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INTRODUCTION


No country in the world is as diverse as the United States. From the Norse descendants in Minnesota to the Spanish-influenced residents of Texas; from the Irish diaspora of Boston and New York to the Mormons of Utah and the Amish of Pennsylvania, the nation is the broadest of broad churches.


With that diversity comes huge contradictions. What other country could serve up a political choice for its leader between a white American middle-class populist such as Donald Trump and a politically liberal metropolitan elitist such as Hillary Clinton? Or provide solace for tens of thousands of socially conservative God-fearing Christians, and yet be home to the largest hardcore porn industry on the planet? In America, you can bear arms in the street, but jaywalking is frowned upon. And nowhere does the American dichotomy reveal itself more than in the area of alcohol. America not only invented the cocktail, but it elevated it to a position in society where it symbolized class and sophistication. No other place can match New York, Chicago, and New Orleans (and, indeed, a host of other American cities) in the hedonistic pursuit of happy hour. America, with its huge mix of cultures and ethnicities, produces a vast range of different alcoholic drinks, and it produces them very well.


On the other hand, this is also the nation where a rich puritanical streak has drawn a cloud over the alcohol industry throughout its history, and a prohibitionary shadow has stalked it for as long as white settlers have lived in it. There is a view that America and not Scotland could have dominated the world of whiskey had it been allowed to—and the standard spelling of the word whiskey would have been with an ‘e’— but the temperance movement put paid to that. Even today, many counties in America remain dry, including Lynchburg, Tennessee, where one of the world’s biggest-selling spirits is produced but cannot be consumed.


Even within the alcohol-tolerant part of America there are huge differences—and there is a chasm of difference between a style bar in Manhattan, and the rock and roll whiskey bar Delilah’s in Chicago.


The contrast between the two worlds of whiskey was summed up for this writer in 2005 at the Kentucky Bourbon Festival, which takes place over a week in September, and is broadly based around Bardstown, which lies some 66km (40 miles) south of Kentucky’s biggest city, Louisville.


It was about 10am on the Sunday morning of the festival and we arrived at the festival site to find it all but deserted, though there was one couple sat on a bench. She was breastfeeding, he was wearing dungarees, checked shirt, and cap. It turns out he had been practicing turkey calling. This is a spin-off sport from wild turkey hunting, which involves dressing up in camouflage, strapping yourself to a tree, and then impersonating a female turkey to attract a male turkey so that you can shoot it. It’s a dangerous sport, partly because wild male turkeys get annoyed when they realize you’re not a female, but mainly because wild turkey hunters have a habit of mistaking other hunters for turkeys, and shooting them.


But if you’re good at turkey calling, you can enter competitions, some of which are televised, to be the best turkey impersonator, and you can win considerable amounts of money. It seems that our man, who goes by the competition name of Mother Clucker, was pretty good at it, and he also knew where everyone was.
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‘They will be here presently,’ he said, ‘but right now they’re in the church. Round these parts folk sin pretty hard, and if you’re gonna drink hard liquor on a Sunday afternoon, then you gotta pray on Sunday morning.’


Kentucky is on the frontline between traditional and liberal. To the Southern states it is in the North, to a Northern state it is in the South. Travel there, though, and you know it’s in the South. The Ohio River is effectively the border, and everything about Kentucky, from grits to country music, and from accents to baseball caps, is Southern.
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Then, of course, there’s bourbon. While bourbon can be (and increasingly is) made anywhere in the United States, its spiritual home is Kentucky, and its capital is Bardstown. But the State has the same split between the Christian belt and the alcohol producers, retailers, bars, and consumers. Kentucky is a staunchly Republican state—it voted 66 percent for Donald Trump—and many of its counties are dry. Bourbon producers will tell you that only since the turn of the millennium has the whiskey industry recovered from the negative reputation it was historically saddled with. Whiskey tourism based around the world-famous distilleries scattered around the state is an even more recent phenomenon.


While researching this book, I traveled to Louisville for the first time in seven years, and was astounded by the transformation. Louisville is a liberal city, full of young hipsters and a cool food and drink culture. But when I met Mother Clucker in 2005, bourbon wasn’t part of it. With the exception of the Bourbons Bistro, there were no bourbon restaurants pairing the state’s rich and tasty food with the spirit. There was barely a reference to whiskey anywhere in the city.


An urban bourbon trail with just five members wasn’t set up until 2008. Bourbon was almost a dirty word, and whiskey writers quit Louisville at the earliest opportunity, and headed out into the rural parts where bourbon is made.


