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INTRODUCTION


I can only hope that I’ll never be marooned on a desert island with just a single bottle of liquor. Because even though I evaluate, study, and, yes, drink whiskey for a living, I do not have a favorite brand.


There are just too many wonderful whiskies to choose from.


I do gravitate towards certain flavor profiles or brands that suit my personal preferences. But while I enjoy those whiskies, you might not. That’s the funny thing about whiskey: It’s like art. You get to decide what excites you—and what turns you off.


Identifying the best whiskey for you goes beyond the simple Google search to land on some liquor expert’s top ten list. That’s why I wrote this book: to help you find your own way within the world of whiskey so you can fully enjoy it. There are no shortcuts when it comes to selecting a whiskey. Price, age, and reputation mean only so much. But if it was that easy, learning about and tasting whiskey wouldn’t be nearly as fun.


Consider me your knowledgeable (and nonjudgmental) friend who wants to empower you with the tools, knowledge, and resources that will help you understand and appreciate whiskey.


I’ve organized the world of whiskey by geography, since, traditionally, where a whiskey is from dictates how it is produced and ultimately how it tastes. In each chapter, you’ll find essential information, history, and advice, plus a section on the key whiskey brands that hail from each country. This taxonomy is meant to make the world of whiskey more approachable and allow you to explore these different whiskey-rich regions. I, of course, suggest perusing these pages while enjoying a favorite dram.
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What you are holding in your hands is the result of my life’s work. But that work doesn’t involve drinking alcohol from morning till night. I don’t have an appetite for liquor like legendary drinkers Winston Churchill, Ernest Hemingway, or Charles Bukowski. Yes, I sometimes like to taste whiskey in the morning when my palate is fresh, but again, my apologies, most days my cup is filled with coffee. (No, not Irish Coffee, just regular coffee.)


Like any job, being a whiskey expert means finding a sensible work-life balance that allows you to be productive while not killing your passion and interest for the subject. While I may not be tasting whiskey 24/7/365, I do spend many of my waking hours thinking about, reading about, talking about, and writing about drinks.


Through the lens of liquor, I have had to immerse myself in the study of biology, chemistry, tax laws, and even dense federal regulations—subjects I never thought I’d find interesting or even approachable. But in order to separate marketing hype and lies from fact, I spent much of the last several years searching archives for arcane or obscure information to prove or disprove general whiskey assumptions.


In the roughly twenty-five years I’ve been reporting on and writing about drinks, I’ve learned that the vast majority of our collective drinks knowledge comes from ad copy generated by marketing machines that drives liquor sales—and much of it is far from the truth.


The only way to understand whiskey’s full story and why we drink what we do is to combine deep archival research with visits to modern distilleries. My wonderfully bizarre career has necessitated that I travel the world—from Scotland’s barley fields to Tokyo’s Highball bars to Kentucky’s rickhouses—to learn about and taste an incredible array of spirits and cocktails. And what I’ve found in doing that work is, to build off Mark Twain’s famous bon mot, that the true story is not only stranger than fiction, it is also more interesting.


Like many folks, I discovered the joys of drinking whiskey in college. In the late 1990s, I was fortunate enough to do an internship at Food + Wine magazine and I worked under the then-new associate editor Pete Wells, who went on to become the editor of the food section of the New York Times and was later the paper’s restaurant critic.


It was during my time at the magazine that I learned that the Irish whiskey category was much bigger than just Jameson and Bushmills. I learned about the new whiskies from the upstart Cooley distillery in the middle of the island and even tasted the incredibly rare Knappogue Castle Irish Whiskey 1951 vintage, which cost an astounding $600 a bottle. (Now, of course, that’s a relative bargain for such an old and delicious whiskey—a recent search found that it was now going for as much as $4,999. You can read more about Knappogue Castle on here.)
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The experience of working at Food + Wine opened my eyes to the nascent world of cocktails and whiskey that was just rebuilding after decades of decline. I feel incredibly fortunate to have been at the right place at certainly the right time.


After that experience, I went back to college knowing that I wanted to be a writer, and that I wanted to write about drinks. The one problem was that almost no publication wanted to regularly publish stories about spirits and cocktails. At the time, hard alcohol had been desperately trying to catch up to the popularity of beer and wine, which had become increasingly dominant. And of all the spirits, the situation for whiskey was by far the worst, and its prospects for the future were the dimmest. If you went into a bar, your choice of whiskey was fairly limited and was often poured from an oversize plastic bottle that was kept out of sight. All of the attention was being lavished on imported vodka, which seemed sexy and cool. Whiskey, by contrast, seemed old, stodgy, and tired.


But you can’t have a revival without first having a downfall, and around the millennium folks started coming into the industry with some creative and innovate ideas. I remember going to WhiskyFest in 2001 and hearing John Glaser talk about what he was envisioning for his startup brand Compass Box. (See here for more on Compass Box.) He had worked at Diageo on Johnnie Walker and wanted not only to shake up the blended Scotch category, but reinvent it. To put it bluntly, his ideas were revolutionary and questioned the status quo—to me, this was exactly the kind of spark whiskey needed to compete with vodka and craft beer.


Another regular fixture of Whisky-Fest was Jim Beam’s grandson Booker Noe (see here), who was working to change the fate of the American whiskey industry with his innovative and delicious small-batch bourbons, including Booker’s, Knob Creek, and Basil Hayden. While it wasn’t easy, he finally was able to get the industry to embrace and celebrate the inherent differences that can occur when you age whiskey.


While I was certainly right about whiskey coming back, I would have never believed what has transpired over the last twenty-five years, and how incredibly popular the spirit has become around the globe. It’s nothing short of a miracle.
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While Scotland, Ireland, and Kentucky have long been famous for making whiskey, the spirit is now widely produced in many countries around the world, including Australia, France, India, Israel, Italy, and Mexico.


Whiskey’s ubiquity begs the question of where it originally comes from. Well, that’s not any easy question to answer and one that is, no surprise, quite contentious. The two most likely spots where it was first made are Ireland and Scotland. What we can say definitively is that no matter the region where whiskey was born, the liquor essentially evolved from a simple spirit produced by industrious farmers looking to turn excess grain into alcohol. What came off their early stills certainly wouldn’t qualify as whiskey today and in many ways was more like gin. Over the centuries, however, these protospirits slowly evolved into the familiar and complex amber elixir that we know and love today.


Thanks to whiskey’s nebulous history, distillers, marketers, regulators, politicians, bartenders, and drinkers argued about what is and what is not whiskey for more than a century. Fortunately, most people can now—finally—agree on a basic definition for the spirit, along with generally how to make it.


Here are the main traits that make whiskey whiskey—and how it differs from other major spirits.


IT’S WHISKEY IF:


IT IS MADE FROM GRAIN. What kind of grain? That depends on local regulations and/or customs. Whiskey is commonly produced from corn, rye, barley, and wheat. Some distillers use oats, millet, or even spelt to make whiskey. The base, depending on the type of whiskey, can be just one type of grain or a blend of different types of grains.


THE GRAIN IS MADE INTO A MASH. This is done by grinding it up and cooking it with hot water. With the help of enzymes, this process converts the grain’s stores of starch into sugar, which is much easier to ferment and turn into alcohol.


THE RESULTING LIQUID IS FERMENTED WITH YEAST. This creates a low-alcohol “distiller’s beer,” which is sometimes also called “wash.”




Whiskey vs Whisky


One of the most maddening whiskey-related debates is the spelling of the word itself—is it whiskey or whisky?


The current convention is for any nonspecific reference, as well as whiskey produced in the United States and Ireland, to be spelled with an e. However, whisky produced in Scotland, Canada, Japan, India, Israel, and Australia is whisky without an e. Then, of course, there are many famous exceptions to the rule. (For example, Maker’s Mark bourbon, which hails from Loretto, Kentucky, and George Dickel from Tullahoma, Tennessee, call themselves whisky.) And there are some countries, such as Mexico, where producers decide for themselves which spelling of the word they prefer.
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In Ireland, whiskey is usually spelled with an e.










Like many topics in the whisk(e)y world, its fans have taken a fairly inconsequential thing and built it into an issue loaded with meaning and bubbling with drama. So naturally, I’m going to do the same here, with a twist.






It doesn’t matter how you spell the word. Not even a little.


The whole conflagration around the spelling is particularly ridiculous given that the origin of the word whiskey is the Latin aqua vitae (water of life). To go from Latin to the Gaelic uisge beatha (pronounced ISH-keh BA-ha) to the modern term whisk(e)y required several major linguistic leaps and significant transliterations. After this less-than-streamlined process, any case for what’s authentic or correct is pretty baseless. Around the globe and throughout modern history, both spellings have been used without regard to geography or these supposed spelling rules.
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In Scotland, whisky is usually spelled without an e.








This silliness notwithstanding, I tried to keep to the modern usage and conventions of whiskey and whisky throughout this book. If I’m not speaking about a specific area, I use the generic whiskey. Given my mini rant here, I fully admit it may seem pointless to continue this charade. And yet it may seem even more confusing to use just one version of the term given that the spelling conventions in various countries are nonetheless dogmatically followed today and some “experts” are enraged if you refer to Scotch as “whiskey” and bourbon as “whisky.” So, here we are. Still.





THE “DISTILLER’S BEER” IS THEN PUMPED INTO A STILL. The distilling process is the main difference between making beer and whiskey.
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Aged whiskey is “dumped” from a barrel and will then be filtered and bottled.








THE DISTILLING HAPPENS IN A STILL. Depending on the whiskey brand and where it’s made, a distiller will use a pot still, a column still, a hybrid pot/column still, or a chamber still.


IT IS AGED IN A WOODEN BARREL. The kind of barrel and how long the whiskey ages is based, again, on local regulations and traditions, as well as the climate, which will help determine when the whiskey is fully mature.


IT’S DEFINITELY NOT WHISKEY IF:


IT IS MADE FROM SUGAR OR MOLASSES (LIKE RUM) OR FROM GRAPES (LIKE BRANDY).


IT IS VODKA. Vodka can be made from grains but can’t be called whiskey because it is not barrel-aged and it rarely meets all the specific whiskey regulations in a given country. More importantly it’s designed to be odorless and flavorless, so it mixes with a range of ingredients. Whiskey, though, is produced to have abundant inherent aromas and flavors that are refined and enhanced by barrel aging.


A (Very) Brief History of Whiskey


We’re currently in the midst of a whiskey boom, but the fortunes of whiskey have been cyclical, to say the least, with just as many busts as bonanzas and no shortage of high-wire drama along the way.


But first, whiskey had to be created. And that was a long process that began centuries ago, an evolution built through contributions from around the globe. So, full disclosure: What follows isn’t comprehensive. It can’t be. Not without even more pages than you have before you. But within each chapter is a much deeper dive into each country’s and region’s particular whiskey origins and backstories. This opening chapter is an attempt to set the larger stage for those smaller stages to come.


Let’s start at the start. Long before there were small batch bourbons or sought-after Japanese blends or even single malts from Scotland, there were farm-made spirits that probably tasted very little like modern whiskey—but they were a harbinger of things to come. With this in mind, the first questions to ask are really: Can we even know where whiskey came from? Can anywhere claim to be the one true home of whiskey?
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In 1808, Eli Barnum & Benjamin Brooks patented their wooden chamber still design.








It would be a marketer’s dream to say, “Yes! We [insert country, region, or town] definitively created whiskey and everyone else followed in our footsteps.” But the answer you usually get about whiskey’s origin—like so many things about whiskey—depends on who you ask and what country you’re in at the time. The true origin stories are both surprising and yet make sense, and require a raucous voyage around the globe to truly understand.


People have been making distilled spirits for thousands of years. David Wondrich, the world’s foremost cocktail historian (and a friend and colleague), likes to point out that the basics of distilling are really not all that hard to learn. You can make an improvised still out of objects and materials easily found in a well-stocked basement, hardware store, or junkyard. This means the bar to distilling alcohol is not terribly high, even with pre-industrial materials. And that many of these early stills were not meant to last for eons and were destroyed a long time ago.


And to be clear, ancient spirits shouldn’t be confused with the modern version of whiskey we know and love. Early liquor wasn’t made in modern state-of-the-art distilleries but on basic small stills, which produced a completely different flavor profile. Also, the resulting alcohol wasn’t typically aged in barrels. Perhaps most importantly, this proto-alcohol was originally considered a medicinal concoction thought to hold magical healing powers and maybe even the secret to living forever!



[image: ] BELLY UP TO THE ANCIENT BAR


People in Europe, Asia, and the Middle East have been making alcohol for many thousands of years—Dr. Patrick McGovern thinks that the Natufian culture in Western Asia might have been making a beer of some sort since as early as 13,000 BCE. (He has found evidence of alcohol being made in 7,000 BCE in China’s Yellow River Valley, which is south of Beijing.) But these early beverages were usually made from a base of fruit, barley, or honey and then fermented into a style of beer and wine.


The next giant step in the development of whiskey was the advent of distilling, which wouldn’t emerge for several thousand years. When, exactly? No one is really sure. Evidence has been found that stills were being possibly used as far back as the fifth century BCE in Mesopotamia. At a site called Tepe Gawra, some earthenware pots have been found that could have actually been used as simple stills. Some archaeologists and spirits experts have speculated that there may have been distilling even earlier in China, India, and across Southeast Asia. However, much more scholarship is needed to explore the early roots of distilling and possibly even reevaluating previous finds with distillation in mind. Ultimately, over the following centuries the art of distillation becomes well known in many parts of the world and Europeans began distilling in earnest.


No matter where these early distillers were located, they produced spirits for a number of perhaps surprising reasons—from creating perfumes to making medicinal essences. There were also monks and alchemists trying to discover a “water of life” that would provide longevity and good health. Some of their early stills were made of wood, clay, or even dried hollow gourds. Grains or fruit would be fermented and then distilled in these contraptions, which would be heated directly over a fire.
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Historically, pot stills were used by distillers around the world to make a range of spirits.








Around the thirteenth century, distillers in Ireland had started making a protowhiskey from local barley and other grains, such as oats and rye. This seminal uisge beatha certainly didn’t taste like Bushmills or Jameson—they were flavored with a range of local botanicals, even honey. In many ways, the first whiskey is more closely related to gin than you might expect. Ultimately, around the 1400s these early European distillers went from making medicinal tinctures to recreational drinks. A true liquor boom followed over the next few hundred years, which led to the rise of dedicated distillers. Depending on what was locally available, these distillers used grapes and other fruits, sugarcane, or grain. Many of the well-known differences that make vodka or bourbon what they are came centuries later. Most of the spirits made during this period were likely similar in style to one another—products of a time when there were no rules, expectations, or standards.


One of the earliest known records of apparent whiskey making appears in the Red Book of Ossory, which we think was created in the fourteenth century by Bishop Richard de Ledrede, who lived in Kilkenny, Ireland. The manuscript includes a recipe for making aqua vitae and currently resides in the collection of St. Canice’s Cathedral in Kilkenny. That mention alone gives Ireland some claim to its self-proclaimed status as the ancestral home of whiskey.


