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NEW YORK — With more than $11 billion in
subsidies up for grabs, Congress and state gov-
ernor’s offices are getting lots of attention from
lobbyists as the solar and wind energy indus-
tries maneuver for the lion’s share.

The Solar Energy Industries Association
spent $540,000 on lobbying in the second quar-
ter of this year, which is more than it spent on
lobbyists in all of 2007.

Solar representatives believe that they can
create more jobs than other alternative energy
sectors, so they should get a bigger slice of that
pie.

“You get the best bang for your buck by
investing in residential
solar,” said Rhone Resch,
president and CEO of the
Solar Energy Industries
Association. “This is about
taking the tradesmen who
have been let go from the
housing industry, and put-
ting them back to work —
the electricians, the
plumbers, the roofers.”

Meanwhile, the American
Wind Energy Association
more than tripled its lobbying budget, spending
$1.83 million in the second quarter.

“We all want to create jobs,” said Elizabeth
Salerno, director of industry data and analysis
for the American Wind Energy Association. But
with wind, the government is investing in a
technology that can have a major impact on the
electrical grid right now, Salerno said.

Bothare relatively newwhen it comes togov-
ernment arm-twisting, however, and industry
lobbyists still struggle to be heard over their
well-funded counterparts in the petroleum and
coal industries.

Chevron Corp. spent $6 million in the second
quarter alone. The oil and gas industry spent
$44.5 million lobbying Congress and federal
agencies in the first three months of this year.

Lobbyists for fossil fuels have been a main-
stay in the halls of Congress for generations,
and they’ve secured millions in government
subsidiesaswell.But theyalso justify itbydeliv-
ering most of the power on the American elec-
trical grid. They offer higher-paying jobs, as
well.

The solar industry’s pitch is that it can spread
jobs more evenly across the entire country
compared with the traditional energy sector,
including coal.

“The coal industry only employs a couple
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Randy Rayburn, owner of Sunset Grill, Midtown Cafe and Cabana, works the host stand atMidtown Cafe with bartender
Consuelo Solis-King. Rayburn also has been stirring the political pot, leading the local charge against a law allowing
permit holders to carry guns in restaurants where alcohol is served. SHELLEYMAYS / THE TENNESSEAN
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By Bonna Johnson
THE TENNESSEAN

Five days a week, restaurant owner
Randy Rayburn runs the door of the
Midtown Cafe, a 21-table spot beloved
for one of Nashville’s best business
lunches — just one of the ways he has
trimmed costs during the recession.

But belt-tightening by not hiring a
maitre d’ will only get you so far.

For Rayburn, who also owns two
other Nashville eateries, a lifetime of
serving up gustatory satisfaction with
consistency and attention to detail has
helped him weather the weaker econ-
omy, as well as cope with the whims of
Nashville’s A-list diners.

The fact that the affable Rayburn
knows just about everyone in town
doesn’t hurt, either.

“You’re never just a party of four with
Randy,” says business partner Craig

Clifft, who first worked for Rayburn 22
years ago as a busboy. “He knows what
you do, about your family and where the
kids are going to college.”

Rayburn’s imprint on Nashville’s din-
ing scene dates to the late 1980s, when
he introduced Nashvillians to sun-dried
tomatoes in their salads when he was
general manager and part-owner at F.
Scott’s in Green Hills. In 1990, when he
opened Sunset Grill, a casual upscale
space in Hillsboro Village, he elevated
theconceptofwinebytheglass toanew
level.

His innovative culinary contributions
to Nashville these past few decades
have come with a robust side order of
community activism, often putting him
in the middle of contentious local issues
and at risk of estranging some cus-
tomers.

Restaurateur stirs
up political pots

JOHN RANDALL
(RANDY) RAYBURN

Age: 59
Hometown:Milan, Tenn.
Occupation:Owner, Sunset Grill;
majority owner, Midtown Cafe;
majority partner in Cabana restaurant
Education:University of Tennessee,
political science with philosophy
minor, 1974
Family:Wife, Sonata Stanton-Ray-
burn; son, Duke Rainier, almost 2
Activities: Boardmember, Nashville
State Community College and Nash-
ville Convention Center; head of local
chapter of Chaine des Rotisseurs, a
food and wine society; andmember
of Commanderie de Bordeaux, a small
chapter of Bordeaux wine lovers.