How times change! Today the urban bourbon trail has more than 30 members, and its governing body is having to turn bars and restaurants away. The tourist folk will tell you that no bar hoping to survive in the city would be able to do so without offering a decent, if not extensive, bourbon list. There are many new whiskey visitor centers in the city, including the Evan Williams Bourbon Experience and the Jim Beam Visitors’ Experience; posters along the streets promote the drink; old buildings in Whiskey Row, the traditional whiskey-producing district, are being refurbished as distilleries.


Nowhere is the change in attitude better demonstrated than at the Frazier History Museum. What was a struggling old-fashioned black-and-white photo venue has been totally transformed and, in August 2018, opened as an official starting point for both the urban and suburban bourbon trails, a one-stop shop for whiskey lovers to learn about bourbon, to plan their time in the State most effectively, and to further understand how whiskey weaves its way through Kentucky’s turbulent history.


At the core of the new offering is a high-tech interactive ‘education center’ where visitors can use computer technology to trace bourbon family histories, and trace where the Beams, the Boones, and the Elijah Craigs fit into the whiskey story. A drab waste ground has been landscaped into a colorful tropical garden, packed with exotic flowers and stunning butterflies; bourbon has stepped out of its dungarees and into the finest tailor-made suits. All the dots have been joined up, so that from one central point the visitor can see bourbon in its geographical, historical, and social context, and get the bigger picture of Louisville’s birth on the waterfalls of the Ohio, and its trading links to the Mississippi down to New Orleans.


Unsurprisingly, big money has contributed to this bourbon revolution, and the Brown Formans, Jim Beams, and Heaven Hills are all over the story. It would be remiss of a book such as this not to put the big companies into context and give them the credit they deserve. But they’re not what this book is about.


The reason I went to Louisville was to catch up with Kentucky’s new wave of whiskey distillers. It borders on sacrilege to say it, but I didn’t even travel out to Bardstown. We’re seeing a changing of the guard, and while Bardstown will jealously hold on to its title of bourbon capital of the world, I suspect we’re seeing a bid by Louisville to go one better. This wonderful, characterful city is going all out to be the world’s most important whiskey city. Indeed, only Dublin can give it a run for its money.


In Louisville, the sons and grandsons of distinguished Woodford Reserve master distiller Lincoln Henderson are making fine whiskey under the name Angel’s Envy. In 2018, Michter’s joined Old Forester on Whiskey Row, and just around the corner Peerless is making rye and bourbon by methods that contradict the accepted way of making bourbon in the state.


These distilleries are part of a national revolution in craft distilling—though neither Peerless nor Angel’s Envy are that small—a movement that has resulted in hundreds of new distillers making not only traditional American whiskey but also developing their own take on styles such as single malt whiskey. Moreover, the micro-distilling boom seems to have unleashed the American entrepreneurial spirit. Creative and innovative new drinks styles—some are whiskeys, some are technically not—are bringing a fresh generation of drinkers to the whiskey category, and the temptation to give up stressful city jobs for stress-free and sedate distilling careers has attracted a glittering array of new distillers, many from the unlikeliest of backgrounds.


Kentucky has dominated this introduction, but it doesn’t dominate this book. The craft distilling revolution is a national phenomenon, and it’s evolving so rapidly that it would be impossible for anyone to keep up. Telling the story of the new wave of craft distilleries is like painting the Golden Gate Bridge—an endless job and you’re bound to miss bits. But Whiskey: America has found distilleries with great stories in the snowy winter wastelands of Alaska, on the sun-scorched plains of San José, and just about everywhere in between.


Since 2008, distilleries making everything from absinthe to apple brandy have sprung up, and when it comes to whiskey, there are distilleries at every stage of the production cycle. Many have thought short-term and are trading moonshine and un-aged corn whiskey; others have met the definition of an American ‘straight’ whiskey, and are bottling at two years old. Others have put whiskey aside in warehouses and are preparing for the long haul.


We’ve even already reached the stage that American craft brewing reached a few years back: a fallout has begun; distilleries are shutting as well as opening as market factors kick in and the survival of the fittest gets under way.


There has been much debate about what the word ‘craft’ means. All whiskey production is artisanal by definition, and the brewing of grain followed by the distilling of the brewers’ beer to make distilled grain spirit is done pretty much the same way (depending on the whiskey style) no matter how big the distillery. The finest bourbons are produced by large producers such as Buffalo Trace and Heaven Hill, and are none the worse for the size of the distillery. Conversely, a whiskey produced in a dustbin in a garden shed isn’t necessarily good because it is produced on a small scale. Indeed, the chances are it won’t be good at all.