On the other hand, the earliest written reference to whisky distilling in Scotland dates to 1494 and was found in the official Exchequer Rolls, the daily budget and financial account statement for Scottish King James IV. In them is a simple note marking a transaction with a local distiller: “To Friar John Cor, by order of the King, to make aqua vitae VIII bolls of malt.” Some experts and historians think that the good friar lived in Lindores Abbey, about 50 miles (80 kilometers) north of Edinburgh (where a Scotch distillery exists today).


To be fair, neither Ireland’s nor Scotland’s whiskey references are particularly detailed and could refer to some other type of distilled spirit—“aqua vitae” more or less included the whole liquor category as well as other things like water-of-life serums. There’s also a confounding mention in Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales of the late fourteenth century, about distilling beer in Britain, which is the first step in making whiskey. This timeline for whiskey could be turned on its head tomorrow if someone discovers a rare manuscript from a different time, one that puts Scotland or—brace yourself—even England first.


What’s undisputable is that Ireland and Scotland are closely linked in many ways, including geography and early migration, and so share a ton of common DNA and history. It’s more than plausible that distilling knowledge, along with these early spirits, traveled the 12 miles (19 kilometers) that separate Northern Ireland from the Scottish island of Islay. Repeatedly.


It’s important to remember, also, that folks distill what’s at hand. In fact, the practice of distilling tends to catch on when farmers realize they can turn what they grow into liquor. The advantages are glaring: Distilling transforms produce or grain into a product much easier to store, and one that tends to increase in value. You can sell liquor or barter it for other goods and services, even in winter when the fields are bare. Successful farms are really just successful businesses—and one way to ensure profitability is to hold down costs and keep spoilage and waste to a minimum.


Thanks to these advantages, over the next several centuries whiskey became very popular with farmers across Scotland and Ireland and then in the US and Canada, but it was far from the most popular spirit. Arrack (a palm sap-, rice-, or molasses-based alcohol from Goa and southeast Asia), rum, gin, and Cognac were far more sought-after and their consumption much more widespread.



[image: ] PHYLLOXERA: AN UNLIKELY ALLY


What allowed whiskey to really catch on was the assistance of an unlikely ally: a tiny little insect called phylloxera. The grapevine-loving pests showed up in Europe in the late 1800s, and like a hoard of unruly tourists they wreaked havoc and upset the locals. But this was no spring break gone awry—phylloxera systematically and effectively destroyed Europe’s vineyards. The insects greedily consume a vine’s nutrients at root level before it can produce grapes, leaving fields full of depleted and half-dead plants in their wake.






[image: An illustration of the Phylloxera insect, a pest that destroyed vine production.]

Phylloxera insects derailed European wine, brandy, sherry, and port production in the late 1800s.








And although it feels obvious, it must be said nonetheless: If there are no grapes, there can be no wine.


The phylloxera scourge was a horrific scenario for winemakers and wine drinkers, but it wouldn’t have been so entirely awful if the destructive insects didn’t also take out several other heavyweight drinks, including sherry, port, and Cognac. The damage to the grapes was perhaps only surpassed by the damage to the reputations of these noble beverages. In order to stay alive, some brands resorted to all manner of shortcuts, including blending in lesser-quality potato-based alcohol from Germany. These practices (or rumors of them) justifiably scared off not just drinkers but also doctors who prescribed fortified wine and spirits to cure maladies.






[image: A group of workers, in suits and hats, some standing and some sitting, stands in front the Glenmorangie Distillery Company, Licensed Distillers. There are various tools and barrels in the foreground, including a shovel and a distilling apparatus.]

Thanks to the work of the so-called Men of Tain at the Glenmorangie distillery and their colleagues across Scotland, by the turn of the twentieth century, Scotch had established itself on the world liquor map.








Life without these essential beverages was almost too much to bear for many residents of the United Kingdom and Europe. While grape growers searched for a solution, thirsty people searched for other things to drink. As you’d expect, many discovered the joys of whiskey for the first time during the phylloxera outbreak—and it was a massive boon to the Scotch, Irish, and American whiskey industries. In fact, it transformed whiskey from a farm product to an international bestseller. According to the Scotch Whisky Industry Record, Scottish distillers made nearly 14 million liters (3.7 million gallons) of alcohol in 1870. By 1900, they were making nearly 22 million liters (5.8 million gallons) annually.
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The temperance movement swept across the Unites States in the 1800s and culminated in the passage of the Volstead Act.








Ultimately, a hearty rootstock found in Texas saved the day (reinforcing the age-old adage not to mess with Texas), but it took several years to replant vines and thus end the phylloxera outbreak. In that time, whiskey proved that it wasn’t just a bench warmer but an all-star that could hit clean up and carry the whole damn team on its back. Cognac, sherry, and port suddenly found themselves trying to regain their starting spot behind an unheralded upstart named whiskey.



[image: ] TEMPERANCE, PROHIBITION, AND WAR


The twentieth century proved tumultuous for whiskey distillers. There was a danger yet more deadly than phylloxera on the horizon: temperance. Around the globe and especially in the United States, the temperance movement was becoming ever more powerful as a broad array of Americans began to see the value in banning the production of alcohol. Like reproductive rights are today, it was a polarizing issue that led to a number of states passing laws that banned the sale of alcohol. The movement culminated with the passage in 1919 of the Eighteenth Amendment to the US Constitution (the federal prohibition of alcoholic beverages), along with the Volstead Act to support the amendment, which made the manufacture, transportation, and sale of alcohol illegal. Ultimately, it would take a global economic depression of epic proportions to end Prohibition thirteen long years later.


Prohibition effectively destroyed the American whiskey industry, but its effects were more mixed for whiskey distillers in Canada, Scotland, and Ireland. It was also undeniably responsible for the styles of whiskey we drink today. And, outsized as Prohibition’s impacts were on the development of the global whiskey trade, it wasn’t the only impediment: The century was also marked by two horrific world wars and an influenza pandemic. Because of these world-altering events, distillers were barely able to function for decades, and some had to rebuild completely several times. By the late 1940s, as the world was piecing itself back together, the international whiskey industry was at a crossroads. In the wake of one major upheaval after another, whiskey producers were left in a quandary. What kind of whiskey did people want? Or did they want whiskey at all? The process of answering those questions resulted in seismic changes in the distilling and drinks business in the second half of the century, forcing producers to completely rethink not just their business plans but how they produced their whiskey.
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While the United States was supposed to be bone-dry during Prohibition, a network of bootleggers and speakeasies ensured no Americans went thirsty.











Heirloom Grains


To make its Jaywalk Heirloom rye whiskey, a few years ago the New York Distilling Company had to resurrect a ghost.


With the help of Cornell University’s seed savers program, the Brooklyn-based distillery discovered the historic Horton rye, which had last been grown in New York State a century ago. While each Horton rye plant is smaller than most modern commercially available varieties, it was prized for its crème brûlée and cinnamon notes.


Convinced that this variety would make more flavorful whiskey than commercially available ryes, the New York Distilling Company commissioned a farmer in the Finger Lakes area of upstate New York to propagate the ten seeds of Horton it received from Cornell. Fortunately, they were able to harvest a small amount of the rye and learn that it fully lived up to its reputation for flavor. Over the past few years, the distillery has been able to increase the amount of Horton it grows and now harvests more than 250 acres (101 hectares) of the grain each year.


The New York Distilling Company isn’t the only distiller to use an heirloom rye variety. In fact, one of the greatest developments to come out of the craft distilling movement has been the discovery and use of once-lost grains that were popular with distillers in previous centuries. Not only do these varieties tend to have more flavor than modern commodity grains that are bred for high yield and consistency, but heirloom grains are sometimes easier to distill and also reflect the terroir of an area (see here).


To encourage more distillers to work with local farms, there are a number of associations around the country that have set up special designations with standards that require the use of local grains. For instance, to qualify for the Empire Rye program you have to use a base of at least 75 percent grains grown in New York State.


This trend, over time, will likely lead even more distillers, large and small, to use heirloom grains as they become easier to find and buy in larger quantities.
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Distillers are increasingly making whiskey from flavorful heirloom grains.













The whisky that ended up winning the day in the aftermath of World War II was smooth and quaffable blended Scotch, which became almost ubiquitous, while staples like Irish whiskey and American rye nearly disappeared completely. But while blended Scotch had a moment in the 1950s and ’60s, the 1970s would bring gloom again to the industry. Tastes changed with the cultural upheaval caused by disagreements between generations, and Scotch began to be considered fusty compared to vodka, which could be mixed with just about anything and had a Scandinavian cool factor.



[image: ] HIPSTERS DISCOVER THE JOY OF WHISKEY


As the twentieth century came to a close, whiskey had managed to beat the odds and had stuck around, if only at the margins at times. But the vodka boom of the 1980s was almost too much for whiskey distillers to compete against.


With a far different history from whiskey and a massive base audience in Russia, Eastern Europe, and Scandinavia, vodka became a global bestseller in the second half of the twentieth century. The clear spirit had gone from near obscurity to become the drink of choice in the United States. Fast forward to the late 1990s and it seemed there was a distinct chance that all whiskey would be relegated to the sidelines. Currently, three out of every ten bottles of liquor sold in the States are vodka. That’s how it’s been for decades, and it will likely continue that way for the foreseeable future.
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By the late 1990s, the hipsters coming of age discovered the joys of drinking whiskey.








The benefit of falling so far out of favor was that whiskey was primed for a comeback. The ubiquity of vodka led to a next generation of drinkers who had no interest in their parents’ Screwdrivers, Cape Codders, or Greyhounds. But whiskey, that seemed new and cool. Like the joy that comes with discovering a Stan Getz album in your grandparents’ record cabinet, tasting a dusty bottle of Scotch or rye from the back of the liquor cabinet was a similar revelation.


Making Whiskey


No matter where in the world it’s produced, all whiskey is always made from grains, which are fermented, distilled, and then aged in a wooden barrel. But that doesn’t mean all whiskey is made exactly the same way. There are, in fact, huge differences in how whiskey is produced among different countries and brands. The devil, as they say, is in the details.


To truly understand a particular whiskey, you need to know about more than just how it tastes. Including, for example, how it was made and from what, and for how long it aged in a barrel before it ended up in the bottle you bought. That means understanding the key ingredients, the steps of distillation, and all the wild-card factors that go into creating your favorite dram.



[image: ] IT’S ALL ABOUT THE GRAINS


Historically, distillers were farmers who made whiskey from whatever local grain was available. The differences among those grains (basically, more or less starch) dictated how they made their whiskey and its eventual flavor.
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One of the few universal whiskey rules is that it has to be made from grain.








As alcohol became a viable industry, distillers moved off the farm and typically stopped growing grains themselves. Most large whiskey companies today work with a network of suppliers to buy loads and loads of grains. For a sense of scope, take Corby, the giant distillery in Windsor, Ontario, which uses 120,000 metric tons of corn and 10,000 metric tons of rye (132,000 and 11,000 US tons, respectively) each year.


Nowadays you can find whiskey made from all kinds of grains (including Corsair Quinoa Whiskey), but distillers generally stick to barley, corn, rye, or wheat. Depending on the type of whiskey they’re making, these grains are either distilled separately or combined and then distilled.


Regardless of whiskey type, none of today’s distillers, large or small, currently use genetically modified grains. Most brands use grains that have been bred the old-fashioned way to have a set of desirable attributes, such as a high yield and resistance to disease.



[image: ] HOW GRAIN AFFECTS FLAVOR


It’s hard to overestimate the role that grain plays in creating a whiskey’s flavor. Single malt Scotch tastes like single malt Scotch because it’s made from barley—if it was made from corn or any other grain it would have a completely different flavor. In many ways, the same flavor impact can be seen in bread—if you make a recipe with corn flour and then make it again with rye flour, you’ll be able to tell the two loaves apart immediately. Distillers have the added advantage of being able to work with a single grain or blend them together, which creates a vast palette of flavors.





 Is Whiskey Green?


From cars to clothing to furniture, we have become more and more concerned with the sustainability of how things are made in our increasingly overheated world. Whiskey is certainly not exempt from this all-important discussion—and frankly has some work to do.


The industry is a long way from calling itself green, given the variety and quantity of natural resources distilleries draw on. The bigger distilling conglomerates, in particular, consume enormous quantities of water and energy in the spirit-making process. And most American whiskey makers churn through huge numbers of oak barrels that cannot—by federal regulations—be reused to make bourbon or rye in the United States. Add in the environmental costs of shipping glass bottles around the world and it’s clear a lot of change is necessary for the industry to become more sustainable.


However, there are some long-practiced green initiatives in the industry that can be built on. Traditionally, distilleries have sold or given away their spent grain after the distilling process is finished. All you need to make alcohol is the starch inside the grain. All the other parts of the corn, rye, or barley are essentially byproducts. Instead of ending up in landfills, these leftovers are perfect for feeding livestock. The spent grain does need to be trucked away, which is a factor. For this reason, some companies have invested in anaerobic digesters instead. These high-tech systems use bacteria to turn the spent grain into biofuel. The biofuel is then burned to heat up the stills for the next batch of whiskey. It’s an innovation, and a good one, but it does have a lot of up-front costs to amortize over the lifetime of the system, making it less practical for many smaller brands. Maker’s Mark bourbon was the first American whiskey to install one of these systems back in 2008.


You could definitely argue that reselling once-used wooden barrels from the United States to be used for aging other whiskies and spirits is a green practice. But the salutary effects of this idea are mitigated somewhat by the need to ship many of these casks around the world, which involves the burning of fossil fuels. So, not ideal.


A more encouraging development is that giant liquor company Diageo has started building carbon neutral distilleries around the world, including its new Bulleit Bourbon facility in Shelbyville, Kentucky, which will limit carbon emissions by using electrode boilers to create all the steam for its stills and will buy renewable electricity from the local power authority. Diageo has also pledged to use 30 percent less water by 2030 to make its different alcoholic beverages. In 2019, rival industry titan Pernod Ricard pledged to reduce its carbon footprint by half by 2030 and be net zero by 2050.


If there’s hope, it’s in the whiskey industry once again returning to its roots to overcome a massive challenge. After all, whiskey originated as part of a perfect, multifaceted, and ingenious zero-waste production process on small farms. Liquor provided farmers a way to turn their grain, something notoriously hard to store, into a shelf-stable commodity. The spent grain from the distilling process was used as cattle feed in many whiskey-producing areas, leading to animal excrement that was an important renewable source of fertilizer, which enriched the land to support the very grains that would begin the distilling process anew. When you ran a farm, zero waste wasn’t just a noble idea or a theory to test but the difference between surviving the winter or not. And that seems an apt metaphor for the climate moment we’re racing toward. If the whiskey industry is to adapt and survive, it will need to revisit its sustainable roots for inspiration to solve its bigger environmental challenges.
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At Westward Whiskey in Portland, Oregon, the leftovers from its distilling process are used to feed cattle at a nearby dairy farm.
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Whiskey is at its core an agricultural product and the industry depends upon a global network of farmers.








