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Jim Host was more exhilarated than tired as he turned onto 
his street in Lexington after another long day in Louisville. 
Since January of that year, when he learned the financing 
deal for Louisville's proposed downtown arena was in deep 
trouble, he had jawed his way through a hundred 
conversations, sent scores of e-mail, from his ever-present 
Blackberry, used every ounce of salesmanship and 
trademark shoot-from-the-lip candor at his command--and 
somehow managed to find safe passage in a financial market 
so chaotic that any move seemed perilous. Host is the man 
who devised collegiate sports marketing through his former 
company, Host Communications Inc.; the man who was 
former Gov. Ernie Fletcher, go-to guy as secretary of 
commerce in the Republican administration; the man who 
piloted the building of Rupp Arena in Lexington; the man 
who Sen. Jim Bunning chokes up about when he says, "In 
my whole life, I haven't ever met a person who was as 
dedicated to Kentucky as Jim Host." 
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It was the eve of the big day: July 23, 2008. 

Jim Host was more exhilarated than tired as he turned onto 



his street in Lexington after another long day in Louisville. 
Since January of that year, when he learned the financing 
deal for Louisville's proposed downtown arena was in deep 
trouble, he had jawed his way through a hundred 
conversations, sent scores of e-mail, from his ever-present 
Blackberry, used every ounce of salesmanship and 
trademark shoot-from-the-lip candor at his command--and 
somehow managed to find safe passage in a financial market 
so chaotic that any move seemed perilous. 

That very afternoon he had signed 456 documents lined up 
along table after table, each scrawl bringing him closer to 
closure and the more than $360 million in financing needed 
to build a state-of-the-art, 22,000-seat college basketball 
facility. 

On the upcoming morning of July 23, Host and Dan Ulmer, 
chairman of the Louisville Bars and former PNC Bank 
chairman, would meet with the executive committee of 
Greater Louisville Inc. to trumpet the done deal. Later, Gov. 
Steve Beshear would stand beside Mayor Jerry Abramson 
during a press conference announcing the success. And that 
evening, 200 people would gather at the Jefferson Club for a 
gala celebrating this critical milestone. 

It was going to be a great day. 

Nearly 7 p.m. on the dot. Host pulled into his driveway and 
punched the button on his garage door opener. His cell 
phone rang. 

It was Goldman Sachs, the Louisville Arena Authority's bond 
underwriters. 

"We've got some news," Greg Cary, an executive at 
Goldman Sachs, told Host. "Are you sitting down?" 

The bond deal was dead, Cary said, and with it, very 



possibly, the arena. 

Three years of work, gone. Just like that. 

What would Host, chairman of the Arena Authority and 
principal driver of the massive project do? 

"I'm going to go in and probably fix a bourbon and water, 
maybe two," Host told Cary. "I'm going to figure it out. I'll 
be back in touch with you tomorrow." 

He went in the house, drank a single bourbon, told his wife 
Pat what happened and, suddenly exhausted, went to bed. 

The notion that Host could figure something out would have 
seemed almost foolish to anyone paying attention to the 
financial markets at that moment. The bottom was about to 
fall out on Wall Street. Two days earlier, the Dow had taken 
a major tumble as the nation's financial capital braced for a 
doomsday brought on by a crisis in the subprime mortgage 
market. Standard & Poor's announced it might cut its 
investment ratings on the Big Three automakers; their share 
prices tumbled. Investors bailed out of commercial banks 
with news that many may have been short on capital. 
Moody's Investors Service downgraded its two biggest bond 
insurers. 

And that was just in a single day. Mortgages and securities 
were already in a state of meltdown. A week earlier, the feds 
seized Indy Mac BanCorp, the nation's second-largest 
mortgage lender. The largest mortgage lender, Countrywide 
Financial, had vanished into the arms of Bank of America 
earlier in the year, a victim of its own lending practices. In 
March 2008, JP Morgan Chase bought Bear Stearns for 7 
percent of its market value, and Lehman Brothers was trying 
hard to look sound as trouble rumors spread. 

