



[image: Cover: Bourbon Land: A Spirited Love Letter to My Old Kentucky Whiskey]









[image: ]









Copyright © 2024 by Edward Lee


Photographs copyright © 2024 by Jessica Ebelhar


Illustrations copyright © 2024 by Rachel Sinclair


Cover copyright © 2024 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is on file.


Cover design by Nina Simoneaux Design by Headcase Design and Nina Simoneaux


Artisan books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.


Published by Artisan,


an imprint of Workman Publishing,


a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc.


1290 Avenue of the Americas


New York, NY 10104


artisanbooks.com


The Artisan name and logo are registered trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.


eISBN: 9781648293870


ISBN: 9781648291531









[image: ]


“I do not care to live in a world that is too good to be genial, too ascetic to be honest, too proscriptive to be happy.”


—HENRY WATTERSON


“All around me a voice was sounding: This land was made for you and me.”


—WOODY GUTHRIE


[image: ]










CONTENTS




	COVER


	TITLE


	COPYRIGHT PAGE


	DEDICATION


	CONTENTS


	INTRODUCTION


	Who Is Bourbon?


	But What About Whiskey?


	How Bourbon Is Made


	A Brief History of Bourbon


	How to Cook with Bourbon


	Fire and Toast


	THE COOPER: PAUL McLAUGHLIN


	A History of Kentucky Cooperages


	Bourbon During Prohibition


	Lapsang Souchong Manhattan


	What Glass Should I Use to Drink Bourbon?


	Ice Cubes and Whiskey


	Fire Is Essential, but So Is Water


	What’s in a Label?


	
DISTILLERY TOUR: THE I-65 SOUTH CORRIDOR



	Bacon Corn Pone with Bourbon Onion Jam


	Fried Halloumi Cheese with Spiced Bourbon Honey


	Roasted Fennel and Bourbon–Burnt Orange Salad


	How to Reduce Bourbon


	Beef Tartare on Burnt Oak Planks


	Bone-In Pork Chops in Bourbon Marinade with Bourbon Whole-Grain Mustard Sauce


	Charred Rib Eye Steak with Bourbon-Soy Butter


	Corn and Leather


	Why Corn Is Used in Bourbon


	Beyond Corn: Wheat, Rye, Barley, and Malt


	Boulevardier


	The Names Behind the Labels


	THE CHEF: LAWRENCE WEEKS


	The Proper Way to Taste Bourbon


	What Is Moonshine, and Is It Related to Bourbon?








	
DISTILLERY TOUR: LOUISVILLE CITY LIMITS



	Distillery Cats


	Warm Goat Cheese Dip with Bourbon-Soaked Cherries


	Corn, Avocado, and Peach Salad with Bourbon-Sesame Vinaigrette


	Chilled Corn and Bourbon Soup


	Watermelon, Mint, Feta, and Fried Peanut Salad


	Bourbon-Cured Salmon Salad


	Corn Dog with Bourbon Mustard


	Roasted Sweet Potato with Bourbon-Miso Butter


	Bourbon Coffee–Glazed Ham Steak with Fried Apples


	Oak and Spice


	The Flavors in White Oak


	Straight Bourbon vs. Blended Bourbon


	Barrels After Bourbon


	Classic Old-Fashioned


	Women and Whiskey


	THE DISTILLER: ELIZABETH McCALL


	Which Came First: Bourbon Whiskey or Bourbon Street?