Some of the new distilleries are sizeable—Balcones, Corsair, Angel’s Envy are just a few of the new whiskey-makers producing large volumes of whiskey for export, and their whiskeys are excellent. But they are included here because they epitomize the values of the craft distilling movement.


When the first whiskeys from the new producers started to reach out across America, traditional producers either ignored them or criticized them. But now the situation has changed in two important ways. Firstly, many of those traditional distillers have taken an ‘if you can’t beat them, join them’ attitude, and initiated whiskey-based projects of their own. Secondly, many of the new whiskeys have reached standards that are winning them fans not just in the United States, but across the world.


In Whiskey: America we look at the history and evolution of American whiskey, at the pioneers, at the first wave of new distillers, who started making different whiskey styles back in the 1970s, and mostly at the new micro-distilleries. We describe the taste of the best of the new whiskeys, and provide an introduction to some of the bars in America and elsewhere where the new wave of whiskeys can be enjoyed.


Whiskey: America is designed to help readers to orientate themselves in the potentially confusing modern world of craft distilling, and embolden them to explore the new products and outlets that are currently emerging all the time.
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CHAPTER 1



AMERICAN WHISKEY HISTORY


There has been American whiskey for as long as there has been an America. George Washington owned a distillery, Abraham Lincoln extolled its virtues, and there was even a rebellion over a whiskey tax introduced to pay off the costs of the War of Independence. Bourbon got its name either from a County in Kentucky or a New Orleans street named in honour of the Frenchmen who helped the Americans in their struggle for independence. Many of the thousands of European migrants, many of them farmers, brought with them their distilling skills. Rye whiskey and then corn whiskey were shaped and improved in parallel with the civilization of American society.
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THE EARLY PIONEERS


When we think of American whiskey, Kentucky and Tennessee first come to mind. Really, though, we should start at the beginning, in Virginia, Pennsylvania, and Maryland. And we shouldn’t focus on bourbon, which is made with corn, but on whiskey made with rye.


Whiskey communities are farming communities. Across Ireland, Scotland, and Alpine Europe, and in Sweden, France, Wales, and England, farming is never far from a whiskey story. It’s obvious when you consider that whiskey is made with grain, yeast, and water. Most early whiskey stories start with an individual making spirit, and the easiest way to source grain is to grow it yourself. Often not with the specific intention of making alcohol—in many cases, a surplus of grain grown for other purposes was used rather than allowed to go to waste.


It made sense economically to run excess grain into alcohol: the spirit fetched a higher price than the grain it was made from, and it was better for farmers to grow crops, make spirit and then swap it for quality footwear or clothing, rather than grow fewer crops and make bad shoes. It was this use of grain spirit as currency that shaped the early whiskey stories.


Later, people moved around the world in search of riches or to escape poverty and persecution. Famine in Ireland, land clearances in Scotland, and the Temperance Movement in Wales led many to seek new lives in North America, where a wave of immigration lasted from 1650 to 1800. Among the arrivals were farmers with distilling skills, including ancestors of Jack Daniel and Evan Williams.


The British and Irish weren’t the only ones to head west. The Dutch, also skilled in distilling, started arriving in 1626 and settled along the Hudson River. Germans came too, among them the Boehm family, who landed after the War of Independence and started distilling in Maryland from 1795.


Many British and Irish settlers remained on the east coast in Virginia, Pennsylvania, Maryland, and North Carolina, where rye could be grown. The whiskey they produced was a rough, fiery, spicy spirit—the ‘red eye’ drunk by cowboys in Western movies.


In those early days, though, whiskey wasn’t common. The pioneers fermented and then distilled fruit, particularly apples. Brandy was more popular than whiskey.


The period between 1775 and 1800 was crucial for the development of the Kentucky whiskey industry. Although settlers were flooding in from Europe, Kentucky County remained populated mainly by Native Americans until 1775, when the introduction of a policy that gave land to farmers who agreed to grow corn proved irresistibly attractive to many residents of Pennysylvania, Virginia, and North Carolina. The most famous of these early settlers was Daniel Boone, a founder of the State of Kentucky.


And so it was that farming helped to develop the land—it wasn’t just corn that was grown, but also hemp and tobacco. And with the corn came the first versions of bourbon—a rough and ready corn whiskey that has nothing in common with today’s spirit.
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Whiskey Country: The beautiful Cumberland Gap National Historical Park, on the borders of Kentucky, Tennessee and Virginia.


GEORGE WASHINGTON, VIRGINIA, AND WHISKEY


The shaping of America’s fledgling whiskey industry had a lot to do with George Washington, the first President of the United States. In 1794, his government imposed a tax on alcohol to fund the debt incurred by the War of Independence.