Frank Ward, a New
York real estate developer
and one of three partners
who own the Pacific Coast
League Nashville Sounds,
will wrap up his first full
season of ownership in
Triple A baseball next
month.

Meanwhile, quiet talks
continue with city officials
about the possibility of a
new baseball stadium
downtown to take the
place of aging, antiquated
Greer Stadium as home of
Ward’s unique small busi-
ness, which makes its liv-
ing off bats, balls, hot dogs
and beer sales.

Ward is everything the
team’s previous owner,
out-of-towner Al Gordon,

wasn’t. He’s approachable,
visible around town, and
he has a stake in the com-
munity with a daughter
attending Vanderbilt Uni-
versity. He discussed the
Sounds with Tennessean
Business Editor Randy
McClain.

How did you get inter-
ested in becoming a base-
ball owner? Had you ever
been involved with a sports
franchise on any level
before this?

It was really my partner
who pursued it. We ended
up finally in September of
last year reaching an
agreement tobuythe team
(from Al Gordon). It took
until the end of February

to get Major League Base-
ball and minor league
baseball’s approval.

I was the one who vol-
unteered … to come to
Nashville for the season.
I’ve been in real estate for
35 years. I spent the sum-
mer learning this business.
My wife and I leased a
house in Green Hills.

Howprofitable has it typ-
ically been to invest in a
minor league team?

Most people make a
profit when they sell a
franchise — because it’s a
limited commodity and
there’s always a demand.
There are 30 major league

Sounds ownermakes quiet inroads
New stadium is still tops on his private agenda

Nashville Sounds owner Frank
Ward, at Greer Stadium
JOHN PARTIPILO / THE TENNESSEAN

Solar panels are in place on a Rockefeller
Center rooftop in midtownManhattan. Solar
panel makers and installers are positioning
themselves as more than a tool for cleaning
the air. MARK LENNIHAN / FILE / ASSOCIATED PRESS
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By Jeannine Aversa
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WASHINGTON — Last year, as
the gravest financial crisis since
the Great Depression shook the
banking system, Ben Bernanke
seemed nearly as beleaguered as
the institutions themselves.

The Federal Reserve chief had
initially underestimated the crisis
— and then seemed to inject new
risk by unleashing breathtaking
sums of money to fight it. Now, a

strengthening economy is raising
Bernanke’s standing just as Presi-
dent Barack Obama must decide
whether to reappoint him.

His supporters say Bernanke, 55,
a scholar of the Great Depression,
has the knowledge and ability to
guide a sustainable recovery with-
out igniting inflation. And they
argue that without his bold inter-
ventions, the global financial crisis
could have been much worse.

“He has risen to the occasion
admirably after what you might

argue was a
slow start,”
said Alan
Blinder, a
Princeton pro-
fessor who was
Fed vice chair-
man in the
mid-1990s. “His
performance
merits reap-

pointment.”
Bernanke, having just wrapped

up the Fed’s annual conference in

Jackson Hole, Wyo., remains
under pressure to help speed a
recovery. Joblessness, now at
9.4 percent, is expected to hit dou-
ble digits this year. Yet his riskiest
task is to decide when and how to
unwind the Fed’s emergency res-
cue programs without endanger-
ing the economy.

His critics see failures in
Bernanke’s performance. They
say he overplayed his hand by
swelling the Fed’s balance sheet to
nearly $2 trillion, a once-unthink-

able threshold.
They argue that the success of

the emergency rescue programs
has been inconsistent. And they
blame Bernanke for politicizing
the Fed: They point, for example,
to his role in deciding which banks
would benefit from taxpayer-
funded bailouts and which would
not.

“His handling of the crisis has
put the Fed in an awkward politi-

Bernanke’s stock rises as reappointment time nears

Bernanke

>> FED, 3E
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teams, so there are 30 Double A
and 30 Triple A clubs in the
minors.