But Jim Host--our 2010 Person of the Year for making the 



KFC Yum! Center an on-schedule reality during tough 
economic times--was going to figure something out. He rose 
before dawn on Friday and drove to Louisville. 

Host is the man who devised collegiate sports marketing 
through his former company, Host Communications Inc.; the 
man who was former Gov. Ernie Fletcher, go-to guy as 
secretary of commerce in the Republican administration; the 
man who piloted the building of Rupp Arena in Lexington; 
the man who Sen. Jim Bunning chokes up about when he 
says, "In my whole life, I haven't ever met a person who 
was as dedicated to Kentucky as Jim Host." This is a man 
with feet firmly planted in Lexington, whose blood runs 
University of Kentucky blue, who signed on to build a new 
home for the University of Louisville men's and women's 
basketball teams, as well as an attractive venue For NCAA 
tournament action, concerts and other large events. 

He's a big guy, nearly 6'2", with a once-powerful right arm 
that earned him one of the first two full scholarships the 
University of Kentucky ever awarded for baseball. (The other 
one went to Louisville's Joe Dawson.) It also propelled him 
through a season in the Chicago White Sox organization, 
until a torn labrum--a cuff of fibrous cartilage at the 
shoulder joint into which the arm bone fits--ended his 
pitching days. He's 73 now, with an older man's paunch. 
That, along with sparse white hair and persistent shoulder 
and back pain (and not from his pitching shoulder, either), is 
one of the few ways he betrays his age. Younger men 
chuckle at his energy. Guys in his demographic shake their 
heads. He's a monster truck of tenacity, plowing through all 
obstacles, the most positive man in any room. 

He would need all of his powers in late July 2008. Host 
called the mayor with the bad news that morning. 
Abramson, that Energizer Bunny of optimism, nearly 
stopped drumming. Abramson recalls Host telling him, 
"'You're not going to believe what's happened. We're back to 



square one."' The mayor adds, "At that point, with Wall 
Street the way it was ... I thought it was over." 

Given the moment, pessimism was the rational response. 
This was the second time in seven months arena financing 
had fallen apart. The persistent problem was insurance for 
the bond issue, then valued at $360 million. In order to earn 
a favorable interest rate, the Louisville Arena Authority 
needed the backing of a bond insurer with an AAA rating. A 
high rating assures bond buyers of the likelihood of 
repayment. Shelling out millions for insurance was the only 
way the authority could afford to borrow. 

But the companies that provided such insurance were in 
turmoil. Bond rating services such as Moody's and Standard 
& Poor's were downgrading insurers dramatically, one after 
another, as insurers' exposure to the subprime mortgage 
market took its toll. 

In January 2008, Fitch Ratings had withdrawn the AAA grade 
of the arena's initial insurer, Ambac Financial Group Inc., 
leaving Host and the arena authority members scrambling 
for a new insurer. An elaborate courtship ensued, with Host, 
U of L administrators and others jockeying to win the heart 
of one of the few bond insurers still standing. 

Host had a promise to keep. He pledged that U of L would 
play basketball in its new arena in 2010. He estimated it 
would take 26 months to build the thing. Nearly a year had 
been required to finish all the preliminaries involved in the 
now-failed Ambac backing, and now there was no time to 
lose. When the Arena Authority finally won the attentions of 
Assured Guaranty Ltd. of Bermuda, agreeing to pay Assured 
$18 million for the AAA backing, Host wanted the approval 
process to move along faster this second time. He managed 
to persuade Assured to use the same law firm Ambac had 
employed for its approval process--an unorthodox 
arrangement, but one that cut months out of the 



exceedingly complex regimen. 

When he signed those 456 documents on July 22, 2008--
only a half-year since they'd lost Ambac--it was already 
something of a miracle. But that call from Goldman Sachs as 
he pulled into his garage was bad news about the new 
insurer. Moody's had put Assured Guaranty on credit watch. 
Every firm put on credit watch by that time in 2008 was 
eventually downgraded. Assured seemed likely to lose its 
rating too. 