Each grain has its own flavor notes and attributes. Here’s a quick breakdown of the four most popular for distilling.


CORN has an inherent sweetness and creaminess. It’s also relatively easy to ferment and distill. It contains lots of starch, which means it produces a lot of alcohol.


RYE is harder to ferment and distill than corn, but it tends to have big spice notes, including cinnamon and black pepper, and a rich mouthfeel.


BARLEY has a kind of breakfast cereal note (think Grape-Nuts), which is especially present when peated. Most importantly, the grain contains a high level of the enzymes that turn starch into sugar. This is why distillers often add some malted barley to their mash bills—to help with the fermentation process.


WHEAT is generally used in conjunction with other grains to make whiskey because it has less flavor (think of wheat bread, which is fairly innocuous). But wheat has the advantage of giving a spirit a silkier mouthfeel.


The large whiskey brands usually buy commodity grains, which ensures a consistent, steady supply. But a growing number of distilleries have been able to create even more flavors by identifying and propagating heirloom seeds that fell out of favor decades or even centuries ago. These historic grain varieties also allow a whiskey to reflect its terroir (the characteristics of the place where the grain is grown; see here) and have become a powerful marketing point of pride.



[image: ] TO MALT OR NOT TO MALT?


Scottish single malt is one of the most famous and popular types of whiskey in the world. But what does single malt mean? The term single means the whisky is from just one distillery, while the malt part is a bit less straightforward. It refers to the base grain, malted barley.


Distillers traditionally malted barley so that it would be easier to ferment. It’s full of starch, but you need to transform the starch into more easily fermentable sugar to make alcohol. Barley is a kind of magical grain because it has a very high diastatic value, which means each kernel already has the enzymes within it to convert starch to sugar. But to activate this conversion process, you need to trick the grain into thinking it’s about to sprout by wetting it down. Then, in order to stop the seeds from actually growing, you need to essentially bake the grain. The process of wetting and heating is called malting. This is where some Scotch can get its smoky flavor. Many distilleries heat the barley over a pungent peat fire. The smoke generated imbues the grain with rich notes reminiscent of a fireplace, tires, or for some drinkers, adhesive first aid bandages.


Today, most whiskey brands use a large commercial company called a maltster, which treats the grain and delivers the finished malted barley right to the distillery. Before the late 1960s, creating malted barley was a lot more labor intensive and many distilleries used the so-called floor malting process.


Floor malting involves spreading the barley out on the floor and spraying it with water, then turning it periodically to aerate the grain and keep it from getting moldy. To do this you use a big wooden paddle that looks like it could double as a giant pizza peel used to slide pies in and out of industrial ovens. Workers who used to malt barley all day every day would supposedly develop one shoulder that was larger than the other. This was colloquially called monkey shoulder, which is where the brand Monkey Shoulder gets its name. A few Scotch distilleries, including Bowmore on Islay and Balvenie in the Scottish Highlands, continue to floor malt their barley today.
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Traditionally, distillers in Scotland and Ireland floor malted their barley in order to convert the grain’s starches to sugar. Some modern distilleries, including Benriach, pictured above, continue to use the historic process today.
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In Scotland, logs of peat are cut from bogs and are then burned to dry the malted barley.








At one point in nineteenth-century Ireland, distillers were taxed by how much malted barley they used. But distillers are a resourceful lot, so they started using a mix of malted and unmalted barley, which over time evolved into the signature flavor of Irish whiskey.


All this begs the question of why other types of grain aren’t malted. Well, the other key grains don’t have the same high diastatic value as barley, so they’re not typically malted. In fact, malted barley’s enzymes are so good at converting starch into sugar that the grain is added to the mash bill of most bourbons and many ryes, to help fermentation along.


Peat’s Role in Malting


While Scotch distilleries on the island of Islay today are famous for smoking their barley over peat fires instead of drying it in ovens, the practice was once far more widespread across Scotland and Ireland. (Brands like Bushmills and Glenmorangie even used to make peated whiskies.) This tracks, because peat bogs, which are a mix of water and decaying organic matter (plants, leaves, bark, and moss), are found in both countries and across Europe. The peat-smoking process is fairly straightforward: Blocks of the peat are cut from a bog and then left to dry out. The dried blocks are burned like wood logs, with the soaked barley spread out above the fire atop a giant fine screen, allowing the smoke of the peat fire to channel up through the grain. The barley is not only dried by the fire’s heat but now also has a smoky aroma that will come through in the whisky. (I’ve tried some of the barley that the Islay distillery Laphroaig uses and it’s like eating smoked Grape-Nuts—the grain makes a delicious snack!)


Some distillers are now experimenting with smoking their grains over other types of fires. For its Brimstone Whiskey, Texas-based Balcones roasts blue corn over fires of local scrub oak. This process not only gives the whiskey a sense of place but also a unique profile. The smoke flavor absolutely carries through to the finished whiskey.





Sour Mash


You often hear the term sour mash thrown around by distillers and whiskey aficionados. (It will definitely come up if you’re talking about Tennessee whiskey!) While it sounds at first like something bad, it just means that the distiller reserves a bit of the liquid distilling leftovers from the still, called backset or stillage, and adds it the next time they cook grains. In some ways, it’s kind of like making sourdough with a “mother.” But despite the name of this process (and despite the results in sourdough bread) sour mash doesn’t add a sour tang to the whiskey. It got its name because this liquid is very acidic and helps lower the pH of the next batch of mash, which keeps bacteria from forming and the yeast happy and able to do its job. This process helps to ensure that the yeast is consistent from batch to batch and doesn’t mutate, which would change the flavor of the finished whiskey. Most American whiskey distillers use a sour mash process, but a handful of new brands, such as Kentucky’s Wilderness Trail and Peerless, are made using a process called sweet mash, in which each batch is started completely from scratch. Despite its name, this process does not actually make a sweeter whiskey. It’s labor intensive, but the proponents of the sweet mash process say that it allows more of the flavor from the grain to come through in the finished whiskey and also creates a softer mouthfeel.
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Nearly all the bourbon produced across the United States is made using the so-called sour mash process.













In the same way that the heat of a hot pepper can be measured in Scoville units, the smokiness of a whiskey (made up of phenol compounds) has its own measure: phenolic parts per million (PPM). Bruichladdich’s super smoky Octomore 8.3 set the bar for whiskey in 2017 when it registered an incredible 309 PPM rating. (Sipping one of the Octomore releases is like inhaling a campfire with your nose just inches from the logs.) Fortunately, most Islay whiskies clock in far below that, around 50 PPM.



[image: ] HOW WATER AFFECTS FLAVOR


For decades, a major part of whiskey brand marketing has involved touting a unique water source for a given distillery. Usually, there’s a sacred spring or a well spoken about in hushed but reverential tones typically reserved only for a long-deceased distiller. I’ve had the privilege of accompanying various whiskey distillers and brand ambassadors as they’ve eagerly shown me their mythical water sources, to which I have paid my respects. This sometimes means hiking a good way up a steep hill through a beautiful but unremarkable Scottish field to see a very small stream quietly and serenely gurgling. And I appreciate the crucial attention to detail (but the hike less so).
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Distillers need a consistent and reliable source of water, which is why historically distilleries, like Royal Brackla, have been located near springs and rivers.








So, does water really matter when making whiskey?


In short, absolutely. From the cooking of the grains (called mashing) to the cooling of the alcohol vapors in the still, to the proofing down of the finished spirit, you literally can’t make whiskey without water. And because making whiskey is highly nuanced, the composition of the water used is important.


The most desirable water contains significant amounts of a few key minerals, including calcium, magnesium, and zinc, which all help with the fermentation process. According to Todd Leopold, master distiller of Leopold Bros. in Denver, Colorado, if you don’t have enough of these elements for the yeast, the “metabolism shuts down” and the fermentation essentially stops. But he is also quick to add that this almost never happens in a modern distillery because the water is tested, and then treated, if necessary, to ensure that it has the right chemical makeup. In fact, some distillers like to start with very soft water, which is essentially pure, and add the desired minerals to it. But the rule above all is that the water used by a distiller must be consistent, and the biggest brands have invested in technology that ensures there is no variance in their water supply.
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The chemical compounds in water are essential for successfully fermenting grains to make whiskey.








Kentucky distillers in particular like to make a big deal about their water being filtered through limestone, often crediting this geological feature in part for the success of their whiskey industry. While the limestone certainly helps give water a significant amount of calcium and magnesium, Kentucky is far from the only place in the world with limestone deposits. The limestone shelf under Kentucky continues for hundreds of miles beyond its borders.


Before public water systems were built, distillers had to establish their own reliable water sources. That said, when major brands began selling millions upon millions of cases of whiskey, a single spring just couldn’t provide enough water. This is why many of the bigger companies around the world use municipal water sources—tap water. These brands take the extra step of testing the municipal water and treating it in various ways to ensure it has the right chemical makeup to ensure consistency of flavor in the whiskey.



[image: ] MASHING


Water’s dance partner in the early distilling stage is grain. Once distillers have decided on their mash bill (the percentage of different grains they will use or just a single grain), the grains are then sent through a mill. The goal is to break down the protective barriers around each kernel’s stash of starch and create a rough grind of the grain, which is a mix of husk, bran, and flour. (Most large distilleries now have their own mills, but at the dawn of the industry distillers would bring their grain to a local miller.) The crushed grain is then cooked in hot water in giant metal tanks called mash tuns, which produces a porridgelike concoction. If you’re using more than one type of grain, generally the corn goes into the tun first, since it needs to cook longest and at the highest temperature. Then later the rest of the grains are added in stages at increasingly lower temperatures—with the malted barley generally added last. And though it’s the last guest to arrive at the party, it is actually the most important. Malted barley is a bona fide superhero because each kernel contains essential enzymes to convert starches to sugar—a process that is technically called saccharification. (If you’re making whiskey from a mash bill that doesn’t includes malted barley you need to add commercially produced enzymes in order to convert the starch into sugar.) Why does this all matter? You need sugar, not starch, to make alcohol. Depending upon the type of whiskey you’re making, the whole mashing process takes somewhere between thirty minutes and an hour.


This is where the road forks in whiskey making. In Scotland and Ireland, the mash is strained and the sugary liquid, or wort (pronounced “wert”), is fermented. If pot still whiskey makers don’t filter out the spent grain (using a tank called a lautering tun), it will end up in the still and may burn, which gives the whiskey a bad taste. But in the United States, many whiskey distillers ferment the sugary liquid and the spent grain together. They are able to do this since most American whiskey distillers use a column still, which allows you to skip the filtering step. This method is known in the industry as distilling on the grains, which is a key difference from how many other countries make their whiskey. This is the way that German distillers make alcohol and is something that immigrants from that country brought to the US in the 1800s.



[image: ] FERMENTATION


The next crucial step in the distilling process is to ferment the wort, or sugary liquid, by adding commercial yeast to it. The yeast consumes the sugars in the wort and produces heat, carbon dioxide gas, and—more importantly—alcohol.


Most distilleries have giant steel or wooden fermentation tanks that are several stories tall. (In Scotland, these containers are called “washbacks.”) Corby, the enormous Canadian distillery in Windsor, Ontario, has a massive building that holds thirty-nine fermenters, each four stories tall, with a collective capacity of 40,000 gallons (1,500 hectoliters). No matter the size, fermenters give off heat and a huge amount of carbon dioxide, which is why they are usually open on top or have a system to suck out the CO2. This is no joke, since the gas, if not handled correctly, can cause a fermenter to explode. Short of that, it can literally knock you out if you stick your head too far into one of these tanks. (This is not hyperbole—I peered a bit too deeply into the fermenters at Bushmills in Northern Ireland and felt lightheaded and woozy for the next ten minutes or so.)


After bubbling and foaming for between two and five days, the yeast is done with its job and the fermentation is complete. The resulting alcoholic concoction, traditionally called distiller’s beer in America or the wash in the UK, has an alcohol level somewhere between 6 and 9 percent ABV. It’s essentially beer at this stage, but without the hops that give a standard pilsner or IPA its signature flavor and bitterness. This is a key point to understand about whiskey: You can’t make it without first making beer. Because of this, the best whiskey distillers usually have a background in brewing beer and strongly believe that this isn’t a step to merely complete but is essential in developing flavor compounds.
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In whiskey distilleries, the fermentation process takes place in large wooden or stainless-steel tanks.
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The fermentation process is incredibly important, since it doesn’t just create alcohol but also chemical flavor compounds. Four Roses in Lawrenceburg, Kentucky, seen above, even uses five different yeast strains to make its bourbon.








How Yeast Affects Flavor


Legendary Kentucky distiller Jim Beam was known to take some of the company’s yeast home with him for safekeeping, despite his family’s complaints about its strong smell.


He “drove a Cadillac car back and forth from the distillery to Bardstown, a jug of family yeast sitting in the front seat next to him,” wrote his great-grandson Fred Noe in his memoir Beam, Straight Up. “That yeast was a Beam heirloom, passed down through the generations, and it turned the mash into alcohol. You see, you have to use the same yeast to keep your whiskey consistent and tasting right and he wasn’t about to let it out of his sight. No room for error on that subject.”


It used to be said that there was at least one member of the Beam family working at every distillery in Kentucky. While that was probably a bit of an exaggeration (though not by much), the family’s yeast strain was used by a number of different companies where various Beam family members worked. But here’s the funny thing about yeast: It is a living organism that mutates readily. So, while Heaven Hill’s yeast came with Earl Beam, the company’s original distiller back in 1935, it has certainly changed over time. On a molecular level, the original yeast and what’s used by the company today are no doubt still similar, but today’s yeast has transformed enough that it produces whiskey that likely tastes very different from what was made decades ago.


If you don’t have a family yeast strain and want to distill whiskey, you can buy commercially available yeast, which is exactly what many brands have done and is a standard practice for new distilleries. You can also specify how quickly you want your fermentation to last (generally the longer the mash ferments the more flavor compounds are generated) and even what flavors you want in the resulting spirit, including fruity, floral, or even grassy. On the other hand, some craft and larger distillers are currently experimenting with reviving lost yeast strains that were used in the past. (Some large companies used to keep yeast libraries and a number of these collections have been rediscovered recently.) When these come of age, we’ll have a true sense of what whiskey tasted like decades ago.


At most large distilleries nowadays, there’s a high-tech lab devoted to maintaining the purity of the yeast and propagating new batches of it. Several “mother” batches are always maintained in a freezer along with several more samples kept off-site, just in case all of a distillery’s yeast supplies somehow get contaminated.



[image: ] DISTILLATION


No matter whether you’re in Kentucky, the Scottish Highlands, or Goa, India, all whiskey is made in some kind of still.