The value of a franchise has his-
torically gone up double digits for
the last 10 to 15 years. There’s
always someone who wants to
ownateam.Andtheminorsarean
affordablewaytocomeintosports
ownership. You get to the major
leagues and it’s hundreds of mil-
lions of dollars, certain clubs $1 bil-
lion.

With the minor leagues you’re
not going to hit a grand slam in
profits. I don’t believe this busi-
ness lends itself to taking $10 mil-
lion, let’s say, and turning it into
$100 million in three years. You
might turn it into $15 million or
$16 million, and hopefully have a
good time doing it and get to
watch some baseball. It’s not a bad
way to spend the summer.

What’s the range of franchise val-
ues in theminors today?

Triple A today can run from a
low of $20 million for a team to a
high of $75 million for the best.
Double A is probably $12 million
to $15 million. Single A is mom-
and-pop; I don’t have a feel for it.
As you get into Double A and
Triple A leagues, it’s a real busi-
ness. You have staff, salesmen, et
cetera. The closer you get to the
big leagues, the more complicated
it becomes.

What impact can a new stadium
have on franchise values?

Clearly, a new stadium
increases the value of the fran-
chise. It increases the cash flow;
everyone wants to be in a new sta-
dium. You’d get better attendance,
more people at the games. And
naturally that translates to more
spending — you sell more hot
dogs, soda and beer.

How much did you spend on
repairs at Greer Stadiumbefore this
season?

We spent $2.5 million. When we
did our renovations, I brought in
someone who had worked with
me in real estate for 25 years on all
our office buildings. He was very
accurate; we had a fixed idea of
what we wanted to do, and we
were able to accomplish it in 65
days. My real estate background
helped with that a good deal.

How important are customer

service — and a visible owner — in
building loyalty among fans, so they
come to more than one game a sea-
son?

I’m not a big back slapping-type.
But I go out and say hello to the
fans. They know me; I know them.
And I think they’re appreciative
that ownership is here compared
with the past five or 10 years.

Give us an update on the chances
for a new stadium here. Is the prob-
able location still downtown?

When we first met with senior
management in the Milwaukee
Brewers’ organization (the
Sounds’ major league parent club),
the first thing they said besides
congratulations ... was, “You need
a new stadium.”

The Pacific Coast League says
the same thing. Greer is not a long-
term solution for viable baseball in
Nashville. We made a deal with
Mayor (Karl Dean) that we would
start holding discussions and we’d
do it in private, not in the press. I
will keep my word on that.

I believe Nashville needs a new
stadium. There are drawbacks to
Greer that you can never fix. I
believe (a new stadium) should be
downtown. All the other sports
complexes are there. It helps the
local businesses, brings traffic to

the restaurants and bars. It would
be the best thing for the city.

Howbigshouldanewstadiumbe,
howmany seats?

You can’t build a 10,000 fixed-
seat stadium anymore. I think a
new stadium is probably best with
8,500 seats and ... a nice grass berm
and picnic areas where families
can go with a blanket and watch
the game at an affordable price.

Memphis, I think, made a very
big mistake when they built their
stadium. They have 14,500 fixed
seats. You have to bring in an
awful lot of people; you get 5,000
fans in that place and it looks like
it’s empty.

Your lease calls for the Sounds to
play baseball in Davidson County
through 2013. Where do you want
to be in four years?

That’s a question not only for us
to answer. In other words, does
Nashville want professional base-
ball? Greer is not the long-term
solution. The money we put into
Greer was a band-aid. It doesn’t
make economic sense to put
another $3 million or $4 million
into Greer (on further improve-
ments). The people of Nashville
and city have to decide whether
they want professional baseball.

And, if the answer is yes, then we
have to figure out a way to build a
new stadium.

Is there a fun factor to owning a
minor league team?Or is it all sales,
leases and headaches?