Now, it appeared, there was no place left to turn. 

Host called Dan Ulmer when he reached Louisville the 
morning after the bad news. "Dan, I need you to come down 
here," he told the retired banker and Arena Authority board 
member. "I'll tell you what it's about when you get here." 

Laura Chandler, the Kentucky State Fair Board vice 
president who assisted the Arena Authority, was similarly 
summoned to the law offices of Greenbaum Doll & McDonald 
in the National City Tower, where Host was working that 
day. "He and Dan and I went into this little office and he 
shut the door," she says. Then Host told them the news. "My 

heart just sank," she says. "I was, 'What do we do? What do 
we do?' He was very calm and very practical. 'We'll just work 
it out.' " 

Ulmer carried more bad news. A financial analysis based on 
what was happening overseas showed U.S. markets would 
come apart completely by Labor Day. If this was true, the 
Arena Authority had slightly more than a month to create a 
deal out of thin air. 

Host called each of the 16 Arena Authority members that 
day. It was his practice to personally inform every board 
member of any news bearing on the arena's progress. The 



surprise was that some of the authority members remained 
sanguine despite the gravity of the developing situation. 
Lindy Street, former senior vice president of marketing for 
Columbia/HCA Health-care Corp., remembers the call. 

"I took a deep breath and thought, 'Oh man.' Then I realized 
I was talking to Jim Host and he said it was going to move 
forward and we were going to move through it.... He gives a 
whole new definition of the word 'ironman.' Failure or 
quitting are not in his vocabulary" 

On Saturday, Host went down to his basement office and 
told his wife, "I don't want to be disturbed. I've got to think 
this through." 

Although Host often emphasizes that the arena was a team 
effort, at moments like these, his insistence on knowing 
every part of the plan shows through. He calls himself "a 
control freak" when it comes to managing the minutia. "This 
guy was involved in every detail," says authority board 
member Eric Gunderson, owner of Veleo Communications. "I 
was in a meeting where they were talking about carpet 
samples, and what sort of arm rests to use on the chairs. 
Jim was involved in every one of those conversations. No 
detail was too small to him." 

And he was a stickler with everyone, on everything. "My 
very first meeting--meetings always started at 9 a.m.--I 
walked in at 9 and 30 seconds," Gunderson says. "The 
meeting had already started. (Host) called me out in front of 
all the people in the audience. 'Mr. Gunderson, now you 
know that when we say 9 a.m., we mean 9 a.m.' " 

This attention also meant he was often out ahead of 
committee members. In fact, before a task force 
subcommittee studying where the arena should locate made 
its final decision, Host had already made up his mind. It 
started with a June 2005 call from Ed Manassah, who was 



then the publisher of the Courier Journal. Manassah had an 
idea he thought Host should hear, and Host and the man 
assigned to be his driver at the time met the publisher near 
Slugger Field and climbed into Manassah's white Cadillac. 

"It was like members of the mafia meeting or something," 
Host recalls. Manassah showed Host the property on Main 
Street between Second and Third. 

"We drove around the block over and over and over, and 
(Host) kept asking all these questions that I had no answer 
to," says Manassah, now an executive director of media-
related studies at Bellarmine University. What Manassah had 
was a vision, an image of what the unsightly property could 
became to downtown. 

When he dropped Host back at his car, Host asked his driver 
to take him back to the riverfront site again. This time Host 
and his driver walked the property. This was the place, Host 
decided on the spot. It was perfect. 

