bourbon was a de-

parture from the rough and tough Kentucky bourbons of the day.

SHARED

Maker’s Mark, turning 60, has an 

enduring bond with Keeneland
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And like the revered race course, Maker’s Mark 

immediately stood out from its peers. Its bottle 

was squat and near square with a long, slender 

neck that had been hand-dipped in red wax. The 

red wax seal was conceived by Bill Sr.’s wife, Mar-

jorie, who also coined the bourbon’s name, a nod 

to silversmiths’ tradition of putting their mark 

on their work. 

Now Kentucky icons, Keeneland and Maker’s 

Mark remain fast friends and fruitful business 

partners as Maker’s Mark this year celebrates the 

60th anniversary of the frst batch of its bourbon 

being poured into charred white oak barrels.

What was not clear when the two brands 

crossed paths in 1958 is obvious now. Maker’s 

Mark and Keeneland are a good match: a bour-
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Clockwise from top left, enthusiasts gather 

in line and even camp out overnight for the 

annual bottle signing. Bill Samuels Jr. signs 

the frst bottle through at the 2010 event.
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bon distinctively made, packaged, and delivered; a race course 

with a history and setting unmatched in the Thoroughbred in-

dustry. And it all began with a traveling salesman and a trunk-

load of bourbon.

First cases come to Keeneland
Bill Sr. was looking for a pastime when he bought an aban-

doned distillery and began to test a new recipe for bourbon. The 

story goes that he baked loaf after loaf of bread to determine the 

best combination of barley, corn, and winter wheat for his bour-

bon. Bill Sr.’s recipe went against tradition, substituting soft win-

ter wheat for the usual rye.

www.teamvalor.com

Identifiers of Class • Developers of Talent • Providers of Sport

INTERNATIONAL

Team 
Valor  
horses have 
gone to post in  

U.S. Classic 
Races  

They were  

On the 

Board 
1st  • Kentucky Derby 

2nd • Kentucky Derby 

 Preakness S. 

 Belmont S.

3rd •  Preakness S. 

 Belmont S.

4th •  Kentucky Derby

Fans take advantage 

of the Maker’s Mark 

dipping station to 

decorate their boots.
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His friend and neighbor Jack Smith 

was a salesman for liquor distributor 

House of Nelson. When Smith learned 

that Bill Sr. planned to bottle a barrel of 

the bourbon that he’d put up to age in 

1954, he made a move that made Mak-

er’s Mark far more than a hobby for the 

Samuels family. 

“When Jack heard that my dad was 

making whiskey, he went to his boss-

es at House of Nelson and he said, ‘We 

need to represent Bill Samuels and his 

new whiskey,’ ” said Bill Sr.’s son, Bill Jr., 

now Maker’s Mark’s chairman emeritus.

The elder Samuels had planned to a
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Clockwise from far 

left, race goers are 

decked out in Maker’s 

Mark ball caps and 

matching accesso-

ries; Elaine and Mor-

ton Fink celebrate 

Wise Dan’s victory 

in the 2013 Maker’s 46 

Mile; banners herald 

the grade I event.
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bottle a barrel to take to a liquor wholesalers’ conference in Chica-

go. Smith and House of Nelson convinced him to bottle two barrels. 

House of Nelson ended up with most of the 19 cases that one barrel 

produced, and Smith loaded up his car and headed for Lexington, his 

sales territory. 

“Jack’s frst stop with that car full of whiskey was Keeneland,” said 

Bill Jr. 

Smith met with Keeneland offcials, including president Louis Lee 

Haggin II, who knew Bill Sr. and realized his bourbon would be top 

quality. “He [Haggin] knew the whiskey would be good,” said Bill Jr. 

Keeneland wanted all of the Maker’s Mark that Smith had, but he 

refused to sell it all to the track. “It was after the spring meet, and 

nothing was going on at Keeneland,” said Bill Jr. Smith’s goal was to 

spread the bourbon around and whet as many drinkers’ appetite for 

it as possible. 

 “Keeneland talked him into selling them half. Jack then went 

around to his other customers in Lexington and sold them a bottle at 

time,” said Bill Jr.

When Keeneland’s fall meet began, its stash of Maker’s Mark start-

ed to fow. As it did, the feedback followed, said Samuels.

“In the fall of ‘58, my dad started getting positive comments, and it 

all came from Lexington; 100 percent of the early blowback was from 

Lexington.” 

Restaurants and bars were “hollering for the whiskey,” said Bill Jr. 