I have found in any business
you’re in, if you’re not happy in
your job, you need to get out. Am I
happy doing this? Yes. I’ve had a
long career in real estate and done
all that. I’m at an age in life when I
can afford to do this. My 34-year-
old son flew down for the week-
end to watch games with me. My
daughters (one who’ll be a senior
at Vanderbilt and the other about
to start Ohio State) are here to
watch games with my wife and
me. Those are the pluses to this.
It’s fun.

But it’s work, too. You don’t
realize how hard it is to get fans in
the seats. We all have this idea,
“Build it, and they will come.” But
really it’s, “Build it, work your butt
off and then maybe they will
come.”

Your career has been in real
estate development. Have you done
any other commercial real estate
projects inNashville?

We’ve looked at a lot, but we
haven’t done anything here so far.

The economy is so bad nationally
… there’s no money out there to
finance real estate projects today.
The realities of the buyer and the
seller are in different spectrums
right now. We always looked at
the Sounds baseball investment as
part of a bigger real estate devel-
opmentproject, andI thinkwestill
do. We may wind up getting a
(new) stadium earlier than you
can really do a real estate project.
I’m not sure you can build an
office building today almost any-
where in the country.

What are among your biggest
operating costs with the Sounds?
Your major league parent club pays
players’ salaries, right?

You normally have 30 to 40 full-
time people on staff year round in
most organizations. Game day or
seasonal staff, add another 40
employees. You have a decent-
size small business for all
12 months of the year. We also pay
team travel, we pay for the hotels,
pay for the bats, the balls. The Mil-
waukee Brewers, as you say, pay
the uniformed employees.

Other than that, it’s ours. We’re
in the entertainment business.

What was your most successful
promotion this season?

Ryan Braun Bobblehead Night
(Milwaukee Brewers outfielder,
batting .313, with 26 home runs this
season). We also had Bat Night,
Hat Night and Back-to-School
Backpack Night (among others).

Have you had a longtime love
affair with baseball?

Yes, I’m a baseball fan, although
I don’t have a specific team I root
for now. I’m an avid baseball card
collector. The team I rooted for
was the New York Giants (they
moved to San Francisco in the late
1950s). I grew up with them … my
brother was a New York Yankees
fan, and I was a Giants fan.

I’ve never liked the Yankees
since then. The Mets are fine, but
it’s not the same.

I played Rotisserie Baseball for
25 years; this is the first year I have
not participated in it. I’m not sure
I’ve even had time to look at a
major league baseball box score
most of the year … other than Mil-
waukee to check on one of our
players who may have left (Nash-
ville) to move up to the big
leagues. I turned the Rotisserie
team over to my son. He’s doing a
better job with it, anyway.

Ward works toward new stadium
>>WARD FROM PAGE 1E

Nashville Sounds owner FrankWard has done a couple million dollars worth of renovations to Greer
Stadium, but he says it’s not worth it to sink muchmore into it. JOHN PARTIPILO / THE TENNESSEAN

With his latest cause, he’s
more concerned about din-
ers who want to pack heat
than the heat-packed punch
of Sunset Grill’s signature
Voodoo pasta.

Rayburn is a vocal oppo-
nent of a new Tennessee
law that allows gun owners
with a state permit to carry
their concealed handguns
into bars and restaurants
that serve alcohol.

“I’ll lose some business
because of this,” says Ray-
burn, who is a gun owner.
“But I’m 59 and old enough
to do what I want.”

Last week, he appeared
on a national broadcast of
ABC World News and was
interviewed by CNN for his
part in filing a lawsuit trying
to stop the law. Ultimately,
he hopes to persuade state
lawmakers to repeal the
rule when they return to the
capitol next year.

“Randy’s always been
engaged, active and sup-
portive of various issues he
feels passionate about,” says
Butch Spyridon, president
of the Nashville Convention
& Visitors Bureau. “It could
be the hospitality industry,
Hillsboro Village, even the
new convention center.”

For this restaurateur, the
way to the heart of civic
affairs can certainly be
through the stomach.

“When you see leaders of
the community every day,
all year long, you have their
ear and friendship, and that
gives you the opportunity to
makeacase,”Spyridonsays.

Paving the way
Rayburn is one of Nash-

ville’s longest-serving
restaurant owners still
actively involved in day-to-
day operations — the dean,
if you will, of independent
operators.