The lightly alcoholic liquid resulting from fermentation, called the wash or distiller’s beer (strained or still containing grains), is pumped into the still. The liquid is heated and its alcohol component vaporizes and separates from its water content. The alcohol vapor is then cooled, and it condenses back into a liquid. That is the very, very short version of distillation, but is how it’s basically done around the world.


Pulling the lens back, it’s fair to question why anyone would bother doing all of this. It’s a lot of fairly exacting work, the primary goal of which is to exponentially increase the proof of an alcoholic beverage, allowing distillers to convert grains into a shelf-stable product while at the same time increasing its value. And then, yes, translate that value into money.
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Distillers prize copper pot stills for the flavorful and complex spirit that they produce. The stills pictured above were installed in the new Tullamore D.E.W. distillery that opened in 2014.








The Pot Still


The oldest and most traditional still used today is the classic onion-shaped copper pot still. While its design and the shiny copper that makes it iconic are aesthetically pleasing and definitely eye-catching, pot stills have endured for centuries, largely unchanged, because they have real practical advantages.


The copper actually pulls stinky sulfur and mercaptan compounds as well as some phenolic compounds from the alcohol and makes the spirit smell and taste better. And the shape of the still plays a huge role in the spirit it produces. As the pot still boils, the alcohol component of the liquid wash is turned into a vapor, which rises to the top of the chamber. This happens because the boiling point of the alcohol (78.3° Celsius, 173.14° Fahrenheit) is much lower than the higher boiling point of water (100° Celsius, 212° Fahrenheit). If the angle of the exit pipe is very steep, it’s hard for the vapor to leave the still. As a result, it condenses back to liquid and falls back into the pot. The process essentially begins again and the alcohol is vaporized again and heads to the top of the still to escape. The more times this reflux process takes place, and thus the more contact the spirit has with the copper, the more chemical compounds are stripped from it and the smoother and lighter it becomes. Conversely, if it’s easier for the alcohol vapor to leave the still, the bigger, bolder, and more unctuous the finished whiskey will be.





Four Types of Stills


While there are countless whiskies on the market today, most of them are made in either a pot still or a column still. Some brands use both kinds of stills and blend the whiskies together. The latest development is a hybrid column/pot still that many craft distillers now use, which offers the best attributes of each still design. Naturally, there are additional features and modifications that distillers have made to these three main designs. Recently, the Leopold Bros. distillery in Denver, Colorado, resurrected the three-chamber still, which was an important innovation that bridged the pot and column still eras in the United States and was very popular for both bourbon as well as rye distillers in the nineteenth century. The illustrations below show how these four stills work.
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1. Three-Chamber Still: Steam is pumped into the bottom chamber while the distiller’s beer enters the top chamber. The combination of high pressure and a long slow distillation, results in a rich and elegant spirit.


2. Pot Still: The distiller’s beer is heated up in a copper pot. Since alcohol boils at a lower temperature than water, it turns into a vapor and escapes from the top of the still.


3. Hybrid Still: The distiller’s beer is heated in a pot still and the alcohol vapor is routed into a column still to further refine the spirit.


4. Column Still: Steam is pumped continuously into the bottom of the column and makes its way to the top. The distiller’s beer is pumped into the top of the column and makes its way down through a series of perforated plates.







Traditionally, this precious vapor ultimately escaped the pot still and condensed in a spiral-shaped copper tube (called the “worm,” for obvious reasons) that sits in cold water or is covered with a cooling jacket. The clear alcohol that comes off of the condenser is collected and distilled a second time or third time.


In Scotland, the first still used is called a wash still and its partner, for the second distillation, is called a spirit still. The first distillation produces what are known as “low wines,” which are roughly between 20 and 35 percent alcohol by volume. The second distillation increases the proof of the alcohol even higher, to at most 70 percent alcohol by volume and further smooths out any rough edges.


Most Scottish distillers stop at just two distillations, but they can go further if they choose to, which generally creates a lighter whisky. The Scotch brand Auchentoshan famously distills its single malts a third time. (This fact is useful when a know-it-all at a bar is spouting off about how Scotch must be distilled only twice.)


On the other hand, most Irish distillers do three distillations for their whiskey, which gives it a true smoothness. The three Irish stills are in order of use, the wash still, the feints still, and, finally, the spirit still.
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Whiskey brands around the world generally buy their stills from just a few companies, including Kentucky’s Vendome.








At the heart of most single malt distilleries is a fairly standard copper pot still model. In fact there is a good chance that it was probably made by the Forsyths firm, located right in the heart of the Scottish distilling industry, in Speyside. The typical pot still has a broad round base, which was traditionally used because it allowed the wash or distiller’s beer to be boiled quicker (kind of like the difference between using a wide frying pan versus a narrow stock pot), along with a conical top.


But if you look closely at stills around the industry, you’ll see that each brand has a slightly different design. Midleton in Ireland has giant pot stills that each hold 75,000 liters (19,800 gallons). Scottish Macallan has very short pot stills, while Glenmorangie has the tallest ones in Scotland, which is why the company sometimes uses giraffes in its marketing. Why do these differences exist? Sometimes it has to do with mundane details such as how distillers were taxed, but in many cases, no one is exactly sure what led to a historic brand’s original still design. I’d tend to assume it had to do with practical concerns and limitations, such as an entrepreneur’s budget when building a distillery or the height of the room that housed a still. (New brands that use pot stills face similar challenges, which can cost at a minimum $300,000 for even a small copper pot still. But the price really depends upon the still’s size, how it’s made, and where the coppersmith is located.)


To complicate matters, many brands originally bought their pot stills secondhand from another distillery or even from a company making perfume or essences. And while the differences between the stills are small, they can have a big effect on the finished whiskey.


While pot stills are used widely today, they are not particularly efficient. A full distillation can take roughly four to eight hours to finish and then you have to clean the still to remove the compounds the copper has removed from the alcohol. Usually distillers give the copper several hours to cool down and dry off before it can be used again. But distillers actually prize the pot still for its inefficiency, which results in the unique spirits it can make. Meaning: Pot stills don’t produce a completely neutral spirit, leaving in ample compounds such as congeners and esters, which help produce flavor.


Pot stills require a steady fire or other heat source under the pot the whole time they’re boiling a distiller’s beer or wash, to keep it at a consistent temperature. Historically, this was not an easy or safe task, given that the spirit and vapor are highly flammable. (There have been some catastrophic accidents and horrific fires over the years.) Fortunately, today pot stills are usually not heated by “direct fire,” but are instead powered by steam jackets or coils that are far more consistent, less labor intensive, and much safer. (This is roughly like the difference between boiling water in a teakettle on a gas burner versus using an electric stove to heat it up.)


After the final distillation, what you have is a perfectly clear, flavorful spirit—but not yet whiskey. To call it whiskey, it must first be poured into wooden barrels (also called casks) and allowed to age. How long it ages depends on the rules and traditions of the country, region, or state where it’s produced. The cask is an incredibly important step—it gives the spirit its beautiful color and much of its flavor.


The Column Still


In the late 1700s and early 1800s, there was a push to come up with an alternative to the classic pot still that would be far more efficient and less labor intensive. After all, the amount of whiskey a pot still can produce depends on the size of the pot. If you want to significantly increase the amount of whiskey you make, you need to either build a bigger still, buy a second one, or run the still you have night and day. The thinking at the time was that there had to be a better way.




Barrel Entry Proof


A crucial consideration that is often skipped over in explanations of how whiskey is made is barrel entry proof. While the term sounds technical and something only whiskey superfans might obsess over, it’s hugely important. Barrel entry proof is the alcohol level of the spirit when it goes into the barrel—which has a big effect on not just the flavor the whiskey pulls from the barrel but ultimately how the finished whiskey tastes.


According to US federal regulations, unaged whiskey can be at most 125 proof (62.5 percent alcohol by volume) when it goes into a barrel. The closer the alcohol is to that level, the stronger the finished whiskey will be and the more water you can potentially add when you’re bringing it down to bottling strength. (In this scenario, you need fewer barrels and not as many warehouses.) While this practice is great for maximizing profits, it isn’t always ideal for producing flavorful whiskey. A lower barrel entry proof generally creates a whiskey with a richer texture, which may be due to the fact that some of the flavor compounds in the barrel staves are alcohol soluble and others are water soluble. In order to get the full benefits of aging in wood, you need the right balance of water and alcohol to get both kinds of flavor compounds. These benefits are perhaps why until 1962 the federal government set the barrel entry proof at 110 (55 percent alcohol by volume).


A number of brands now choose to set a much lower barrel entry proof. Michter’s proudly uses a barrel entry proof of 103 (51.5 percent alcohol by volume) to make its bourbon and rye, because they think it begets a richer and smoother whiskey at that alcohol level. If you haven’t tasted them yet, they have an uncommon richness, which I think is due in part to the lower barrel entry proof.


Barrel entry proof is less of an issue for distillers in Scotland, Ireland, and really any other place that uses a pot still. Unlike a column still, a pot still can’t make very high proof alcohol. So most unaged whiskey made on a pot still goes into the barrel at around 125 proof.
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The alcohol level of the spirit going into the barrel plays a large role in how the finished whiskey will taste.













In 1830, Aeneas Coffey, then Inspector General of Excise in Ireland, patented a design for his version of a continuous column still, which—you guessed it—is a giant column. It’s sometimes also referred to as a beer still, a patent still, or a Coffey still. The column shape—specifically its height—is key to how it works. Inside the still, at regular intervals, are horizontal round copper plates, which completely block off the column but are perforated with a pattern of holes. The plates essentially cut the column into a vertical stack of individual chambers. The column itself doesn’t have to be made of copper, which makes it less costly to build.
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Two tall copper distillation columns with circular openings and pipes are positioned in front of large glass windows, showcasing a street view.]

Column stills are very effective at producing a river of alcohol in a very short amount of time.








The distiller’s beer is continually pumped into the top of the still while steam continually rises up from the bottom. When the steam meets the distiller’s beer, it boils the liquid. Thanks to the lower boiling point of the alcohol (78.3° Celsius, 173.14° Fahrenheit) compared to the higher boiling point of water (100° Celsius, 212° Fahrenheit), the alcohol leaves the solution as a vapor and makes its way up the column. (The water makes its way down to the bottom of the column where it is collected and turned into steam.)


As the alcohol vapor enters the next chamber it’s cooled down by the distiller’s beer making its way down the column—the higher up the column you go, the cooler the temperature.


The alcohol turns back into a liquid and the process begins once again. The solution is boiled by the steam that is making its way up the column and the alcohol vapor escapes into the next chamber above—each chamber is essentially a unique and full distillation. The process is very similar to reflux in a pot still. When the alcohol vapor finally reaches the top of the column, it’s usually routed to what’s called a “doubler” or “thumper” that both increases the proof of the alcohol and also continues to remove water molecules and unwanted compounds. Finally, the alcohol vapor is routed into a condenser, where for the last time it is turned into a liquid and the spirit is ready to be aged in a wooden barrel.


Unlike a pot still, a column still is an incredibly versatile tool and can be used to make pure alcohol or to make flavorful whiskey, like bourbon or rye—the number of plates or chambers determine how neutral the finished spirit will be. Generally, as the alcohol goes further up the column, the smoother and lighter it becomes, because the copper plates have stripped away the impurities, including the sulfides, mercaptans, congeners, aldehydes, and esters. Column stills are incredibly efficient and can produce truly high proof alcohol—like 160 proof (80 percent alcohol by volume) or higher.


Depending on the size of the brand, their column stills can be tremendous and produce a virtual river of alcohol. The tallest of Jack Daniel’s six stills in its Lynchburg, Tennessee, distillery is 76 feet (23 meters) tall and runs twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. At the heart of Heaven Hill’s distillery is a trio of 70-foot (21-meter) behemoths, which run almost continuously year-round.


The Hybrid Column/Pot Still


Today, many craft distillers have eschewed the classic pot still and the column still. Instead they use a hybrid model that combines the two in a Frankenstein contraption consisting of a pot still with a small column on top of it. With a hybrid still, you can use just the pot or the pot as well as the column. This setup gives a distiller a lot of flexibility, which many craft brands need since they produce a huge range of spirits. You can use it as a column still to make high proof neutral grain spirit for vodka and gin or configure it as a pot still to make single malt whiskey.


How Stills Affect Flavor


A still not only increases the proof of an alcoholic liquid but also strongly influences how it will taste. The configuration of a still and the way a distiller uses it determines the character of a finished whiskey. In short, the still is an important component in making good whiskey.


At the heart of a distiller’s skill is knowing their still inside and out and using its design advantageously to produce a unique spirit. A good analogy is how the crafty Boston Celtics basketball players used to know every inch of the wooden floor in the old Boston Garden. Supposedly, they knew all the spots that caused a ball to take an unusual bounce. That intimacy and understanding led to the type of game-changing steals that delivered them championship after championship.
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Whiskey is now produced in many countries, but there are just a handful of still designs. St. George Spirits in the Bay Area uses hybrid stills to make its single malt.












COLUMN STILLS The more times a spirit is run through a column still, the more flavor-producing compounds, including esters and congeners, are stripped out of it and the closer it gets to vodka. You could age a neutral grain spirit like vodka in a wooden barrel for years, but it won’t ever evolve into a rich or flavorful whiskey. So there is a balance between removing the harsher, less advantageous compounds and retaining enough to produce a spirit that will ultimately turn into a complex and delicious whiskey.


With a column still you can produce very high proof alcohol. If you’re trying to maximize profits you could make your whiskey from the highest proof grain spirit regulations allow (in the United States, that’s 160 proof, or 80 percent alcohol by volume). You’d then add water to the distillate before it went into the barrel (see Barrel Entry Proof, here). While your accountant may love this plan, because you’d wind up with more barrels to sell, distilling to a lower proof will generally create more flavor compounds and a richer mouthfeel in the finished whiskey.








POT STILLS: Pot stills come in all kinds of shapes and sizes, and for whiskey making are almost always constructed out of copper. There are small 50-liter (13-gallon) pot stills that look like shiny onions and humungous 75,000-liter (19,800-gallon) models the likes of which can be found at the Midleton Distillery in Cork, Ireland, which uses that size still to make Redbreast Single Pot Still Whiskey, as well as elements of Jameson’s blends. In general, the easier it is for the spirit vapor to escape the still and condense back into a liquid, the heavier and oilier the whiskey will become. The more difficult it is for vapor to escape the still (leading to more reflux), the lighter the whiskey will ultimately become.


The way you use a pot still will also have a big effect on the spirit it produces. I’m not just talking about how many times you distill a spirit. How much you fill the still with wash, known as the fill line, will affect the distillation and the heaviness of the resulting spirit. Pot stills are made of copper because copper naturally removes impurities from a spirit. The more copper contact the spirit has, the more chance the metal has to work, and the lighter the spirit.