The levy sparked what became known as the Whiskey Rebellion. Many of the protestors were war veterans. The demonstrations often turned violent. When the farmers of Pennsylvania learned that their counterparts in Kentucky County were evading the tax, many of them moved south to do likewise. Thus was created a concentration of whiskey-makers in the fertile regions south of Ohio.


It is ironic that Washington should have set off this chain of events, since he had provided whiskey as a tonic to his troops, and described the spirit as ‘essential to the health of the men’. He even owned a distillery. He had purchased a plantation at Mount Vernon, in Fairfax County, Virginia, in 1761. At the end of the 18th century he began making rye whiskey in what became one of the biggest commercial distilleries of colonial times, with 50 mash tuns and five copper stills. It produced 50,000 liters (13,208 gallons) a year, which were sold un-aged on site and to local merchants. Washington’s recipe was 60 per cent rye, 35 per cent corn, and 5 per cent malted barley.


Today, a replica of the distillery at Mount Vernon offers a visitor experience that includes tasting a rye made to the original recipe, served by workers dressed in period costume.
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I predict a riot: Protestors tar and feather a tax collector during the Whiskey Rebellion in Pennsylvania 1790s.
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An early advertisement for Belle of Nelson Old Fashioned Hand Made Sour Mash Whiskey.
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An antique print of Louisville from 1874.



KENTUCKY—A COMING OF AGE


Farther West, life remained tough for the early settlers, and their frequent skirmishes with Native Americans sometimes escalated into major armed confrontations. Yet slowly but surely, permanent European settlements were taking shape, and, with them, whiskey distilleries were beginning to emerge. One such place on the Kentucky River, originally established in 1775 and known from 1787 as Frank’s Ford—later elided into Frankfort—quickly became a popular stopping point for travelers and grew into a wealthy town.


To this point Kentucky had been claimed by Virginia, but the people in the new settlements increasingly wanted to govern themselves. They were a long way away from Richmond, the state capital, the journey to and from which was along a route fraught with danger. They felt unable to protect themselves from Native American attack because they had to seek authorization from the Governor of Virginia to use the militia. And they wanted to be able to trade with settlements along the Mississippi River, which Virginia forbade them from doing.


During the 1780s there was a growing initiative for Kentucky independence. Eventually, after a decade of politicking and legal negotiations under the leadership of Daniel Boone, Kentucky became the 15th State of the Union in 1792. The state capital was Frankfort, which by this time had become a thriving city. Its prosperity spawned a distillery, Buffalo Trace, which in due course became a major producer of whiskey.


Kentucky’s largest city, Louisville stands on a stretch of the Ohio River where a series of waterfalls prevents the smooth passage of shipping—early traders had to unload their boats and carry their goods past the rapids. And they would either have to carry their vessels, or hire other boats on the far side. Service industries grew up here as a result.


At the heart of Louisville was Whiskey Row, where liquor merchants traded and prepared their spirits for transportation down to New Orleans and beyond in charred barrels. Why the containers were charred is a matter of debate. One theory is that they were burned in order to banish the smell of fish, pickles, and other products that they had previously contained; another is that the barrels first used had been recovered from a warehouse fire. It is more likely that the technique was picked up from rum producers, who had long known that barrel-aging made their spirit smooth and mellow.


Bourbon as we know it today evolved in the 19th century, to a great extent due to the work of James Crow, who applied science to the spirit and brought consistency to it. He is credited with the introduction of the sour mash process to whiskey-making, though this, too, was already known to rum producers. Sour mash is the process of adding the remains of the previous distillation—a mix of grains stripped of their sugars and the grain swill—to the start of the next distillation. This minimizes the bacteria that can make the flavor variable. Crow also brought in innovations that controled acidity and unwanted chemical reactions in the bourbon-making process.



BOURBON TODAY


Bourbon is now made all over North America, but its roots remain firmly in Kentucky, which has the perfect environment for its creation. There’s plentiful corn, of course. And calcium-rich water, which also produces strong-limbed racehorses. The long, hot summers and sharp winters are ideal for the liquor’s maturation.


Kentucky bourbon has been successful ever since Evan Williams founded the state’s first commercial distilleries. It will continue to prosper no matter how popular or numerous the new distillers become. Indeed, the industry currently struggles to meet demand. Maker’s Mark 46, for instance, was launched eight years before there was enough of it to export to the United Kingdom.


Bourbon whiskey is protected by law, and the rules governing its production are stricter than those for any other spirit. Or at least they are in theory. In practice, some of the new distillers interpret what can and cannot be called bourbon very loosely.