It’s said, according to
Clifft, that, if you live in
Nashville, Rayburn has
hired you, fired you or fed
you.

“When you look at the
creative, locally sourced

food that’s being served
now, none of that would
have happened without
Sunset Grill,” says Jeremy
Barlow, chef and owner at
Tayst, who also credits
other notable owners,
including Deb Paquette of
Restaurant Zola, Rick Bal-
sam of Tin Angel and Mar-
got McCormack of Margot
Cafe & Bar, as top creative
influences in Nashville’s
restaurant scene.

“That allowed a restau-
rant like mine, which is a lit-
tle bit different, a little bit
funky, to open,” says Bar-
low, whose dishes always
seem to have a playful twist.
“He’sapioneer, andwithout
people like him, I’d question
whether a place like Tayst
would be open and whether
the city would enjoy a
restaurant with food like
we’re doing.”

Last week at Midtown
Cafe, the room was mostly
filled with men in ties and
women in pumps, but Ray-
burn effortlessly managed
to make a trio of tourists,
decked out in shorts and
lugging heavy suitcases, feel
at ease with a warm, “How
may we serve you today?”

The master of the 60-sec-
ond conversation, Rayburn
knows how to catch up on
life and talk about the
weather between the time
you walk in and get seated.
Rayburn can talk to anyone
about anything even though
he swears he grew up shy.

On most days, Rayburn
will serve as maitre d’ dur-
ing lunch at Midtown, drive
his black Mercedes S500 to
Sunset Grill for a late meal
and office work, return to
Midtown for the dinner
hour and end his day at 9 or
10 p.m. back at Sunset. He
also co-owns Cabana in
Hillsboro Village, which he
opened four years ago with
Clifft and Executive Chef
Brian Uhl.

“I like the high-wire act. I
run on adrenaline,” says
Rayburn, tugging at the
short whiskers in his gray-
speckled beard. “I love the
activity and passion of the
kitchen, balanced by the

deftness of dealing with the
individual customer.”

Two years ago, annual
net revenue for his trio of
restaurants was $10 million.
This year, revenue is
expected to dip to just over
$7 million, he said.

“But I’m in the black, and
our bank loan got renewed,”
he said.

Rayburn named himself
general manager at Mid-
town and Sunset Grill as
cost-saving measures. He
requires his wait staff to
clear their own tables; he
laid off most of the busboys.
His payroll, numbering 160
employees two years ago,
has been trimmed to 119 at
the three restaurants today.

Innovations he’s intro-
duced over the years have
helpedkeepthingsbalanced
at a time when no one
wants to spend much
money.

During the post-Sept. 11
economic slump, Rayburn
bought a shuttle van to
transport tourists free of
charge from nearby hotels
to his restaurants. He owns
three vans now — and with
1,300 hotel rooms within a
two-block radius of Mid-
town, tourists make up as
much as 30 percent of his
business.

When a Midtown Cafe

patron mentioned having
trouble finding parking at
the city’s Schermerhorn
Symphony Center, he
began offering complimen-
tary shuttles to certain
downtown events with a
dinner reservation at Mid-
town Cafe.

He often puts gift cards
on sale, has a renowned
late-night menu and this
summer is offering a $19.99
steak-and-sides special.
“There are very few new
ideas under the sun,” he
says. “I know how to find a
good concept and adapt it to
my business needs.”

Stickler, not shtick
Rayburn’s dad owned a

barbershop at the Peabody
Hotel in Memphis. His
mom ran three dress stores,
including one where
Priscilla Presley sometimes
shopped. He was mostly
raised by a grandmother
who taught him how to
cook with fresh ingredients
from her 2½-acre garden on
a 28-acre farm. He worked
at the Milan Supermarket in
high school.

Rayburn got his start in
Nashville’s dining scene as a
busboy in 1975; worked his
way through a series of
Nashville restaurants and in

the early 1980s ran the
Opryland hotel’s beverage
division and Rhett’s, then its
largest restaurant.