	Bourbon and the Mississippi River


	Truth in Advertising








	
DISTILLERY TOUR: LEXINGTON AND ENVIRONS



	Bourbon-Glazed Chicken Wings


	Bourbon and Gochujang BBQ Shrimp


	Quail with Roasted Banana BBQ Sauce


	Blackened Salmon with Bourbon-Soy Marinade, Bok Choy, and Green Apple


	Pork Meatballs in Bourbon-Gochujang Coconut Broth


	Grilled Chicken Thighs in a Honey, Miso, and Mustard Marinade


	Yeast and Umami


	Gold Rush


	Bourbon and Umami


	THE CRITIC: FRED MINNICK


	How to Taste Bourbon Like a Pro


	How to Pair Bourbon for a Dinner Party


	The Bourbon Flavor Wheel


	The Importance of a Rickhouse








	
DISTILLERY TOUR: CENTRAL KENTUCKY



	Mushroom Grilled Cheese with Bourbon Gravy


	Brown Rice, Spelt, and Bourbon Risotto


	Whiskey Onion Soup


	Slow-Grilled Chinese Eggplant in Bourbon Miso


	Poached Oysters in Bourbon Brown Butter


	Bourbon-Poached Bass with Peas and Scallions


	Braised Beef Shanks in Bourbon Sauce


	Copper and Caramel


	Pot Still vs. Column Still


	Paper Plane


	Starting a Bourbon Collection


	THE CEO: VICTOR YARBROUGH


	Bourbon in Pop Culture








	
DISTILLERY TOUR: NORTHERN KENTUCKY



	Bourbon Cherry Ice Cream Sandwiches


	Bread Crumb Pancakes with Bourbon Maple Syrup


	Bourbon Balls with Toffee-Popped Sorghum, Milk Chocolate, and Bourbon Pecans


	Fig, Walnut, and Saffron Kulfi with Bourbon Honey


	Lane Cake


	THE LEGEND: FRED NOE


	Bourbon and Butterscotch Pudding


	Corn Ice Cream with Bourbon Caramel








	
DISTILLERY TOUR: WESTERN KENTUCKY



	Bourbon’s Road Ahead








	KENTUCKY DISTILLERIES


	FURTHER READING


	ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


	INDEX


	PHOTO CREDITS


	ABOUT THE AUTHOR










Navigation




	Cover


	Start of Frontmatter


	Copyright Page


	Dedication


	Contents


	Introduction


	Who Is Bourbon?


	Start of Content


	Start of Backmatter


	Further Reading


	Acknowledgments


	Index


	Photo Credits


	About the Author










Page List




	1


	2


	3


	4


	5


	6


	7


	8


	9


	10


	11


	12


	13


	14


	15


	16


	17


	18


	19


	20


	21


	22


	23


	24


	25


	26


	27


	28


	29


	30


	31


	32


	33


	34


	35


	36


	37


	38


	39


	40


	41


	42


	43


	44


	45


	46


	47


	48


	49


	50


	51


	52


	53


	54


	55


	56


	57


	59


	58


	60


	61


	62


	63


	64


	65


	66


	67


	68


	69


	70


	71


	72


	74


	73


	75


	76


	77


	78


	79


	80


	81


	82


	83


	84


	85


	86


	87


	88


	89


	90


	91


	92


	93


	94


	95


	96


	97


	98


	99


	100


	101


	102


	103


	104


	105


	106


	107


	108


	109


	110


	111


	112


	113


	114


	115


	116


	117


	118


	119


	120


	121


	122


	123


	124


	126


	125


	127


	128


	129


	130


	131


	132


	133


	134


	135


	136


	137


	138


	139


	140


	141


	142


	143


	144


	145


	146


	147


	148


	149


	150


	151


	152


	153


	154


	155


	156


	157


	158


	159


	160


	161


	162


	163


	165


	164


	166


	167


	168


	169


	170


	171


	172


	173


	174


	175


	176


	177


	178


	179


	180


	181


	182


	183


	184


	185


	186


	187


	188


	189


	190


	191


	192


	193


	194


	195


	196


	197


	198


	199


	200


	201


	202


	203


	205


	204


	206


	207


	208


	209


	210


	211


	212


	213


	214


	215


	216


	217


	218


	219


	220


	221


	223


	222


	224


	225


	226


	227


	228


	229


	230


	231


	232


	233


	234


	235


	236


	237


	238


	239


	240


	241


	242


	243


	244


	245


	246


	247


	248


	249


	250


	251


	252


	253


	254


	255


	256


	258


	257


	259


	260


	261


	262


	263


	264


	265


	266


	267


	268


	269


	270


	271


	272


	273


	274


	275


	276


	277


	278


	279


	280


	281


	282


	283


	284


	285


	286


	287


	288












[image: ]