Temperature also needs to be taken into consideration here. After a distillation, most distillers allow the pot still to rest for twenty-four hours. That way it can cool down and the copper can be scrubbed of the copper sulfate that forms during each distilling run. If you don’t allow the pot still to cool down and thoroughly clean it but instead run it almost constantly, like the historic Mortlach distillery in Dufftown, Scotland, you’ll get a very heavy spirit. Mortlach would taste completely different if the stills were not run around the clock. However, now its unique flavor profile is sought-after by whisky blenders who think it gives a base note to a Scotch blend—so the distillery’s copper won’t be resting anytime soon.


Pot still distillers also need to decide how much of each run they’ll keep. The spirit that comes off the still at the beginning and the end of each batch are called the heads and the tails, respectively. They often contain types of alcohol or compounds you don’t want to drink, or are in fact dangerous to drink, like the alcohol methanol.


The heart of the run, or middle part, is the best tasting and most prized. Think of it as almost like making a cup of tea. As the tea bag first steeps you get fairly light flavors, which give way to the deepest, richest part of the brew. But if you steep the tea leaves too long, you’ll start to get bitter and astringent notes. Similarly, a distiller doesn’t want the beginning or the end of the run, only the heart. But there are no hard lines between these parts—the distiller must decide when the moment to start and stop is just right, a process known as “making cuts.” The smaller the heart, the less whiskey you get from each run, and the more expensive it is to make. However, if you greedily try to keep as much as possible and remove just the worst bits at the beginning and the end, the resulting whiskey won’t be as good. (If you don’t make any cuts or don’t make deep enough cuts, you could potentially kill someone, which is why making liquor at home or drinking homemade moonshine is a very risky proposition.) Most distillers find a balance between these two competing considerations. And don’t worry about waste—the heads and the tails are not thrown away but are added to the next batch to be redistilled.






A Barrel By Any Name
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BOURBON BARREL 
200 liters 
(53 gallons)
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HOGSHEAD 
approx. 250 liters 
(66 gallons)
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PUNCHEON 
approx. 500 liters 
(132 gallons)
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SHERRY CASK/BUTT 
approx. 500 liters 
(132 gallons)
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PORT CASK OR PIPE 
approx. 500 liters 
(132 gallons)
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MADEIRA DRUM 
approx. 600 liters 
(172 gallons)








Whiskey by the Barrel


The American oak bourbon barrel is the workhorse of the whiskey industry and is used by distillers around the globe. Here are the cooper’s names for its different parts and pieces.






[image: A diagram of an oak bourbon barrel with metal bands around it., positioned at an angle, displaying its rounded shape and bung hole on the surface. Other labelled parts include "Bilge,"  "Quarter Hoop", "Head Hoop,"  "Stave," "Bilge Hoop," "Head" and "Croze."]
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A spirit doesn’t become a whiskey until it has been aged. While the clear, unaged alcohol that results from distillation has a lot of inherent flavor, it picks up even more flavor—along with its color—from the wooden barrel it is aged in. Depending on the country where it’s being produced, there are specific rules and regulations about the type of cask (read: barrel/wood container) that can be used and how long the whiskey must mature before it can be called whiskey.


In additional to their crucial flavor compounds, barrels are also a boon to distillers because they’re sturdy and durable. And their curved sides mean they can be rolled, which is a great help when moving them around warehouses and on and off ships. For decades, American whiskey distillers have used a standard 201-liter (53-gallon) American oak barrel that stands 35 inches (89 centimeters) high.
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The type of wood a barrel is made from will directly affect the flavor of a whiskey aged in it. Yamazaki in Japan, for example, uses a range of barrels, including ones made from American, Spanish, and Japanese oak.










The Great Sherry Cask Myth


A number of famous Scotch brands don’t age their whisky in used bourbon barrels, but in Spanish sherry casks instead.


Sherry itself is aged in a system called a solera, where the fortified wine is moved incrementally through a succession of casks. The idea with a solera is that the barrels are never completely drained, and that each batch is a complex mix of old and younger sherry. Which is a great system for producing sherry, but not for producing sturdy barrels. Because sherry makers will use a barrel until it practically falls apart, these barrels are not ideal for a Scotch distiller to use secondhand. This begs the question of how single malt Scotch is aged in sherry butts.


Historically, the United Kingdom was a huge buyer of sherry and port, which were wildly popular until the late 1800s. Back then, sherry would be shipped in wooden barrels to British merchants, who would do the bottling themselves. The empty barrels would be taken to a local distiller who would refill them with whisky. This was done because the whisky aged in sherry barrels had a particularly delicious flavor, with notes of raisins and a pleasant dryness. But the sherry trade now isn’t what it used to be, and since 1986 what sherry is sent to the UK is now required to be shipped in bottles, not barrels. Scotch producers found themselves in a seemingly impossible bind—where could they get these special casks?


Whisky makers must now pay for new barrels to be filled with sherry, which is aged in them for a few years. The sherry, which tends to be pretty low quality, is ultimately dumped out and turned into vinegar or distilled into neutral grain spirit. The barrels are then shipped to Scotland, where they’re refilled with soon-to-be Scotch. It’s not exactly a straightforward process, and a number of brands either imply or outright claim that their whisky is aged in barrels from a traditional solera system, which is highly unlikely and generally untrue. The more honest brands, such as The Macallan, perhaps the most famous sherried single malt, are up front about their barrels being “seasoned” with sherry. (The Macallan even bought a Spanish cooperage and a 50 percent stake in Bodegas Grupo Estévez to guarantee the consistency of its barrels.)
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A number of Scotch whiskies are aged in casks that have first been seasoned with Spanish sherry.













At the start of the craft distilling boom some distillers experimented with smaller barrels, such as 38- or 57-liter (10- or 15-gallon) sizes, in an attempt to increase wood contact and thus speed up the aging process. But the aging process doesn’t really work that way, and I wasn’t particularly impressed with the resulting whiskies, since they were sometimes too astringent, didn’t have the depth of flavor, and were kind of thin. Fortunately, most distillers now use the standard 201-liter (53-gallon) barrel.


Outside the Unites States, you see a wider range of barrel sizes. Most Scottish whisky makers buy used bourbon barrels and fill them with unaged spirit. Sometimes two bourbon barrels will be taken apart and then the staves are joined together to form a jumbo “hogshead” that can hold 549 liters (145 gallons) and is 48 inches (122 centimeters) tall. If Scotch distillers aren’t using a bourbon barrel, they’ll generally age their whisky in a cask, or “butt,” that has been seasoned with Spanish sherry, which holds 500 liters (132 gallons) and is 50 inches (127 centimeters) tall. A range of other sizes and shapes of barrels are used, which add their own flavor and twist on the maturation process.
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American whiskey producers supply used barrels to brands around the world that reuse them to age a range of spirits.
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Whisky lovers in the United States buy more Scotch than in any other country on Earth. The US also plays an important role in Scotch production.


The Scotch Whisky Association stipulates that Scotch whisky must be produced and aged in Scotland, so what does the United States have to do with it? Well, American distillers can only use a new oak barrel to make bourbon, rye, and Tennessee whiskey. But after they’re used once, there’s still quite a bit of life in these casks, so they’re sold to distillers around the globe who fill them with a range of spirits.


The Scotch industry is the largest buyer of American whiskey barrels. Not only is it much more affordable to buy a used barrel in lieu of a new one—a new barrel currently costs between $300 and $400 while a used one is about $200—but the tannins of the virgin oak can overwhelm an elegant single malt. A used barrel contributes just enough oak influence and allows the inherent flavor of the whisky to shine through. (Over the years, a handful of Scotch brands have experimented with using new oak barrels, but they haven’t really caught on.)


Scottish distillers like used American bourbon barrels for another reason that has nothing to do with their cost. Each barrel contains about 5 liters (about 1 gallon) of American whiskey soaked into its staves. The precise amount of whiskey in the wood depends on a few variables, including how expertly the barrel was emptied and the age of the barrel. Over time, the American whiskey trapped in the wood mixes with the Scottish spirit. So, for those folks who think Scotch is somehow superior to American whiskey, I would remind them that in many of their favorite single malts is a bit of good old American bourbon, rye, or Tennessee whiskey.


The use of American whiskey barrels by Scotch distillers took off in the 1960s. These secondhand barrels were so in demand that there were not enough of them to go around—Scottish whisky makers needed about 1.5 million barrels a year at the time. “Twenty years ago, you couldn’t give a used whiskey barrel away, and distillers took to burning them just to reclaim the metal hoops,” wrote Ernest L. Clark in a piece titled “Bourbon-Barrel Boom Brings Bleat,” which ran in Louisville, Kentucky’s The Courier Journal newspaper in 1965.


With the crash of whiskey sales around the world not many years later, American whiskey makers once again had trouble getting rid of their used barrels, which were often turned into planters or chipped up. Eddie Russell, master distiller at Wild Turkey, once told me that by the year 2000 the brand had 30,000 used barrels it couldn’t sell. They were finally shipped off to a company that paid a nominal amount for them before turning the casks into flooring. Now that the whiskey business is booming again, used American oak barrels are in short supply.


Barrels: More than Just Fancy Shipping Containers


The last major pieces to the whiskey-making puzzle come down to how long the whiskey is aged, where it is aged, and in what it is aged. These three factors might actually be more important than even what grains were used to make the spirit. And we’ve known this definitively for more than a century, thanks to the conclusions of a remarkable and groundbreaking eight-year study of whiskey maturation undertaken by, of all entities, the US Bureau of Internal Revenue in 1898. The government researchers looked at thirty-one barrels of unaged bourbon, rye, and corn whiskey produced around the country in all kinds of stills and from different recipes. Every year samples were taken from each cask as it aged, and scientifically evaluated in a lab. The findings are fascinating—for example, whiskey aged in a heated warehouse developed more flavor compounds and is richer than whiskey aged in an unheated warehouse, which tends to have a lighter body.





Is There Terroir in Whiskey?


Over the past few years, a lot of brands have been tossing around the term terroir. It’s a concept that winemakers like to talk about, which makes them sound sophisticated and fancy. But it more or less just means earth. Dirt.


The idea is that every vineyard—based on the soil, the hours of sunshine and amount of rainfall or wind, and other factors for that exact tract of vineyard land—is unique and can result in slight but important differences in the finished product.


For whiskey the idea is very similar—where the grain comes from, the chemical makeup of the water, and the specific conditions under which the whiskey ages will all have significant impacts on how it tastes.


But does the concept of terroir actually exist or is it just a term professional and amateur whiskey experts like to throw around? Well, sunshine, high humidity, and heat (or conversely shade, low humidity, and cold) certainly have a huge effect on how a whiskey ages—both the speed of maturation and the chemical processes that happen during that period. (A stiff briny wind will also play a role in how a whiskey tastes.) I also believe that grain, water, and yeast can have local characteristics that can create a taste of place. However, for me, this is where the argument for terroir existing in whiskey begins to fall apart (at least for now). The industry is generally focused on consistency and mass production, which is usually at odds with using ingredients that retain any sense of place. But given that this is a complex discussion, let’s go through the major factors and how they affect the terroir of whiskey from developing.


GRAIN: Many large and small brands buy their grain from the same large agricultural conglomerates. The type of corn, rye, barley, or wheat is often what everyone else is using that season and can come from anywhere—from down the road or another continent entirely. While a distiller can now request a certain moisture content or starch level in a particular load of grain, they can’t typically ask for a selection of local characteristics. Commodity grain, by its very definition, is supposed to be consistent from batch to batch without any deviations.


H2O: Water can absolutely be an important source of flavor. Local characteristics vary from place to place—just think about the amount of lather you get when you wash your hair in New York (soft water with low mineral content) compared to when you shower in Los Angeles (harder water with higher mineral content). Historically, local water likely made a huge difference in how a whiskey tasted. Not only does the water itself have its own flavor, but its chemical makeup directly affects the rate and the success of the fermentation process. But today many distillers either treat their water with a reverse osmosis process to make it as neutral as possible or get it from a municipal water authority that treats the water for them. So, if most bourbon distillers in a certain area are pulling their water from the same public source rather than using their own private springs, wells, or rivers, the water is not going to have a big impact on flavor.
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There are many factors that play into whether a whiskey truly reflects where it comes from, including the grain, the fermentation process, and how it’s aged.










FERMENTATION: Yeast is another factor to consider. Wild yeasts would definitely be localized and give your whiskey a unique flavor. However, they’re very unpredictable and difficult to use. Because of this, most brands prefer a commercially available (lab-grown) yeast strain that they work hard to keep pure.


THE AGING PROCESS: This leaves the barrels. Sure, local oak would make a big difference in flavor, but most of the wood used for barrels currently comes from the same places and is turned into barrels by the same few large coopers.


OK then, maybe the question is: Could you possibly do things differently to get a true sense of terroir in your finished whiskey? Absolutely.


Some brands, including Westland in Seattle, Washington, WhistlePig in Vermont, Leopold Bros. in Denver, Colorado, Buffalo Trace in Kentucky, Waterford in Ireland, and Glenmorangie in Scotland, have experimented with growing their own grains from proprietary or heirloom seed strains, or even building barrels from local species of oak. These changes have had major and profound effects on the flavor of their whiskey—you can really taste the difference.


While a major brand would currently have a hard time sourcing an heirloom strain of corn, rye, or barley in large enough quantities, it will be a viable option in the near future. High Wire Distilling in Charleston, South Carolina, is the perfect case in point. The distillery resuscitated the heirloom Jimmy Red corn strain and now harvests about 2 million pounds (907,000 kilograms) of the grain each year for its acclaimed (and very delicious) Jimmy Red Straight Bourbon Whiskey.


While the ideas around whiskey terroir are being explored seriously by a growing number of distillers each year, it will take significant changes in the way we make whiskey and what we make it from for more of these truly local drams to be widely available.
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A barrel isn’t just a container but contributes a range of flavor compounds to the whiskey.








Alcohol is a solvent, so as it ages it slowly breaks down the wood cells of the barrel and draws out a lot of the sugars and some of the other flavorful compounds in the wood. When you taste notes of vanilla, hints of baking spice, and a whisper of crème brûlée in a whiskey, what you’re really tasting are flavor compounds from the barrel.


So, the longer a spirit ages in a barrel, the more flavor compounds it draws from the wood. The optimal amount of aging time is, of course, widely debated and depends on personal preference and a number of other variables. For American whiskey, I often find six to eight years is ideal because it allows a lot of the spirit’s own flavor to come through and a lot of the sugars in the wood have broken down and been integrated into the spirit. (I’m not alone in this belief—a number of veteran distillers also cite six to eight years as their favorite whiskey age.) For Scotch and Irish whiskey, it’s a bit harder to give a range because most distillers age their whiskey in used barrels. As a result, there are very good 10-year-old whiskies and also incredible 50-year-old whiskies. But there is a limit—if whiskey ages too long in a barrel, the only thing you’ll taste is astringent and mouth-puckering wood.