In short order, he arranged to meet with Victor Staffieri, 
chairman and chief executive of LG&E and KU Energy. LG&E 
was one of the site's two owners. "I stood in the (LG&E) 
conference room looking over the site, with the old, ugly 
red-brick complex, and said, 'That's where the arena should 
be,' " Host says, "and (Staffieri) looked at me and he said, 
'You're out of your mind.' " 

Staffieri acknowledges he was flabbergasted. "I said, 'Do 
you know what's in there?' " Moving LG&E from the property 
at Second and Main would mean moving, among other 
things, transmission and distribution lines, switchgear, gas 
mains and a substation. There was a former coal-fired power 
plant, no longer used, and two gas turbines for peak 
demand periods. Power was stepped down here and sent 
through the network, supplying downtown. 



By the time Host left, Staffieri says, he knew the man was 
not only serious, but passionate. Such "spade work," as Host 
calls it, is part of being a leader. "What is leadership about? 
Leadership is about being able to lead. And in this particular 
instance, somebody had to take the leadership role and try 
to put it together," Host says. 

He did this knowing that the arena task force could still 
decide on another location. 

"My background is running trade associations," Host says. 
"One secret of running trade associations is you do all the 
work for the volunteers and then put the volunteers in place 
where they take credit for the stuff, and the executive 
director takes the blame. I kind of put myself in that position 
to cause this to move down the tracks successfully." 

By himself, in his basement office, scribbling figures on one 
of his ever-present legal pads, Host began to work out a 
new financing plan to save the arena. The deal that had just 
fallen apart was made up mostly of variable-rate bonds and 
some bonds with fixed interest. But the variable-rate bond 
market was no longer viable. "Dan and I both felt strongly 
that a fixed rate is where we wanted to end up," Host says. 
"But the only way to do that was to cut costs dramatically." 

Rising interest rates put fixed-rate bonds out of reach of the 
Arena Authority's budget. No company, not Assured, not 
anyone, would insure the authority for debt above the 
ceiling set by the ratings companies. But Host thought 
doable cost cutting could bring the project back below the 
ceiling. He called John Wood, senior vice president of M.A. 
Mortenson Co. of Minneapolis--the arena's construction 
manager--and all but ordered a reluctant Wood to cancel his 
other engagements for Monday and report to Louisville for a 
meeting. 

Wood was there. 



The goal was to cut $15 million from construction costs, 
bringing the total bill to $234 million. A $15 million trim 
would save $40 million in principal and interest. 

Host says he told Wood: "I don't want anything taken away 
from the look of the project.... On Friday, I want you to call 
me hack and tell me where the savings are and how you're 
going to do that." By Friday, Wood had made the cuts. 

That's when Host called Goldman Sachs. He told them he 
would stick with Assured Guaranty, despite the credit watch. 
"I want to gamble with them," he said. There was an 
advantage. Now that Assured was in trouble, its insurance 
was less valuable. Goldman Sachs went back to the insurer 
and negotiated a huge concession: It cut its fee to Assured 
by two-thirds, to $6 million, thereby reducing the debt 
service another $30 million. 

Although they were much nearer their goal, the cost of 
repaying the bonds was still $9 million over what Moody's 
considered the arena's 30-year revenue potential of $700 
million. That was $9 million in taxable bonds no one would 
insure. A second problem: The Arena Authority needed to 
find someone to issue approximately $21 million more in 
taxable bonds Goldman wouldn't take. 

Host, Ulmer and the Fair Board's Chandler brainstormed. 
This was going on during the financial free fall in New York. 
"The markets were collapsing as we sat there," Ulmer says. 
"We had to make decisions very, very quickly." 

Ed Glasscock, of the law firm Frost Brown Todd, acted as 
underwriter's counsel on the bond issue. He knew what 
Host, Ulmer and the Arena Authority were wrestling with as 
summer wound down. He had an idea: Call Hilliard Lyons' 
Jim Allen. 

Allen is chairman and CEO of the Louisville-based 



investment firm. In March 2008, Hilliard Lyons employees, 
with the help of Houchens Industries of Bowling Green, 
bought the venerable Louisville financial company from PNC 
Financial Services Group, based in Pittsburgh. Glasscock 
thought the newly independent company, returned to local 
ownership, would want to be involved in the arena project. 
"I really believe we could place these bonds with them, " he 
said at the time. 