[image: ]


[image: ]












INTRODUCTION





Every time I pour myself a glass of bourbon, I think about the passage of time. There is the time that has passed while the bourbon was aging in a barrel—four years, six years, eight years, and so on. With each passing year, the liquid maturing into a libation that is darker, more complex, more precious. There are trade secrets, family recipes, and knowledge passed on, history and traditions that stretch back for generations on a family tree through the hollers and hills of Kentucky. Their influence, their photos, their presence hovering over distilleries like ghosts passing through walls, forever linking the past to the lives of the people guiding bourbon into an uncertain future.


There is also the oak tree that goes into every barrel, which is the root of bourbon’s flavor. It can take seventy to one hundred years for an acorn to transform from a seedling into the mature oak that winds up in the glass that I hold up to the sunlight fading outside my window. There are the countless hours and days and years of labor logged by the corn farmers, the rye and wheat farmers, the families that have devoted their lives to nurturing these isolated crops that will become bourbon. There are so many things that happen simultaneously and over time to culminate in this brown liquid that smells of tanned leather and burnt fruit and toasted hay and wet earth and dried spices. There is also the quick and fleeting passage of time, the phenomenon that happens over just minutes in a glass when the bourbon relaxes from a tight, locked concoction into a perfume that fills the room. The ice slowly melts and gives movement to the bourbon, allowing it to breathe and exhale its aromas. Bourbon is never static; it never occupies a single identity. It is mercurial and restless. It is a path into a part of our lives that remains dormant without it.


And bourbon is also about the measures of my own life. I think about how bourbon has played its role at every stage. The misspent youth drinking cheap bourbon and listening to the rebellious music that defined my teenage rage. When I was old enough to go to bars, how many long nights were spent in conversation as the hours evaporated into thin air, the music, the laughter. As I get older, I consume less and drink slower, sips instead of shots, slowing time to appreciate the craft and the nuances in every drink. And as a chef, I think about the transition I have made from consuming bourbon as a libation to using bourbon as an ingredient, a tool, a luxurious gift that enhances my craft.


For people outside Kentucky, bourbon may be considered a trendy drink, but in the Bluegrass State, bourbon is a way of life. It is our economy, our history, our livelihood, and our traditions. So as much as this book is a love letter to bourbon, it is by extension a love letter to Kentucky, a place that is my adopted home and one that I have embraced with an eagerness and joy I did not think I could possess. I found my culinary voice in Louisville. I met my wife here, and my daughter was born here. My flagship restaurant, 610 Magnolia in Louisville, is more than twenty-one years old and going strong. And for as long as I have been here, I have been cooking with bourbon in some form or another. These pages and these recipes are a culmination of that journey, colored with splashes of bourbon—a liquid that is more than just a drink poured over ice.


The magic that makes bourbon an irresistible libation is also what makes it an indispensable ingredient in my kitchen. The taste of bourbon is so distinctive, so strong, so haunting, that it makes my cooking instantly better. It gives recipes dimension and depth, layers and soul. It adds umami and smoke and caramel and tannins. To cook with bourbon is to respect it. It is a practice in balance and beauty. It requires no special education, but it demands your attention. It is the ultimate luxury ingredient but so readily accessible that it can seem mundane. The flavor of bourbon is many characteristics, but mostly it is time trapped in a bottle. Knowing how to cook with it becomes an obsession. In these pages, the places, the people, and the histories I write about are the result of a lifetime with bourbon at my side as a culinary companion.












WHO IS BOURBON?





Bourbon is my best friend. I don’t mean that in the way a person with a dependency might say it. It’s a metaphor; a way to describe why I like bourbon over other spirits. Bourbon is like the easygoing friend who never complains about where you’re going or how hot the car ride is. Bourbon doesn’t argue with you much, and he is always good for a laugh. He is the friend you never tire of, even after you’ve heard all his jokes and know all his stories.


