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Charlie Nelson 

The Namesake 
 
It’s hard to imagine, looking at the gregarious, towering young man with a gentle manner and ready laugh, 
but, as the youngest of the four Nelson boys, he says, “I was the one who got beat up most.”   
 
Be that as it may, growing up in Nashville where his father’s roots hark back to the mid 1800s, Charlie Nelson 
was a good student and a serious athlete who may have dabbled in the occasional experiment with alcohol, 
but was more or less oblivious to his whiskey heritage.  His real passion was basketball, progressing steadily to 
captain his high school team senior year.  “I used to dream of playing ball for UCLA, and then, of course, the 
Lakers.”  His plans were derailed by an injury that debilitated the fingers of his dominant left hand.  Instead, 
he found himself at Loyola Marymount, a year behind his brother Andy, majoring in Humanities with an 
emphasis in Philosophy, and a minor in French.   
 
That French thing wasn’t just a whim – turns out Charlie Nelson has a gift for languages, as well as a friendly 
outlook and a bad case of wanderlust.  He studied in Paris, tending bar to earn the travel money that got him 
through southeast Asia [be sure to ask him about his adventures in search of a waterfall, which he barely 
survived – as it happens, he has a gift for storytelling, too…] He was only home in Nashville for a summer 
break when he and Andy accompanied their father to pick up a portion of a cow from a butcher in nearby 
Green Brier, and they stumbled on the historic marker that sparked the brothers’ whiskey epiphany.  Soon he 
was off again, having received a grant to study Paleolithic rock art that got him back to France, plus Spain and 
Italy.  In his last semester of college, he took a class in small business, writing a business plan for a very real 
enterprise: Nelson’s Green Brier Distillery.  
 
Back home in Nashville, getting the business off the ground, he tended bar again to make ends meet, this 
time much more conscious of the supply-side.  He also picked up work at his father’s tech education 
company, casually picking up a working knowledge of Arabic along the way, as well as the nuts-and-bolts of 
running a business.  Enhancing his hard-earned savings by moving back in with his parents, Charlie set out 
looking for investors.  “It’s a tough sell for a 24-year-old whiskey-entrepreneur to convince a bank that he’s 
worthy of a big loan,” he recalls, but he kept at it, eventually securing the loan they needed from a small local 
bank, with the backing of family. 
 
Meanwhile, the brothers dove head first in to whiskey, so to speak, identifying a contract distillery, tasting, 
mixing, learning from the big boys, and tasting some more.  Belle Meade Bourbon, their first effort reviving 
the legacy of their great-great-great-grandfather, is on top shelves of discriminating establishments, thanks 
largely to the tireless salesmanship and genuine Southern charm of Charlie Nelson, the youngest Nelson 
brother, and the founder’s namesake.  “It’s what I love to do,” he explains earnestly, “traveling, meeting 
people, and sharing my story.  It’s the legend and the culture of my family – our story - that I’m sharing, and 
people respond to that.  When I’m lucky, they’ll buy it.  When I’m really lucky,” he winks, “they’ll share 
theirs.”  
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