Central Kentucky’s reaction to Maker’s Mark, fueled in large part by 

the cases that had landed at Keeneland, convinced Bill Sr. to turn 

Maker’s Mark into a full-fedged business.

“It gave him the confdence to go to banks and get them to lend 

him money and expand his operation,” said Bill Jr. 

Building a partnership beyond bourbon 
For the next four decades bourbon was the heart of the relation-

ship between Keeneland and Maker’s Mark. Maker’s became the pre-

ferred bourbon at Keeneland’s bars. Bill Samuels Sr. came to Lexing-

ton for the races and for various parties. He befriended Keeneland 

leaders, including longtime president and chairman Ted Bassett. 

1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002

Top, the old distillery at what is now Maker’s Mark; above, Bill 

Samuels Sr. (left) stands with one of the very frst barrels of 

Maker’s Mark to be flled in 1954.
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Maker’s Mark and Keeneland  

have teamed up since 1997 to  

produce commemorative bottles 
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In 1975 Bill Jr. became Maker’s president and CEO; his father re-

tired from the business in 1981 as the company was sold to Hiram 

Walker. Maker’s has since been sold several times, with the most 

recent announcement this year that its current parent company, 

Beam Inc., would be bought by Suntory, a Japanese frm. Through 

the different ownerships, Bill Jr. and now his son Rob have re-

mained at the helm. 

In 1997 Maker’s Mark and Keeneland became more entwined, 

as Maker’s agreed to become one of Keeneland’s early corporate 

partners, sponsor of the Maker’s Mark Mile, formerly the Fort Har-

rod Stakes, a one-mile turf race for 4-year-olds and up. Two years 

ago the race was renamed the Maker’s 46 Mile, a nod to Maker’s 

46, the frst new bourbon offered by Maker’s Mark in 50 years.

In addition to the race sponsorship, Maker’s Mark and Keene-

Central Kentucky’s Farm and Turf Equipment Specialists
Serving the Equine Industry and the Bluegrass Community

Since 1972. Celebrating 40 years in business.

791 Red Mile Road  ■  Lexington, KY  40504  ■  (859)253-2611  ■  (866)855-9738 Toll Free  ■  www.centralequipmentky.com
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land also hatched a fundraising idea that 

has generated millions of dollars, as well 

as awareness for many local causes. 

Each year a special-edition Maker’s 

Mark bottle is designed and sold in limit-

ed numbers to commemorate the year’s 

race. On race day, the second Friday of 

the spring meet, a bottle signing is held 

at Keeneland. Since the program began, 

bottles have benefted the Gill Heart Insti-

tute, the Markey Cancer Center, the Tubby 

Smith Foundation, and the Maker’s Mark 

Secretariat Center at the Kentucky Horse 

Park, to name a few. University of Ken-

tucky coaches and athletes, Keeneland 

offcials, horse racing celebrities, and the 

Samuelses have been among the bottle 

signers. Nearly $7 million has been raised 

for various charities.

Giving back to the community was 

natural for both Keeneland and Maker’s 

Mark. Keeneland’s founders made philan-

thropy part of the race course’s mission, 

and since 1936 the Keeneland Foundation 

has distributed more than $18 million to 

local charities. 

Rob Samuels, Maker’s Mark’s president 

and COO since 2011, said his grandpar-

ents’ mission echoed Keeneland’s.

“Supporting causes in our commu-

nity is interwoven in the DNA of Mak-

er’s Mark,” said Rob. “It has been a part 

of what we do since the beginning. Our 

brand has contributed to hundreds of or-

ganizations.”

“Maker’s Mark’s partnership, like those 

of Keeneland’s other sponsors, has also en-

hanced purse money and further elevated 

the quality of racing,” said W.B. Rogers Bea-

sley, Keeneland’s vice president of racing.

“Maker’s Mark’s sponsorship demon-

strates their commitment to Thorough-

bred racing and to Keeneland,” he said.

With Maker’s Mark’s sponsorship the 

spring race has moved up in class. Initial-

1954 
 Bill Samuels Sr. pours his frst batch of 

handcrafted, small-batch bourbon into 

charred white oak barrels. The bourbon 

would become known as Maker’s Mark. 

1958 

 Samuels bottles his bourbon to take to a 

wholesale liquor convention in Chicago. 