I have many “friends,” and they all have a place in my universe. I love tequila and she is always ready for a late night at a moment’s notice, but mysteriously, I always end up breaking the law when she’s around. Gin and I have always had a contentious relationship. He shows up a little too well-dressed and perfumed and always has to be the center of attention. I love the thought of being his friend, but I feel like he is my companion out of pity, and he never lets me forget it. I dated vodka for a bit, but I hardly recognize her anymore, with all her candied lipsticks and ostentatious outfits. The few times that I do see her, she is more concerned with her selfies than she is about anything I have to say. Scotch is who I want to be when I grow up: an educated man with pedigree and charm, a Rhodes scholar who regales me with stories of faraway adventures and dinners at castles. I am giddy in his company, and when I am around him, I use phrases like “pardon me.” But he and I both know that I will never be like him. Irish whiskey is bourbon’s distant cousin, and while I like him very much, after a drink or two, I can’t understand a word he is saying. I have many other international friends, like cognac and soju and grappa. I am happy to see them, but only when I’m visiting their home countries. I never write or call them otherwise. That makes me a horrible friend, but it’s easier this way. Because I already have a best friend, and his name is bourbon. There have been times over the years when we’ve taken necessary breaks from each other to cool off. But sooner or later, we always seem to run back to each other and pick up right where we left off. There is never an awkward moment.
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BUT WHAT ABOUT WHISKEY?





What is the difference between bourbon and whiskey? There are a couple of facts to clarify for the uninitiated. Whiskey (or whisky, if you’re from Scotland or Canada) is the broad term for almost any brown spirit made from grain. So bourbon falls under this category, but all whiskey is not bourbon. Here are the strict rules by which a distilled spirit can be called a bourbon. (If you already know this stuff, you can skip to here, but I hope you like reading about bourbon laws and its history—that’s here—as much as I do.)




	Per the TTB (Alcohol and Tobacco Tax and Trade Bureau), in order to be classified as bourbon, a whiskey needs to be distilled from a fermented mixture of grains, or mash, that’s at least 51 percent corn.


	Straight bourbon whiskey has to be aged for a minimum of two years, while bottled-in-bond bourbon must be aged for at least four years.


	Bourbon must be aged in new charred oak barrels—most distillers prefer wood from new white oak trees—and it cannot include any additives or colorings.


	While whiskey can be made anywhere in the world, it can be called “bourbon” only if it’s made in the United States. This is due to legislation passed by Congress in 1964 that declared bourbon “America’s Native Spirit.”


	Bourbon also has proof requirements; it cannot enter the barrel at less than 80 proof or more than 125 proof. It also must be distilled at no higher than 160 proof.















HOW BOURBON IS MADE







“I’ve never made a drop of whiskey in my life . . . we make bourbon in Kentucky, they make whiskey in Tennessee.”


—JIMMY RUSSELL





The process of making bourbon is quite simple or quite complicated, depending on who you ask. It starts in the field with corn and ends in a distillery after years of aging. Before it gets to your glass, bourbon has passed through many hands, a staff of experts, and ultimately a restaurant/bar/shop owner who has selected that brand to feature. The following is a step-by-step process, but within each step is a world of science and know-how that has been handed down for generations.


MASH BILL SELECTION. A mash bill is a recipe of which grains will be used to create bourbon. The American Bourbon Association requires that bourbon sold in the United States be distilled from a mixture of grains composed of at least 51 percent corn. The remainder of the recipe is usually a combination of malted barley, wheat, or rye. This is the first important step in determining the flavor of a bourbon, and one that is carefully considered by the master distiller.
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Milling and Mashing. Once the recipe has been determined, distilleries source the dried grains from various farms in the region. The distillers must schedule the delivery of the grains from the farms to coincide with the milling and distilling process. At the distillery, the grains are milled to a specific grind size determined by the distiller to make them easier to cook or mash. The milled grains are mixed with water and yeast, a process known as mashing. The distiller then heats the mash to a specific temperature in large cooking tanks while stirring, to release the sugars in the starch.