Location, Location, Location


Where a barrel ages is also of great importance. The climate and weather are a huge factor in a spirit’s rate of maturation—fluctuations in temperature and humidity play a critical role in driving the spirit in and out of the wood of a barrel. As the temperature heats up, the pressure inside the barrel begins to build and pushes the spirit into the wood staves. Then, when the temperature falls, the pressure inside the barrel decreases and the spirit is drawn back out of the staves and takes with it sugar and flavor compounds from the wood. According to Andrew Wiehebrink, director of spirit research and innovation at famed cooperage Independent Stave Company, for optimal aging you don’t want sudden temperature spikes. Rather, for a rich and complex whiskey long sustained weather changes that allows the spirit to pull as much as possible from the barrel are ideal.


The location of the warehouse may also play a role in the ultimate flavor of a whiskey—for example, you usually only find a briny tang in a spirit aged by the ocean. Even different microclimates inside a barrel warehouse will have a big effect on how the whiskey ages and ultimately tastes. (The Father of Small Batch Bourbon, here.)


No matter where you age whiskey, every year it matures in the barrel you’re losing a certain percentage of it to evaporation. This is traditionally called the angel’s share. In cooler climates, it’s alcohol that evaporates, while in warmer places it’s water. So, in Ireland or Scotland whiskey goes down in proof (strength) as it ages due to loss of alcohol, and in the United States and Canada it goes up in proof due to loss of water. The evaporation also means that the liquid remaining in the cask gets ever more concentrated, which affects the final flavor and texture of the whiskey. One final factor is the increasing airspace in the barrel during evaporation, which allows oxidation to change the flavor of the whiskey as well. The air also plays a role in creating pressure in the barrel, which causes the spirit to be drawn in and out of the staves.


Zen and the Art of Barrel Aging


The particular kind of barrel used to age whiskey naturally greatly affects its flavor. In the United States, bourbon, rye, and Tennessee whiskey producers have to use a new barrel made from oak. They often use American white oak (Quercus alba), which has plenty of sweetness and vanilla notes.


No matter the origin of the staves, the inside of a whiskey barrel is either toasted or charred. The type of wood used, the flavors you’re after, and the type of whiskey you’re making will determine how you’ll want the cooperage to treat the interior of the barrel. The flames during toasting or charring caramelize some of the sugars in the wood and help break down the barrels different flavor compounds. (To put it in flavor terms, imagine the difference between eating a raw English muffin versus one that has been toasted.) The charring process helps the wood release sweetness as well as the vanilla and baking spice notes found in many whiskies. The layer of charcoal created on the inside of the barrel is also a natural filter that pulls out impurities and mellows the spirit.
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Generally, a new oak barrel is charred on the inside before it is filled with new-make spirit for aging.








Some distillers instead like to use a barrel made from tighter-grained French oak (Quercus robur), which can contribute dark chocolate or rich plum notes. Another popular option are casks that have previously held a different kind of alcoholic beverage, such as wine, port, sherry, or even mezcal, each of which add a significant and noticeable flavor of their own to the whiskey. Occasionally, a brand will put their new spirit in one of these flavorful types of barrels, but more often they’re part of the finishing of a whiskey after it’s already been aged once. Starward in Australia likes to use freshly emptied red wine casks for some of its different whiskies, which give the liquor an elegant mouthfeel and a big note of jammy fruit.


Casks made from Japanese mizunara oak (Quercus mongolica), which imparts a note of sandalwood, are particularly sought-after and hard to come by. However, the wood can be harvested from trimmed limbs or a tree that falls from natural causes. The American bourbon brand Angel’s Envy spent years looking for someone to sell them one of these barrels to finish their bourbon. Finally, a broker got them an extra-large mizunara oak barrel, and they produced 1,200 bottles of a special whiskey, which originally had a suggested retail price of $350. (It was worth the effort—that whiskey now sells for about ten times that price.)


A newer trend is trying to find local varieties of oak for barrels that add a unique flavor to the spirit, giving it a bit of terroir. This term is now increasingly used for whiskey. (See Is There Terroir in Whiskey?, here.) One of the brands trying this is Westland American Single Malt in Seattle, Washington, which has been sourcing Garry oak (Quercus garryana) literally from people’s backyards, since the wood is no longer commercially grown. This is, of course, much harder than simply ordering a standard barrel from a cooper, but it gives the whiskey a very different, unique flavor. I expect we’ll see more brands trying to find local and heirloom oak varieties for barrels.


Aging whiskey in two or even three different types of barrels is also becoming more common, and is done by many brands in Scotland and Ireland. This is a finishing technique popularized by single malt brands Balvenie and Glenmorangie that has become an important tool for distillers around the world to create new flavors (see The Perfect Finish, here).


Still other brands and coopers are experimenting with the basic design and construction of the barrel. Some of the more innovative ideas include creating grooves in the barrel staves to increase the amount of wood contact with the spirit, which could perhaps speed up the maturation process. Glenmorangie Single Malt Scotch, which has arguably done more than any other brand to push the envelope of barrel aging, once even used trees for some of its casks that were sourced from the Ozark mountains and had only grown on shady slopes. The thinking was that, as a result of being deprived of direct sunshine, the grain of the wood would be tighter and the spirit would have a harder time entering and exiting the staves. These barrels were hideously expensive to produce and needed to be specially tracked as they were first used to age bourbon, then emptied, and finally sent to Scotland. Ultimately, they were used to make the brand’s Astar Whisky.


Maker’s Mark bourbon, which had produced basically just one product since its founding in 1953, came out with Maker’s Mark 46 in 2010. This pioneering product was made by adding a rack of additional ten seared French oak staves inside a barrel filled with its regular mature bourbon.



[image: ] FILTRATION


Vodka makers like to brag about the number of times their liquor has been filtered, along with the type of filtration system used, which can run the gamut from charcoal to diamonds. But filtration isn’t only a part of producing vodka, it’s also an essential step to making whiskey, one that at a minimum rids the final product of the barrel char particles. All whiskey is filtered in some manner. This can include anything from gentle straining to more invasive procedures that remove chemical compounds and/or alter the color of the whiskey.


Many brands start by running their whiskey through mesh, paper, or cloth filters, while others use charcoal. The Lincoln County Process famously used by Jack Daniel’s involves allowing the whiskey to make its way through a vat of freshly made charcoal, which naturally filters out impurities. (See here.) This is also one reason whiskey is aged in barrels that have been charred on the inside—that interior layer of charcoal helps to remove unwanted compounds from the whiskey.
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Unless whiskey is bottled at cask strength, it is mixed with some water to bring it down to a specific alcohol level.








Other brands use different filtration processes to remove or lighten a whiskey’s color and even temper its flavor—a practice commonly used for a number of other spirits, including rum and cristalino tequila.


Additionally, most of the big brands of whiskey around the world use some form of chill filtration right before the whiskey is bottled. The liquor is chilled down to below freezing, at which point lipids, proteins, and impurities drop to the bottom and can be removed. Why bother? Without chill filtration, thanks to the lipids, a whiskey can get cloudy if it gets too cold while shipping, or if you add frigid water or ice. Proponents of this process argue that this is a necessary step because consumers would complain if their whiskey got hazy. But there are many critics of chill filtration, who claim it robs a whiskey of some flavor and changes the mouthfeel, which is why they prefer whiskies made without it. Distillers can avoid this step altogether by bottling the whiskey at a minimum of 92 proof (46 percent alcohol by volume), since at that level of alcohol the lipids will remain soluble. The problem is that lipids aren’t soluble in water, so at lower proof they turn into particles and fall out of the solution, which creates this so-called flocking.




Proof vs ABV


What is the big deal about proof anyway? Does it matter? Should we care?


In the United States, the proof of a spirit is twice its alcohol by volume (ABV). That means if a whiskey is 100 proof, 50 percent of its volume is alcohol and 50 percent is water. In the US, all whiskey must be at least 80 proof (40 percent alcohol by volume) by federal regulation, although there is no maximum limit and some cask strength bottlings clock in well above 120 proof (60 percent alcohol by volume).


Here’s why it matters: As a rule, the higher the proof, the more flavor a whiskey contains. You could drink it neat, but to bring the ABV down to a more enjoyable level and reveal a whiskey’s full flavor potential, I would suggest adding a small amount of water. This might sound counterintuitive, I know, but the addition of water triggers a chemical reaction that releases more aromas and flavors. Don’t believe me? Pour yourself two glasses of the same high proof whiskey (well over 90 proof). Add a little water (like a teaspoon or two) to one and then compare them. I promise you’ll see a big difference.


A higher proof whiskey can sometimes work better in cocktails because it can handle the ice dilution from shaking or stirring, and its flavor won’t disappear behind the other ingredients. But like many things about drinking whiskey, the amount of water you add (if any) is a personal choice and really depends on the specific dram. There are 80-proof (40 percent alcohol by volume) whiskies that taste best to me with a splash of water and some potent 120-proof (60 percent alcohol by volume) cask strength whiskies that need nothing. That’s why if I haven’t tasted a whiskey before I’ll try a sip neat and then decide if I need to add a splash of water, ice, or soda.






[image: ] BLENDING


Consistency is one of the biggest challenges facing large-scale distillers. Blending is an essential practice for ensuring a whiskey tastes the same because it mitigates the differences from barrel to barrel. While the flavor of a given whiskey might change ever so slightly from year to year, consumers of big-brand whiskey expect the bottle they buy today to be indistinguishable from the one that they bought last year. So if a whiskey maker is successful, a drinker shouldn’t notice any discernible differences in their favorite dram.


But when we talk about blending, the term means vastly different things depending on where the whiskey is produced. In some places the technique has a negative connotation, though that’s hardly a universal interpretation.


Here’s what it means to blend in a few key whiskey-producing countries.


SCOTLAND: Scotland is famous for its blended Scotches like Johnnie Walker, Chivas Regal, and Dewar’s, which are made from a combination of mature single malts from different distilleries and grain whisky, which is generally produced on a large column still from a mash that mostly contains corn or wheat. Some blenders age the mixture in wooden barrels so the components can “marry” together.


Unless you buy a single barrel bottle, Scottish single malts are also blends—in this case a combination of a number of barrels of whisky from a single distillery. Keep in mind that the age on the label of a Scotch reflects only the youngest whisky in the bottle. So even a single malt might contain various ages of the same whisky.


CANADA: In terms of blending, Canada generally follows the practices of Scotland. Many of the country’s most famous brands are a combination of a wide range of different kinds of fully mature whiskies, like straight rye, straight corn, and even single malt, with a base whisky that is usually made from corn or wheat.


UNITED STATES: In the US, blending has a terrible reputation. This is because low-quality and low-cost blended whiskey have traditionally been sold when straight bourbon or rye is in short supply. Why is this so bad? Imagine mixing two or three bottles of vodka with a bottle of your favorite straight bourbon and adding some food coloring. Yeah, I don’t want to drink that either! But some companies are now making high-end blends of straight whiskies, which can be delicious.


And just like with single malt Scotch, unless you buy a single barrel bottle, every bourbon or rye you buy is a blend of a number of barrels of the same distiller’s whiskey.
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Consistency in big-brand whiskey isn’t just about flavor—the whiskey also needs to look the same from year to year. One bottle can’t be darker or lighter than another bottle of the same whiskey. The tricky part of this equation is that the color of a whiskey traditionally comes from aging it in a charred oak barrel. (Like all spirits, whiskey comes off the still perfectly clear.) How can a distiller reliably control the color of whiskey across tens of thousands or more bottles? In some countries you can add what is called spirit caramel.
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In a number of countries, whiskey makers are allowed to add so-called spirit caramel to adjust the color of their products. However, this practice is not allowed in the US.








This substance isn’t actually caramel but a coloring agent that can be used to create a uniform shade of whiskey. It’s not supposed to add any flavor to the whiskey, although some purists aren’t convinced that it lacks all flavor.


While distillers in Scotland, Canada, and Ireland are allowed to add spirit caramel to their whiskey, distillers in the United States aren’t allowed to add any coloring but have the advantage of using new barrels, which contribute more color. Some countries, including Germany, require brands from every country to disclose on their label if spirit caramel has been added to a whiskey.



[image: ] PROOFING DOWN AND BOTTLING


The last step in producing whiskey is putting it in a bottle. But before a whiskey meets glass, it’s usually first mixed with filtered water to “proof it down” to an enjoyable alcohol level. (Distillers want the water being added at this stage to be as neutral as possible, but it may just be from a municipal source.) As you add water to a spirit, the alcoholic strength naturally decreases and the flavor of the whiskey changes. I once sat in on a tasting as Old Forester set the proof for one of its limited editions—and the addition of even the tiniest bit of water significantly changed the bourbon. It was fascinating to see how the whiskey tasted so very different at each proof point.


Ideally, a brand’s distiller or blender decides what proof is best for each barrel or batch of whiskey. But that doesn’t really work if you have a multimillion-case brand that uses thousands of barrels a year. In that scenario, the brand decides what the house style will be and sets a proof level that they think works best overall for their whiskey. Obviously, the more water you add, the bigger the profit margins and the more bottles you will have to sell, which is why some whiskies have no doubt lowered their proof over the years.


On the other hand there are cask strength whiskies, which aren’t proofed down at all and are generally more expensive because no water is added to the whiskey. These bottlings are generally at a much higher alcohol level and offer drinkers a different flavor perspective than the standard bottling of the same whiskey.


In many countries, the proof minimum for whiskey is 80 proof (40 percent alcohol by volume). But it’s not a blanket international standard. In Australia, for example, the tax rates for liquor are very high and are determined by the proof of a whiskey. It’s why some brands have offered bourbon that is below 80 proof (40 percent alcohol by volume) for sale in Australia—to keep the suggested retail price down. However, because of this lower proof, these special Aussie bourbons can’t be sold in the United States as bourbon, or even labeled as whiskey.
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AMERICAN


Whiskey Landmarks
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1. Jack Daniel’s distillery, Lynchburg, Tennessee


2. Old Overholt Broad Ford distillery, Connellsville, Pennsylvania


3. George Washington’s distillery, Mount Vernon, Virginia


4. Stitzel-Weller Distillery, Louisville, Kentucky


5. Leopold Bros. distillery, Denver, Colorado


6. MGP distillery, Lawrenceburg, Indiana


7. Maker’s Mark distillery, Loretto, Kentucky


8. Heaven Hill Bourbon Experience, Bardstown, Kentucky


9. Wild Turkey distillery, Lawrenceburg, Kentucky


10. Tuthilltown Spirits distillery, Gardiner, New York


11. Castle & Key, Frankfort, Kentucky


12. Churchill Downs Racetrack, Louisville, Kentucky


13. Buffalo Trace distillery, Frankfort, Kentucky


14. St. George distillery, Alameda, California


15. Dickel distillery, Tullahoma, Tennessee
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I blame The Dukes of Hazzard.


For far too long, whiskey in the United States was associated with moonshiners who worked during the dead of night to produce hooch that was so potent you could run your car on it. But moonshine only really became a thing in America in the late 1700s as a proper whiskey distilling industry—complete with rules, regulations, and taxes—was created. As a result, this unaged “white lightning” developed its own separate and distinct outlaw culture as well as a down-and-dirty production style. I too wouldn’t worry about things like sanitation, high-quality ingredients, or barrel aging if federal agents were breathing down my neck!