Samuels’ neighbor Jack Smith convinc-

es his bosses at House of Nelson, a liquor 

distributor, to represent Maker’s Mark. Salesman Smith takes a number of cases to 

Lexington, where he sells half to Turf Catering at Keeneland and the rest to bars and 

restaurants in town.

1997 
 Maker’s Mark agrees to sponsor a one-mile, grade III turf race for older horses. At the 

same time, Maker’s Mark and Keeneland launch a new fundraising event. Each year, 

a commemorative Maker’s Mark bottle will be designed and sold in conjunction with 

the Maker’s Mark Mile. Proceeds will beneft a designated local charity.

2008
  The Maker’s Mark Mile becomes a grade I stakes race.

2012 
 With the introduction of Maker’s 46, Maker’s frst new 

bourbon in 50 years, the Maker’s Mark Mile becomes the 

Maker’s 46 Mile. A new trophy is designed by Louisville 

sculptor Raymond Graf.

2014 

 Suntory, a Japanese liquor company, announces it will buy Maker’s Mark’s parent 

company, Beam Inc. Maker’s Kentucky-based management, led by Rob Samuels, 

grandson of the company’s founder, will remain in place.

 

HigHligHts in the shared history of 
Maker’s Mark Distillery and Keeneland Race Course
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The original Samuels Distillery crew
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ly a grade III contest, in 2008 it became a 

$300,000 grade I race. Its heightened pro-

fle and improved purses have attracted 

the nation’s top grass horses, including 

last year’s winner, Wise Dan, Horse of the 

Year in 2012 and 2013.

A day to remember 
As years have passed, “Maker’s Day,” as 

it is unoffcially known, has become quite 

an event.

“Not only is the Maker’s 46 a premier 

turf race, the day has taken on a life of its 

own,” said Bill Thomason, Keeneland pres-

ident and CEO. “It builds and grows every 

single year.” 

When patrons line up in the early morn-

ing hours of Friday’s race day, the year’s 

commemorative bottles in hand, Keene-

land makes sure they are comfortable. 

Standing in a line of up to 1,200 people 

can take awhile. Racing movies, such as Sec-

retariat, are shown overnight. Concession 

stands also are open overnight to serve hot 

coffee and warm food. Portable heaters are 

stationed along the line to counter cool  

temperatures.

As the day progresses, patrons might 

sip a Keeneland Breeze, a Maker’s Mark-

based drink created two years ago and 

one of the track’s frst signature cocktails. 

A Keeneland Breeze might be the perfect 

accompaniment to a serving of Turf Cater-

ing’s always-popular rich bread pudding, 

topped with Maker’s Mark bourbon sauce.

To pass the time, race goers can visit 

the Maker’s Mark dipping station set up 

at the track, where they can dip all kinds 

of items in red wax — from lucky horse-

shoes to their favorite hat. The past two 

years the Maker’s 46 Mile trophy, a bronze 

sculpture designed by Louisville artist 

Raymond Graf, has been dipped.

The day is a far cry from its early days, 

when Keeneland and Maker’s were more 

conservative in marketing the event, said 

Bill Jr. New elements were added after 

much thought, with the Keeneland and 

Maker’s Mark teams always aware of the 

history, tradition, and image of the two 

brands.

“Bourbon’s image wasn’t up to Keene-

land when all this started,” Bill Jr. said, 

“but we had a brand that ft the Keeneland  

mantra.

“There weren’t many bourbons that 

could march down this sponsorship road 

and do it cautiously. We were the perfect 

product to start with. I say that in hindsight, 

of course.”

Celebrating 60 years of  
bourbon-making 

That Keeneland is Maker’s Mark’s larg-

est customer is not lost on Rob Samuels. 

“Maker’s Mark would not have survived 

without Keeneland and the racing com-

munity and its support,” he said.

Therefore, the younger Samuels wants 

the partnership to become even stronger 

and more visible.

Said his father: “The minute Rob took 

over one of the things he said he wanted to 

do was get more engaged with Keeneland, 

and he is in the process of doing that.”

So, as Maker’s Mark marks the 60th 

anniversary of its frst bourbon going into 

the barrel, Keeneland will raise a toast in 

its honor.

 “Maker’s Mark is a very special member 

of the Keeneland family,” said Thomason. 

“We congratulate them on this milestone 

anniversary and look forward to celebrat-

ing this partnership for many years to 

come.” KMThis barrelhead makes a unique wedding guestbook.
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“
Maker’s Mark would not have 

survived without Keeneland and the racing 
community and its support.”

–Maker’s Mark president Rob Samuels
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