Fermentation. Yeast transforms sugar into alcohol during the fermenting process, which happens in massive open-air and closed vats. Yeast strains are very important in this process, and each distillery has its own signature strain that they use to yield the flavors they want in the final product. The yeasts will produce a simple, natural alcohol called ethanol or ethyl alcohol. At this point, sour mash, the leftover mash from a previous distillation, can be added to the mixture; this reduces the mash’s pH level to prevent bacteria growth. Once fermentation is complete, distillers strain off the liquid, which is now ready for distillation.


Distillation. Distilling is a process that purifies a liquid by heating and vaporizing it, then collecting the vapor as it condenses into a liquid. The resulting liquid is called a distillate. Distillers will use either a pot still or a column still—both made out of copper or stainless steel—to process the liquid. During this process, many of the liquid’s inherent impurities are left behind, leaving a pure, clean distillate. Many bourbons are distilled twice or more to further purify the base alcohol.
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Barrels and Aging. Once the bourbon reaches between 80 and 125 proof, distillers must transfer the alcohol into a new oak barrel that has been charred. Charred oak barrels are unique to the bourbon industry, and they come from a place called a cooperage that shapes and toasts the barrels. The barrels are filled with the distillate and plugged and placed in a building called a rickhouse to rest. Distillers must now decide how long to age their bourbon before they bottle and sell it. There is a lot of variation in this step of the process: The liquid must age for at least two years before it can legally be called straight bourbon. The bourbon can be aged for the legal minimum amount of time, or it can be aged longer—up to twenty years and beyond. Each year is called a cycle. In the winter, the barrels contract, absorbing the liquid into the oak staves; during the summer, the wood expands, releasing the liquid. Each cycle of contraction and expansion adds more depth, color, and flavor to the bourbon. Furthermore, each year the bourbon spends in the barrel, a natural evaporation process occurs, and that lost liquid is called the “angel’s share.” The more the bourbon evaporates, the more intense the flavors in the barrel become, but that also means more of the product is being lost, which results in a smaller yield.


Blending and Bottling. Once the bourbon is mature enough, the barrels are emptied, or “dumped,” into large blending tanks and the bourbon is put through a number of rigorous taste tests. At this point, the master distiller or taster will approve the final product, making sure the bourbon is consistent with the flavor of what was released in previous bottlings of the same label. Many bourbons are diluted or cut with water to achieve the final proof level that each distillery determines based on the product they are bottling. Some bourbon is bottled at barrel proof, which means no water has been added. This usually results in a much higher-proof bourbon. The final step is the bottling process, in which the liquid is poured into proprietary bottles. The bottles are sealed, labeled, inspected, and shipped out to your favorite bar, restaurant, liquor store, or gift shop for public consumption.












A BRIEF HISTORY OF BOURBON





This brief history serves to revisit the rich and oftentimes shadowy history of a spirit whose origins will never be precisely documented. “History” is a dubious word to use when writing about the origins of bourbon, as so much of it is uncatalogued, unwritten, intentionally obfuscated, or just plain myth. But if you’re looking for a more detailed history of bourbon, I can point you to several people from whom I have learned so much and whose impeccable research informs these pages: Fred Minnick, Clay Risen, Susan Reigler, Chuck Cowdery, Reid Mitenbuler, Michael Veach, Eric Zandona, and Ashlie Danielle Stevens (see Further Reading, here).


Alcohol, in the form of wine, beer, and spirits, was as important to the early settlers as anything else they brought with them from Europe. Stills from Scotland were used to make an early, and probably rough-tasting, whiskey from leftover crops like potatoes, grains, berries, and apples. As settlers moved westward in the early eighteenth century, decades before Kentucky would become a state, Scots-Irish and German farmers found land west of Pennsylvania and Virginia by traveling on boats along the Ohio River or through the Cumberland Gap and down the Wilderness Road. Regardless of which route they took, they had to cross the unforgiving terrain of the Appalachian Mountains. This is an important piece of history to remember, as these early settlers were, by and large, tough, stubborn, and independent people who risked death to start a new life in the uncharted territories beyond Appalachia. They liked their freedom, and they liked their whiskey even more.