Allen and Pete Mahurin, Hilliard Lyons' senior vice president, 
met with the arena authority team the following morning. 
Allen says he'd never been introduced to Host before but 
was soon impressed with his command of the project details. 
"He was conversant in every aspect of it, which was helpful 
in getting us comfortable and confident quickly." 

As he's being interviewed for this story, Host recalls that 
meeting. He slips his glasses far down his nose and looks 
over them, in imitation of Mahurin, and repeats the Hilliard 
Lyons executive's penetrating question: "Jim, how much of 
this rescue are you asking us to take?" 

"I'll tell you what," Host says he replied. "If you do this, I 
will sell everyone on what Hilliard Lyons is the rest of my 
life. Every place I speak, I'll tell them about Hilliard Lyons." 

A few days later, Hilliard Lyons asked to meet again, 
surprising Host with the speed of its decision. Allen saw it as 
well-timed opportunity. We wanted to reassert ourselves as 
independent and committed to Louisville," he says. 

Stepping onto the scene as savior did both. Hilliard Lyons 
took all $30 million in taxable bonds, insured and uninsured, 
and, as a sweetener, received 20 percent of the more-
profitable $319 million in tax-free bonds to sell as well. 

The arena was rescued. 



Host is a good storyteller, and isn't afraid to put himself at 
the center of the tale. He likes to relate both sides of 
conversations, and sometimes the person he's talking to in 
these re-enactments sounds a bit behind in the discussion. 
The story about his call to Goldman Sachs after Hilliard 
Lyons' rescue carries a little of that flavor. 

"I will remember this the rest of my life," Host says. "I called 
Tom (Rousakis, Goldman vice president) and I said, "Tom, 
we got it done. We got to close by the end of the month.' 

"His comment was, 'We can't.' 

" 'What do you mean you can't?' 

" 'Because we go to the Hamptons; everybody goes to the 
Hamptons in August.' 

"I said, 'Tom, we close by the end of the month.' 

"He said, 'Why?' 

Host says he responded by saying, "I think the markets are 
going to come unglued after Labor Day." 

The Goldman Sachs executive finally said, in the words of 
Host, "'We'll have people in place. We'll work for you, even 
though most people have been guaranteed vacations.' " 

The bond sale went extremely well. The $349 million issue 
drew $1.1 billion in bids. That allowed the Arena Authority to 
negotiate for a better interest rate, saving another $4 
million. 

The sale closed Aug. 28, 2008. Host waited until after Labor 
Day to announce it. After canceling one bond-issue 
celebration the last time he thought they had a deal, he 
wanted the money in the bank before he opened his mouth. 



"I guess I didn't want to make the same mistake twice," he 
says. 

Today, as basketball games and concerts bring crowds to 
the Yum Center and the city has something grand to place it 
in the spotlight, more than a few people involved with the 
arena project say it never would have happened without Jim 
Host. 

"Most people will never understand how close the arena 
came to not happening at all," says Ulysses "Junior" 
Bridgeman, owner and president of Bridgeman Foods Inc. 
and former U of L star and NBA player, who is the only 
Arena Authority member with his photo inside the new 
facility. "We were at the eleventh hour, 59 minutes and 59 
seconds, and Jim Host was able to get the deal done. If 
there had been one more second, we would have lost the 
whole deal." 

"This was really Jim catching lightning in a bottle," says U of 
L athletic director Tom Jurich. "I think he's an icon. I will 
always consider this building Host Arena." 

Even the bond expert from Goldman Sachs says Host's role 
was crucial. 

"That's an understatement," says Greg Cary. "I've been 
doing this for 28 years, and there are probably three or four 
projects I have worked on that have only gotten done 
because of the person who was pulling the levers, insisting 
failure was not an option. Jim Host, with his business 
acumen, his drive and his tenacity--he caused all of us to 
reach deep down and find out what we're made of. It's like a 
good coach. He made us all better at what we do." 

	  