He attended law school
and a culinary institute, but
never finished either. “I like
to dabble,” Rayburn says.

He once invested in a
restaurant before realizing
the owners had never incor-
porated. The same group in
1988 opened a place called
People’s of Carters Court in
Franklin, which was never
profitable under his direc-
tion.

“Lesson learned — that
you must be on site as much
as possible in order to suc-
ceed and implement the
vision and execution of the
plan and training of the
staff,” says Rayburn, who
soon after turned an old
bicycle shop in Hillsboro
Village into Sunset Grill
with $90,000 from selling a
home and a friend’s $50,000
investment.

That’s why, despite back
problems, an adorable
nearly 2-year-old child at
home and years of success,
Rayburn is at one restaurant
or another six days a week.

Ever the stickler for
details, Rayburn’s eye
catches everything.

Heading into Sunset Grill
last week, he stopped to
pick up paper trash on the
sidewalk outside, a lesson
ingrained from his days at
Opryland. He gently chas-
tised a valet employee for
not tucking in the top edge
of a bag into the trashcan.

That sounds just like Ray-
burn, says Chris Lowry, co-
owner of Germantown Cafe
and Allium, who used to
work as a manager at Mid-
town under Rayburn.

“At the time, his behavior
seemed a little irrational,”
Lowry says. “It was like,
‘Really?’ But I understand it
100 percent now that I’m an
owner.”

In an age in which every
new restaurant has its own
shtick — whether promot-
ing itself as being the green-
est around or having the
best view of downtown —
Rayburn remains at the top

of his game.
“Randy has his finger on

every single detail of his
restaurant,” Lowry said.
“From the moment the cus-
tomerwalks into thedoor to
the last invoice at the end of
the month, he knows every-
thing, and that is impressive
and intimidating.”

Life outside food
Rayburn still obsesses

about whether the air tem-
perature or lighting is just
right. But he’s mellowed in
some ways, too.

No one works 80-hour
weeks anymore. Managers
work five days a week, not
six. He tells employees to
have a life.

On Tuesdays and Thurs-
days, his wife and young
son join him for an early
dinner while he’s on post at
Sunset Grill.

He first met Sonata Stan-
ton four years ago when she
walked into Sunset Grill.
The second time they met,
they struck up a conversa-
tion at Cabana.

She was enamored with
all things Grace Kelly. He
had been to Monaco five
times. They kissed four
hours later.

Married for three years
now, they have a date night
at least once a week. And, if
theyeatout, it’sonlyat inde-
pendent restaurants.

Rayburn’s done his time
with various charity and
civic organizations. He even
almost ran for Metro Coun-
cil earlier this year.

But he couldn’t stand the
thought of being stuck in
meetings at City Hall when
he’d rather be with family.

Of late, he’s dueled with
conservative columnist Phil
Valentine on the guns-in-
bars issue. And when he
tussled with state Sen. Doug
Jackson on CNN, Jackson
quipped, “The most danger-
ous place to be in Nashville
is between Randy Rayburn
and a TV camera.”

Rayburn can take the
heat, in or out of the kitchen.
Contact Bonna Johnson at 615-726-
5990 or bjohnson@tennessean.com.

Rayburn shows aplomb in the kitchen and politics
>> RAYBURN FROM 1E RAYBURN’S ACTIVISM

Restaurant owner Randy Rayburn has been increas-
ingly involved in civic affairs:
² He opposes a new Tennessee law that permits
guns in restaurants and bars and is part of a group
that has filed a lawsuit to stop the law.
² He is a longtimemember of Nashville’s convention
center board and was an early booster of the pro-
posedMusic City Center.
² He helped install a two-year culinary arts program
at Nashville State Community College when Gaylord
Opryland Resort & Convention Center closed its culi-
nary institute in 2001. Rayburn hired the first gradu-
ate.
² He helped lead a charge for a statewide smoking
ban in restaurants that took effect two years ago.
² He successfully advocated in the late 1990s for an
urban design overlay— the first in Nashville— to
help Hillsboro Village retain its vintage character in
the face of rapid development.

— BONNA JOHNSON