Early stills in Kentucky were made from wood and scrap metal, and it is generally acknowledged that the whiskey coming off these backyard mechanisms was barely potable swill used for the sole purpose of getting drunk. A couple of things happened that led to the birth of what we now call bourbon. First, corn was plentiful in the region. When settlers had the opportunity to rename a small island in the Ohio River off the coast of Louisville, they chose the name Corn Island. Back then, whiskey was made with excess crops after harvest. With corn being so readily available, it became a popular ingredient for making whiskey. And because of the grain’s high starch content, the resulting liquor had a sweet taste to it. Additionally, Kentucky ran rich with mineral-packed limestone water, which promoted fermentation and aided in filtering out foul-tasting impurities in the distillate.


[image: ]

Men fill and weigh bourbon casks at Labrot and Graham Distillery, now known as Woodford Reserve.






The second thing that happened was the Whiskey Rebellion. In 1791, George Washington introduced an excise tax on liquor. This was a way for Congress to climb out of the national debt, and they defended this new tax by explaining it as a sin tax or luxury tax (which is shockingly still the reasoning used today for taxing alcoholic beverages at a higher rate than other beverages). This infuriated the nation’s distillers, who were also farmers, and who were not by any means rich. Without getting into the complex details of the Whiskey Rebellion, it is enough to say that revolts led to uprisings, which led to violence, mostly in the states of Pennsylvania and Maryland, where there was already an established whiskey industry, albeit mostly rye whiskey. By this time, Kentucky was a commonwealth, and many distillers moved to Kentucky to escape the harsh consequences of their unsuccessful rebellion. They brought with them a knowledge of whiskey making, and in Kentucky, they discovered this sweet new frontier liquor being made from corn. Enter the age of bourbon.
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So when did this New World whiskey officially transition into “bourbon”? Traditional lore highlights the “godfathers of American bourbon” like Elijah Craig, who is said to have been the first to age the product in charred oak casks (a requisite for making bourbon), and Jacob Spears, who was allegedly the first to label his product “Bourbon whiskey.” There is also the story of Evan Williams, who built the first commercial distillery. Typical of the time, the labor of enslaved Black farmworkers, who most certainly played an integral role in the production of whiskey, is largely missing from these accounts.


An even bigger mystery is how bourbon came to be called bourbon. According to John T. Edge’s The New Encyclopedia of Southern Culture: Foodways, bourbon may have been called such after Virginia’s Bourbon County, which was established in 1785. This was a huge county that encompassed parts of Eastern Kentucky. When Kentucky separated from Virginia and became a new state in 1792, its legislators created their own Bourbon County.
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Employees load bourbon bottles onto a conveyor platform at Fitzgerald Distillery in 1912.






Michael Veach, a bourbon historian and author of Kentucky Bourbon Whiskey: An American Heritage, posits that the spirit was actually named after Bourbon Street in New Orleans, originally named Rue Bourbon by French engineer Adrien de Pauger in 1712 as a nod to the House of Bourbon, one of Europe’s royal dynasties. The street connected to a major port, where shipments of this “new” corn whiskey sold well as an alternative to more expensive French spirits.


Regardless of where the name came from, by the late nineteenth century, many of the elements that make up modern bourbon, like proof and age requirements, were cemented by the Bottled-in-Bond Act of 1897. Bourbon’s popularity continued to boom until 1919, when Prohibition absolutely obliterated the industry.


Before Prohibition, historians estimate there were more than five hundred distilleries in Kentucky; when the 18th Amendment was finally repealed in 1933, there were only six. The Kentucky bourbon industry quickly began to rebuild itself, however. By 1938, the number of distilleries had increased to about seventy.


Since then, the industry has been in a continual cycle of booms—such as during the Mad Men era of the late 1950s and ’60s—and busts. As Chuck Cowdery noted in his 2004 book Bourbon, Straight, consumption of bourbon fell in favor of clear spirits every year from 1978 until the mid-2000s. But then the modern bourbon boom began to take flight. According to the Kentucky Distillers’ Association, the total value of Kentucky’s inventoried bourbon stock surged from $800 million in 2006 to over $1 billion in 2007, and the bourbon boom shows no clear signs that a substantial bust is on the horizon. In 2022, the Kentucky Distillers’ Association estimated that Kentucky bourbon is now a $9 billion dollar industry.