Thanks to Hollywood and a killer theme song from Waylon Jennings, the reputation of these overall-wearing good ol’ boys and the romantic notion of their Robin Hood–like resistance to unjust distilling laws and taxation has persisted long after the end of the Dukes’s seven-season run on TV. And the show had an unintended consequence that Uncle Jesse and his forebears distilling deep in the safety of the dense Appalachian woods were suddenly and mistakenly credited with originally creating bourbon, rye, and the rest of America’s whiskey industry. Ultimately this thinking contributed to a thirty-year identity crisis for American whiskey with a number of brands leaning into this hillbilly fantasy for their marketing campaigns. As a result, up until recently, only the contributions of Kentucky and Tennessee to US distilling history were remembered and celebrated, while former whiskey stalwarts, including New York, Pennsylvania, Illinois, and Ohio, were largely forgotten and written out of the narrative. Thanks to this revisionist history, for decades America’s whiskies were treated by drinkers like a joke or a novelty, which were far inferior to noble and dignified Scotch. The shame is that American whiskey is no less impressive or less authentic than any other type of whiskey.


In fact, because of fits and starts in popularity, various crises, and near-death episodes, the history of American whiskey is wildly interesting and nuanced. And surprisingly long: Whiskey has been produced in the United States for hundreds of years and its highs and lows often tracked those of the overall country. In very American fashion, the country’s whiskey was created by people hailing from all over the world—some fleeing persecution and oppression, others brought to the US against their will and enslaved, and still others brimming with rebellion and wild ideas. The story of American whiskey doesn’t just reflect the history of the United States, but tells a much more complicated tale about the growth of the country’s modern society and its drinking culture.
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There are more barrels of whiskey aging in Kentucky than there are residents of the state.








American whiskey now typically takes up significant real estate in most liquor stores and is far and away the most popular kind of whiskey sold in the United States. (That is why it’s here in Chapter 2, before Scotch.) But it wasn’t that long ago, the late ’90s, when I remember regularly standing in front of the small American whiskey section in my local liquor store for an uncomfortably long time, trying to decide between Jack Daniel’s Tennessee Whiskey and the very similarly packaged Evan Williams Bourbon. At the time, it was frankly hard to decipher any difference between the two similarly packaged whiskies. Usually, the amount of cash in my wallet ultimately determined which bottle I bought.


I now see a lot of customers wrestling with the same predicament I did decades ago. Ironically, instead of scarcity there’s now a plethora as American whiskey’s fortunes have risen over the last two decades, but people have to answer the same essential question: How do you figure out which bottle to buy?


Read on for the tools that will help you decide as well as the story of how this one-time regional farm product became an international bestseller, and the backgrounds of your favorite brands.


While the story of American whiskey history may not exactly include flying Dodge Chargers jumping through burning hoops, it is actually quite a wild ride. So pour yourself a dram and sit back and enjoy.


Types of American Whiskey


While the United States is famous for making bourbon and rye, there are a host of other types of whiskies made across its fifty states. Here are the most important categories to know about.



[image: ] BOURBON


Thanks to a US congressional resolution in 1964, you can call a whiskey bourbon only if it is produced in the United States—just as Scotch can only be made in Scotland. This standard of identity is now recognized by forty-five countries around the world and codified by international trade agreements. However, there’s a common misconception that bourbon must come from Kentucky. This is not true—it can be made anywhere in the United States. You can now get bourbons from New York, Texas, and California, but Kentucky is still far and away the biggest producer of bourbon. (At last check, there were more than 10 million barrels of bourbon aging in the Bluegrass State.)
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A key part of bourbon’s production process is that it is aged in a new charred oak barrel.










Key Differences


It’s no secret that Americans proudly like doing things their own way, even if most of the world takes a different approach (i.e., see the debate over the metric system). So, it should come as no surprise that distillers in the US have a few unique methods and traditions. Chief among these differences is the fact that most whiskey in America is aged in new charred oak barrels as opposed to reusing barrels, which is a common practice in most other major whiskey-producing countries. These new casks give the whiskey all of its color and make it relatively sweet, with plenty of vanilla and baking spice flavor notes. Another major difference is that most American whiskies are made from a mix of different grains, which are fermented and distilled together. And finally, most American whiskey is produced on a large and efficient column still. No matter the style, whiskey made in the US is practically designed to be used in cocktails and mixed drinks.


Total Consumption: Sales of American whiskey in the United States in 2023 totaled nearly 31 million 9-liter cases.







DEFINING BOURBON




	
• It must be produced in the United States.


	
• The mash (base grains) must be at least 51 percent corn.


	
• It has to be aged in a charred new oak barrel.


	
• The finished whiskey has to be at least 80 proof (40 percent alcohol by volume).


	
• No additives or coloring can be added.


	
• “Straight” bourbon must be aged for at least two years.










No matter where in the United States it hails from, bourbon must be made from at least 51 percent corn. The rest of the mash (the base grains) is usually malted barley and either spicy rye or sweeter wheat. You can even use all four grains to make bourbon. The grains are cooked and fermented together, and the resulting “distiller’s beer” is then pumped into a still.


Bourbon is now usually made in a column still (see here), but since it was first produced roughly two hundred years ago, distillers have used a range of stills to make it and still do! No matter what kind of still is employed, the spirit must adhere to specific regulations created by the federal government. In addition to those listed in Defining Bourbon, it cannot be more than 160 proof (80 percent alcohol by volume) when it comes off the still and no more than 125 proof (62.5 percent alcohol by volume) when the so-called “white dog” (unaged spirit) goes into the barrel for aging. Those federal regulations specify that bourbon must be “stored” (aged) in “charred new oak containers.” In practice, this means unused wooden barrels constructed of American white oak that have been burned on the inside. After one day of aging, the result can technically be called bourbon, but it must age for at least two years before you can call it “straight” bourbon. (But, of course, you would have a very pale and thin-looking bourbon indeed, if you aged it for only a day.)


While there’s a large range of flavors from one bourbon to another, most generally have an inherent sweetness from the corn and a very big vanilla note from the charred oak barrels. Bourbon is generally not smoky or peaty, like some brands of Scotch.
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Bourbon may now be synonymous with America itself, but the country’s residents actually first drank rye whiskey. Unlike bourbon, you can make rye whiskey anywhere in the world—the term is not owned or protected by a single country. In fact, you can now buy rye whiskey made in a number of disparate locales, including Canada, England, Denmark, and Ireland.


And yet the US’s rules for making rye whiskey are arguably the tightest. The federal government mandates that rye whiskey must be made from at least 51 percent rye. Some distillers use an all-rye mash, while others like a mash of 95 percent rye and 5 percent malted barley or one that includes rye, malted barley, and corn, which is particularly popular with Kentucky distillers. Most rye whiskey brands now use a column still or a hybrid pot/column still (see here), but up to World War II it was common to use a three-chamber still (see sidebar). Like bourbon, in the US rye whiskey cannot be more than 160 proof (80 percent alcohol by volume) when it comes off the still and cannot be more than 125 proof (62.5 percent alcohol by volume) at the beginning of the aging process. It must also be aged in what the government calls “charred new oak containers,” or unused wooden barrels that have been burned inside, which are generally made from American white oak. Similar to bourbon, it can technically be called rye whiskey after one day of aging, but it must age for at least two years before it can be called “straight” rye whiskey. Also like bourbon, rye whiskey must be at least 80 proof (40 percent alcohol by volume) when bottled, and adding coloring of any kind is strictly forbidden.
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Before the United States was synonymous with bourbon, rye was its original signature whiskey.








While bourbon is famous for its sweetness, rye tends toward a spicier profile and a more unctuous mouthfeel. Usually, the more rye the whiskey is made from, the spicier and bigger the flavor.


By the early 2000s, rye was almost yeti-like in its availability: There were lots of unconfirmed sightings but with scant evidence that it actually existed in the wild. Thanks to a perfect storm of factors, over the second half of the twentieth century the demand for rye had almost completely dried up and production had almost completely ceased. Just a token amount was produced one day a year by a few bourbon distillers who kept a handful of rye whiskey brands alive. Thanks to the recent meteoric rise in popularity for it, rye is now typically produced one day a month by the big whiskey companies. (By comparison, bourbon is made 24/7 and just stops for scheduled maintenance and major holidays.)




DEFINING RYE




	
• The mash (base grains) must be at least 51 percent rye.


	
• It has to be aged in a charred new oak barrel.


	
• The finished whiskey has to be at least 80 proof (40 percent alcohol by volume).


	
• No additives or coloring can be added.


	
• “Straight” rye must be aged for at least two years.














The Rebirth of the Three-Chamber Still


Until recently, the only place you could see a three-chamber still was in old newspaper articles and vintage distilling manuals. Before World War II, however, this historic still design was particularly popular with rye distillers in the Mid-Atlantic states. (It had even been used for a time by some bourbon distillers in Kentucky.) While the three-chamber still is not very efficient, pumping out just a few barrels a day, it intentionally produces lower-proof alcohol with a higher amount of naturally occurring flavor compounds, resulting in a finished whiskey that was quite rich and complex.


Today, there are only a few three-chamber stills in existence. One was found in the boneyard of spare parts and old machinery at the Long Pond distillery in Jamaica, and is currently being refurbished.


Several years ago, pioneering Denver-based distiller Todd Leopold noticed that the three-chamber still was touted in a study undertaken by the Bureau of Internal Revenue and published in 1907. The more Leopold learned about the still’s design, the more convinced he was of the need to re-create this important lost piece of distilling history.


He got his brother and business partner, Scott Leopold, on the bandwagon and they commissioned renowned Kentucky-based still maker Vendome Copper & Brass Works to build a three-chamber still for them. At great cost and with no guarantee that the still would work or that they would like the whiskey it produced, the Leopold brothers embarked on distilling three-chamber rye whiskey. It was the first time in decades the style had been made.


The first batch of their 100-proof (50 percent alcohol by volume) bottled-in-bond whiskey, produced in 2016 and released in 2021, was astonishingly good and sold out immediately. The brothers then partnered with Tennessee distillery George Dickel to produce a Collaboration Blend, which combines rye whiskey made on the Leopolds’ three-chamber still with rye whiskey made on Dickel’s column still. The idea for this blended whiskey came out of the Leopolds’ research, which revealed that the two types of rye were sometimes combined by distillers back in the day.


Thanks to Leopold Bros.’ success, a number of large and historic rye whiskey brands are currently considering building their own three-chamber stills. I’m now cautiously optimistic that we’ll once again have a selection of these flavorful whiskies to drink.
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George Dickel and Leopold Bros. teamed up to make a whiskey that combines rye whiskey made on a historic and rare three-chamber still with whiskey made on a column still.
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When it comes to Tennessee whiskey, no federal definitions or rules exist. Brands like Jack Daniel’s and George Dickel technically qualify as bourbon, and could be labeled as such if their distillers wanted this designation. (In fact, several years ago Dickel began selling some of its whiskey as bourbon.) Instead, the Tennessee whiskey brands have carved out a niche category and have set up state standards that dictate how to make this kind of whiskey. These rules include that it must be produced and aged in Tennessee and filtered through maple charcoal before the whiskey is aged.


Whether these whiskies are in fact bourbon, regardless of how they’re labeled, has engendered fierce and lengthy debates on social media among whiskey experts and aficionados. (Trust me when I say you don’t want to raise this issue with American whiskey superfans.) Generally, the folks who insist that Tennessee whiskey is not bourbon but its own style, base their case on how it tastes different because of the charcoal filtration process the spirit goes through. This is the point that Jack Daniel’s argued with the federal government when its distillery reopened after Prohibition ended.




DEFINING TENNESSEE WHISKEY




	
• The whiskey must be produced in Tennessee.


	
• The mash (base grains) must be at least 51 percent corn.


	
• It must be filtered through maple charcoal before it’s aged.


	
• It has to be aged in a charred new oak barrel.


	
• It must be aged in Tennessee.


	
• The finished whiskey has to be at least 80 proof (40 percent alcohol by volume).


	
• No additives or coloring can be added.


	
• “Straight” Tennessee whiskey must be aged for at least two years.








Why Is Jack Daniel’s Charcoal Mellowed?


Jack Daniel’s, far and away the most famous spirit brand in Tennessee, and perhaps in the United States, uses something called the Lincoln County Process to make its whiskey. It’s the term you see repeatedly on its label or may hear on a commercial, but likely have no idea what it actually means—and there’s no reason on earth why you should.


While the name could inspire a host of mysterious or creative theories, it actually refers to something mundane: a type of charcoal filtration. Thanks to Jack Daniel’s enduring popularity and the fact that for many years it was the only whiskey distillery in the state, now all so-called Tennessee whiskies have to be charcoal filtered before aging.


Sure, most whiskey, no matter where it is produced in the world, is filtered in some manner, but the Lincoln County Process is unique in that it happens before aging and is certainly more invasive than other types of filters employed by many brands. Thanks to the charcoal, impurities, as well as some flavor compounds, are removed. If Jack Daniel’s skipped this step, its finished whiskey would certainly taste very different.


Here’s how it works: After Jack Daniel’s makes its spirit, the distillate is dripped through giant vats that contain 10 feet (3 meters) of charcoal and two wool blankets that remove the dust from the alcohol. It takes ten days for the spirit to finally reach the bottom, where it’s captured and poured into a new charred American oak barrel.


The distillery even makes its own charcoal by burning great piles of sugar maple wood, which is a prized material for making briquettes, since it’s strong and has a subtle sweetness. (According to a piece in the trade publication Bonfort’s Wine and Spirit Circular that ran in December 1905, this process is done outside “so as to avoid the creosote which develops in kiln-burned charcoal.”) While the fire is controlled, it’s still a risky maneuver so close to a facility producing millions of gallons of high proof alcohol each year. This is why the brand has its own fire department on-site, including a fire engine.






[image: A close-up of a surface covered with charcoal.]

Tennessee whiskey brands Jack Daniel’s and George Dickel make their own charcoal, which is an essential element of their production processes.








So why did Jack Daniel originally begin to charcoal filter his whiskey back in 1866? It was a costly and labor-intensive step that wasn’t necessary. Well, no one is exactly sure why Daniel started doing it in the first place. The only reasonable explanation I can imagine for why the Lincoln County Process began was that the brand’s original distillers were trying to remove something from the spirit. Was it an off smell? An odd flavor? We don’t know. But I can tell you that an unwanted note usually intensifies as a whiskey ages, so it’s better to remove it as soon as possible, and before aging begins.


According to newspaper advertisements at the beginning of the twentieth century, Jack Daniel’s originally used a horizontal two-chamber wooden still before switching to giant column stills. Perhaps those early stills produced a funky “white dog” or maybe they scorched the grain residue in the liquor—both of which were common problems for American distillers in the 1800s. Charcoal filtering could be used to alleviate either problem and improve the whiskey’s flavor.


In fact, according to an 1896 piece in the Nashville American about Lynchburg and Moore counties and the history of Jack Daniel’s, charcoal “leeching” was reportedly done locally before the Civil War to remove “much of the impurities of the still—the verdi gris and the fusil oils.” That reference would seem to prove my theory but, as with many mysterious elements of unique production protocol, we might never have definitive proof of why Jack Daniel’s started mellowing their whiskey with charcoal. Furthermore, charcoal filtration wasn’t an uncommon process in the early American whiskey industry.






[image: A bottle of Jack Daniel's whiskey reads, "Jack Daniel's Old Number Seven Brand, Tennessee Sour Mash Whiskey, Distilled and Bottled by Jack Daniel Distillery, Lynchburg, Tennessee, USA, Forty Percent Alcohol by Volume, Eighty Proof." The bottle is positioned upright against a dark background.]

Each drop of Jack Daniel’s Tennessee Whiskey is filtered through 10 feet of homemade charcoal before it’s aged in a barrel.








In a memoir-like essay in Bonfort’s Wine and Spirit Circular by George C. Buchanan, who was a whiskey broker and president of the Newcomb-Buchanan Company, he wrote that in early whiskey distilling most farm distillers made rough “high wines” that were blended together and redistilled. He added that: “Until about 1850 there was no other means of purifying this product than by the use of pulverized charcoal.” An undated broadsheet from the New York Public Library’s Liebmann collection, which looks to be from the 1800s, offers detailed instructions for this filtration process. It opens by saying: “Charcoal is the greatest absorbent in nature, and if it be put into the most impure, still burned, or stinking liquor of any kind, it will absorb all its flavor and other impurities, and render it perfectly flavorless and pure—we have then only to separate the liquor from the Coals, by straining it through sand, and it will be complete.”


While Jack Daniel’s doesn’t use sand to remove the coal, it does employ a wool blanket layer to make sure none of the dust makes it into the barrel. Until I read this broadsheet, I could never understand the purpose of the cloth, which of course now makes a lot of sense.


Since Jack Daniel’s is the most famous Tennessee whiskey, what the brand does tends to define how the entire state differentiates its whiskey from bourbon. In 2013, the company’s entire production process was used by the Tennessee General Assembly to create a definition for the state’s signature whiskey, which includes the requirement that it be “charcoal mellowed.”


As we have seen, the practice of charcoal mellowing was not started by Jack Daniel’s, even if the distillery’s is now synonymous with the Lincoln County Process. So did Jack Daniel and his master distiller Nathan “Nearest” Green (see here) improve upon the process? Quite possibly, but we currently have no evidence of that happening.
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The newest American whiskey category is single malt, which is just a few decades old. The first malt I heard about being produced in the United States was called The Notch. The whiskey debuted in 2000 and is made by the Triple Eight distillery on Nantucket Island, off the coast of Massachusetts. But the truth is that Steve McCarthy at Clear Creek distillery in Oregon and Lance Winters at St. George Spirits in the Bay Area had already been making pioneering single malts at the time. The category has now exploded—at last count the American Single Malt Whiskey Commission had nearly a hundred distillery members, who make a wide spectrum of whiskies. Whiskey Del Bac in Tuscon, Arizona, even smokes the malted barley for its Dorado single malt by toasting it over a fire made from local mesquite wood.


After years of lobbying by distillers, in December 2024, the federal government established an official and distinct category for American single malt. While this bureaucratic pronouncement might not sound like a big deal, it legitimizes this type of whiskey and ensures that there is consistency across the many distilleries making it.


The federal regulations require that single malt be made exclusively from malted barley and produced at just one distillery. It must be both distilled and aged in the United States. Distillers can age the whiskey in a new charred or uncharred barrel. They also have the option, like Scotch makers, to age their whiskey in a used barrel, which is important since the flavor of new oak can overpower the delicate malt flavor. (A used barrel is also more economical and more sustainable.) If a whiskey is at least two years old, it can be sold as straight American single malt whiskey.




DEFINING AMERICAN SINGLE MALTS




	
• The mash (base grains) must be 100 percent malted barley.


	
• A single malt must be made at a single distillery.


	
• The whiskey has to be aged in a used, or a charred or uncharred new oak barrel.


	
• You’re not allowed to add to the whiskey any neutral spirits, coloring, or flavoring, except spirit caramel.


	
• The finished whiskey must be at least 80 proof (40 percent alcohol by volume).










DEFINING CORN WHISKEY




	
• The mash (base grains) must be at least 80 percent corn.


	
• It does not need to be aged, but may be aged in a used or new oak barrel.


	
• It cannot be aged in a charred barrel.


	
• The finished whiskey has to be at least 80 proof (40 percent alcohol by volume).


	
• “Straight” corn whiskey must be aged for at least two years.
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While bourbon contains plenty of corn, there is a separate category for whiskey made from at least 80 percent corn—corn whiskey, sometimes also called white whiskey. The rules for producing corn whiskey are very similar to those for producing bourbon, except when it comes to aging. Corn whiskey doesn’t have to be aged at all, or it can be matured in a new or used oak barrel. The barrel just can’t be charred inside.


These are big differences—the other major American whiskey categories require aging in a barrel that is both charred and new. Generally, in America barrels can’t be reused. I imagine that the federal government has written different aging regulations for corn whiskey because the spirit would be overwhelmed by the wood flavor from the barrels. It also may be a nod to corn whiskey’s humble origins, when it was made on farms in small quantities. Interestingly, the federal government does not specify the type of corn you must use to make the spirit, even though different varieties would make a huge difference in the finished product. (In fact, Waco, Texas–based Balcones has won acclaim for its Baby Blue Whisky, which is made from locally grown roasted blue corn.)


Corn whiskey doesn’t typically get much attention in the spirits world and is too often treated like the punch line to a stale joke. And there are just a handful of corn whiskies still available. But many sought-after bourbons, if they were bottled without being aged or if they were aged in an uncharred barrel, would be classified as corn whiskies. The category certainly has its fans, who appreciate these smooth and creamy corn-laced spirits that aren’t overly complicated. One of the most widely available corn whiskies is Heaven Hill’s aptly named Mellow Corn. It may have a truly old-timey label, but make no mistake, the bottled-in-bond 100-proof (50 percent alcohol by volume) whiskey is quaffable and a guilty pleasure for a number of top bartenders.






[image: A bottle of Mellow Corn Kentucky Straight Corn Whiskey distilled  and bottled by Heaven Hill Distilleries, Louisville, Kentucky, fifty percent alcohol by volume, one Hundred proof, bottled in Bond under U.S. Government Supervision with a copyright notice at the bottom.]
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No one generally talks about blended whiskey made in the United States—and probably for good reason. It is not a small category, but it’s held in very low regard thanks to the fact that most blends are a mix of straight bourbon and neutral grain spirit—essentially whiskey-flavored vodka. The federal regulations state that a blended whiskey must be at least 20 percent straight whiskey, which means it theoretically could be a staggering 80 percent neutral grain spirit. As a result, bottom-shelf brands like Fleischmann’s Preferred or Seagram’s 7 cost less than $15 a bottle—several dollars less than entry-level blended Scotches, like Clan MacGregor.


Blended whiskey has played an important role in American whiskey history. It was a stop-gap measure when bourbon and rye were in short supply after the repeal of Prohibition as well as during and after World War II. By adding neutral grain spirit to bourbon or rye distillers could stretch their supply of whiskey.


As you can imagine, the problem with American blended whiskey is that it doesn’t have much flavor and is generally inferior to Irish, Scotch, or Japanese blends. Which begs the question: Why do those other blends taste so much better? The short answer is that, in those non-American blends, the base isn’t neutral grain spirit but aged whiskey of some kind. It’s an approach that could certainly be taken in the United States—the use of neutral grain spirit is not required. A few brands have already taken this route, including Blackened, High West, Keeper’s Heart, and Milam & Greene. In the next few years, I suspect we’ll see the rise of a new generation of blended American whiskies that don’t use any neutral grain spirit but are instead a blend of straight whiskies.




DEFINING AMERICAN BLENDED WHISKEY




	
• The blend must contain at least 20 percent straight whiskey.


	
• The finished whiskey must be at least 80 proof (40 percent alcohol by volume).








American Whiskey History, Part I: Rise of an Empire


Although the United States didn’t invent whiskey, the country has become synonymous with a couple of the spirit’s bestsellers: bourbon and rye. The story of how these whiskies developed and evolved is as fascinating as they are delicious. Born from a simple means to preserve excess grain, along with the desire to get the most out of one’s land and livestock, whiskey distilling developed into a massive US industry that sells millions of bottles a year that are prized by drinkers around the world. Its rise and development was also very American in that it was built by a wide range of immigrants, including Dutch, German, and Jewish people, as well as enslaved Black workers.


The story of whiskey development in the United States includes one dramatic twist after another, including a recent crash so severe the industry almost didn’t recover. It’s a history every bourbon and rye drinker should know.






[image: A group of six individuals gathers around a large pot over a fire in a forested area. One person kneels by the pot, another pokes the fire with a stick, while others stand or sit nearby. A tent-like structure is visible in the background, along with a body of water.]
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No one would blame you for thinking that once the English pilgrims stepped off the Mayflower onto North American shores they immediately set up stills and began making bourbon and fixing Mint Juleps. And while that would make one hell of a yarn, bourbon—despite its recent claims—was not the first spirit made in the colonies. In fact, it wasn’t produced anywhere in what would become the United States until the late 1700s.


We do know that Willem Kieft, director general of the Dutch Colony of New Netherland, set up the colonies’ first still on Staten Island in New York harbor in 1640 and made some kind of booze from rye and corn. But you couldn’t call his spirit whiskey—it was likely unaged and probably more of a cross between moonshine and vodka.


So, what did people drink in colonial times and early after independence? The answer may surprise you: rum.


The New England colonists were involved in a system of trade and production with Britain’s Caribbean colonies, dubbed the triangular trade. At the time, sugar was an extremely sought-after commodity and very expensive. In Europe, sugar was traditionally made from beets, a labor-intensive process that didn’t result in a large yield. To feed their continent’s sugar rush, early European explorers quickly realized that the Caribbean islands would be the perfect place for growing sugarcane on a massive scale. However, they needed an army of laborers to work the fields and process the cane juice into sugar crystals. But these Caribbean islands had few residents at the time, so the colonists brought enslaved workers from Africa to these sugar plantations.


The triangle of the so-called triangular trade worked like this: Manufactured goods from England, Portugal, France, and other European countries were brought to Africa and exchanged for enslaved workers. The enslaved workers were transported from Africa to the Caribbean to make sugar. The finished sugar was sent to Great Britain and Europe, and the triangle was complete. An important role of the North American colonies was to receive the molasses from the sugar processing and turn it into rum. The rum was drunk in the colonies, but also sent to Great Britain and Europe.


The East Coast of what would become the United States was once dotted with rum distilleries. It might seem odd now given rum’s association with tropical climates and cocktails, but it was originally the signature beverage of Bostonians. “By 1750, when the rum trade was at its height, there were sixty-three distilleries in Massachusetts, and the city of Newport, Rhode Island, alone had thirty distilleries. Nine hundred vessels traded in rum out of Boston,” said H. F. Willkie, who ran production for Joseph E. Seagram & Sons in Kentucky, in a lecture to the Newcomen Society in 1947.


This unholy system of trade fell apart when the colonists on the East Coast decided that they were done with Britain’s inherently unfair system of “taxation without representation,” and revolted. While dumping tea into Boston Harbor was the opening act of the American Revolution, it was another beverage—rum—that was transformed by the break from Britain.




George Washington: America’s First Celebrity Liquor Brand Owner


War hero George Washington, who parlayed his success leading the revolutionary army into the presidency of the new United States, was also the owner of a distillery that produced rye whiskey and fruit brandies—making him arguably the owner of the country’s first celebrity liquor brand.


Washington was certainly not the typical liquor maker, but the rise and fall of his distillery helps explain the origins of the modern whiskey business in the United States. On the banks of the bucolic Potomac River sits his home and plantation, Mount Vernon. During his time owning it, the estate comprised 7,600 acres (3,076 hectares) and housed hundreds of enslaved people who worked the property.


The manager of the plantation was a Scottish immigrant named James Anderson, who suggested that Washington turn some of his rye grain into whiskey. A 2,250-square-foot (209-square-meter) distillery was ultimately constructed on the estate, with five copper pot stills that were heated directly over small fires. The actual work of making whiskey was done by Washington’s enslaved workers. This was no side project, but a serious undertaking—the distillery produced 11,000 gallons (41,640 liters) of whiskey in 1799, which made the former president a handsome $7,500 profit (some $120,000 today). Later that year, Washington passed away at the age of sixty-seven, after a short illness.


After his death the distillery was shut down. Ultimately it was destroyed in a fire, and was largely forgotten. In 2006, with the help of the Distilled Spirits Council of the United States, it was reconstructed and is now used to make spirits once again.


That is where the story usually ends, but if you dig deeper into the distillery’s history it is emblematic of the whiskey industry’s early struggles—and the country’s ugly reliance on slavery.






[image: Portrait of President George Washington, who was also a distillery owner.]

George Washington is famous for being a war hero and the United States’ first president, but he was also a successful entrepreneur.














[image: A large stone distillery building with a sloped roof on Mount Vernon, is next to a narrow water channel with a lock mechanism. The building with multiple windows and a wooden structure extending from its side is surrounded by a grassy area.]

After leaving the White House, George Washington owned a distillery on his plantation, Mount Vernon, which made rye whiskey.








Washington’s will stipulated that his enslaved workers would be freed once his widow, Martha Washington, died. Fearing that she might be killed by the workers to invoke this clause, in December of 1800 Martha freed all the enslaved workers at the plantation that she could. (Some of the enslaved workers were owned by Martha’s family and could not be freed by her but were required to be passed on to other members of her family.) But without Washington’s enslaved workers it wasn’t economically viable for Mount Vernon’s distillery to continue and it closed in 1808, which shows just how much these early distilleries (and the United States economy in general) depended upon enslaved Black labor.


This aspect of Mount Vernon’s history and the story of American whiskey is not usually discussed but is incredibly important—it helps explain how the country’s spirits industry was, in many cases, built directly on the back of enslaved labor. These workers not only did the distilling and all the other related jobs but are still largely left out of the accepted history and given none of the credit for helping to create the country’s whiskey industry.


Washington’s rebuilt distillery now serves as a monument to him and to his industrious plantation manager, but it should rather be treated as a monument to honor the enslaved workers who actually made the whiskey—so they and all other enslaved distillers won’t be forgotten again. May Washington’s distillery stand forever.





After the colonies’ improbable victory over their far larger and better-equipped overlord, the British crown naturally tried to prevent any supplies, including molasses, from reaching its former subjects. (One can easily imagine King George thinking: Let’s see how long they last without rum!) But it turned out American pioneers were industrious in numerous ways—and were in no danger of going thirsty.
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