There are a number of theories as to why. There was the advent of the craft cocktail renaissance, which had bartenders (and patrons) reaching for brown liquor to make classics like the old-fashioned and the Manhattan. Around that time, the price of Scotch had also gone sky-high, so many consumers reached for bourbon as a then-cheaper alternative. There is also the theory that after the tragic events in NYC on 9/11, there was a rallying cry of patriotism that rippled through everything from food to art to alcohol. And what is more American than bourbon? Shortly thereafter, there was also the phenomenon known as Anthony Bourdain, a wildly influential figure in the world of food and drink culture. When he began to gush about bourbon and his love for Pappy Van Winkle, there was an immediate ripple effect throughout the restaurant and bar industry, leading to higher demand for this newfound Kentucky bourbon. Clay Risen, in his seminal book Bourbon, suggests that the renaissance was really just a return to the whiskey-drinking culture that had been part of America’s identity from the frontier era to the 1950s and ’60s. Whatever the reason, I’m happier because of it.
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HOW TO COOK WITH BOURBON





There isn’t any secret technique to cooking with bourbon. It can be as simple as throwing in a splash here and there to flavor a dish as you see fit. Or it can be a more calculated and nuanced effort. There are a number of things to remember about bourbon that will help you out in your own bourbon cooking journey.


Bourbon Is Not Wine


Bourbon is high proof, meaning it’s got a lot of alcohol in it. It is not wine, and you cannot substitute the same amount of wine for bourbon in a recipe. Wine is made from grapes, so it has a very fruity quality, whereas bourbon is much stronger and has a multitude of flavors, the most dominant being caramel, char, leather, and hay. Many of the recipes featured here will instruct you to reduce the bourbon before it goes into a recipe. There are two reasons for that. First, it intensifies the flavor of the bourbon. Second, it burns off the alcohol (or ethanol), which boils and evaporates at a much lower temperature than water. So when you boil bourbon in a pot, the ethanol will evaporate first, leaving behind a relatively alcohol-free liquid with concentrated bourbon flavor. This is the juice we are generally looking for when cooking with bourbon. But a few careful reminders about this process:




	The easiest way to tell if the ethanol has cooked out of your bourbon is to waft a bit of the steam from the pot toward your nose and breathe in. Heated ethanol will burn the inside of your nose and cause a coughing reaction. If all you can smell is bourbon aroma and your nostrils aren’t burning, your bourbon is ready.


	
Even if you boil bourbon for extended periods of time, the liquid is never 100 percent alcohol-free, so if you are cooking for someone who cannot drink alcohol, do not allow them to taste the reduced bourbon thinking it is a nonalcoholic product.


	Ethanol is volatile and will ignite very easily when heated. Which means you could easily end up with a pot of flaming bourbon raging in your kitchen. Be very careful when you cook with any distilled spirit. Do not hold your face over the pot looking into the liquid. I have done this before and found myself without eyelashes for weeks.


	If and when your bourbon ignites, stay calm. The best way to tamp out the flame is to turn off your heat source and then quickly put a tight-fitting lid over the pot. Always have a lid at the ready to put out a potential fire before you start cooking with bourbon. Once you put the pot back on the heat, the bourbon will almost always reignite. I’ve found that covering the pot partially with its lid and cooking over medium heat is the best way to boil off the ethanol with minimal flames.


	You want to boil off the ethanol in dishes that will be served warm because the smell and taste of warm ethanol is not a pleasant culinary experience. In many cold and room-temperature dishes and desserts, however, it is actually pleasant to have the bite of alcohol lingering in your mouth, so you’ll notice a number of recipes do not require you to burn off the alcohol. If you do not like the sensation of alcohol in your food, by all means, reduce and boil off the ethanol in any recipe that doesn’t explicitly require it.
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‘The fermented mash is then distilled.
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