By definition, bourbon is a spirit made in the United States from a fermented mash comprising at least 51 per cent corn. It must be distilled at no higher than 160 proof (80 per cent ABV) and put in virgin oak barrels at a strength of not more than 125 proof (62.5 per cent ABV). Whiskey can be called bourbon after only one minute in the barrel, but to be called straight bourbon it must be matured for at least two years.


The barrel can theoretically be made from any species of oak, but in practice it is American white oak that is nearly always used. The casks can be of any size, and the corn content may be, and normally is, rather greater than the stipulated minimum.
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Rest in peace: Oak barrels in a stone warehouse at Woodford Reserve Distillery






THE ‘ORIGINAL’ DISTILLERIES OF KENTUCKY



The principal difference between Tennessee whiskey and bourbon is that Tennessee whiskey is made using the Lincoln Process of ‘charcoal mellowing’; admirers contend that this makes for a smoother and less bitter whiskey. The rules governing bourbon state that nothing can be included in the whiskey-making process that would significantly change the final flavor of the spirit.
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Maturing 1792 bourbon at the Barton distillery in Bardstown.





BARTON 1792 DISTILLERY


BARDSTOWN


This is nothing like the prettiest distillery in Kentucky, and it has a checkered past, having changed names as well as ownership twice in recent years. But it is a working distillery with a big job to do, and it is home to several of the nation’s least glamorous but best-loved bourbons, including Very Old Barton and Tom Moore.


The name of the distillery is the same as that of its best-known brand, which in turn takes its name from the year Kentucky achieved statehood. Barton was for years the only working distillery in America’s whiskey capital. Although it’s no longer alone, it’s the oldest working distillery in Bardstown, having been founded by Tom Moore in 1879. Many of its buildings were built in the 1940s, and the distillery boasts 29 barrel-aging warehouses. Recently opened to the public, the distillery now offers three tours: the Barton Tradition Tour, the Bushel to Bottle Tour, and the 1792 Estate Tour.
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Testing their strength of bourbon at Barton on July 1, 2017.





BROWN-FORMAN DISTILLERY


LOUISVILLE


The Brown-Forman Company owns Jack Daniel’s. The name ‘Brown’ is synonymous with whiskey in Louisville, and it’s fitting that the company’s main bourbon distillery should be in the city.


Formerly known as Early Times, the distillery still produces a whiskey of that name, along with Old Forester and bourbon destined for Woodford Reserve. It was set up in 1870 by George Gavin Brown, a pharmaceuticals salesman who perceived a need for high-quality whiskey as a medicinal aid for various ailments. He teamed up with his half-brother and started to put whiskey in sealed glass bottles. Until that time whiskey was bought in barrels, and it was not uncommon for unscrupulous retailers to siphon off some of the whiskey and add water to the cask. The Browns thus ensured that their whiskey reached the buyers unadulterated.


Early Times is 79 per cent corn, 11 per cent rye, and 10 per cent malted barley. Old Forester is 72 per cent corn, a weighty 18 per cent rye, and 10 per cent malted barley. The rye content makes for a complex and spicy whiskey.


Different yeasts are used for each whiskey. Old Forester is matured in new oak charred barrels. Some of the Early Times spirit is matured in used barrels. It is therefore not a bourbon, and is described on the label as ‘Kentucky whiskey’.
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The Brown Forman Distillery in Louisville, Kentucky.






BUFFALO TRACE



FRANKFORT


Buffalo Trace occupies land originally settled in 1775 when Hancock and Willis Lee set up Leestown. The settlement became a stop for travelers and grew into a thriving community. Built in 1857 and originally called Ancient Age, this was the first distillery to use steam power in the production of bourbon.


Buffalo Trace produces the eponymous bourbon found in bars worldwide, premium brands such as Blanton’s, and some of Kentucky’s most iconic whiskeys: Van Winkle, Eagle Rare, and Sazerac Rye.


In addition to industrial-scale whiskey production, there is a small still where the distillers experiment, and a special warehouse for ‘works in progress’.


Among the legends who have worked here are Colonel Albert Bacon Blanton (55 years’ service); George T Stagg, whose name adorns one of the world’s best bourbons; Pappy Van Winkle; and Elmer T Lee, who checked whiskey on the site right up to his death in 2013, shortly before his 94th birthday.
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Roll ’em out: Workers unload barrels at Buffalo Trace Distillery Frankfort, Kentucky.





FOUR ROSES


LAWRENCEBURG


It’s traditional at the Kentucky Bourbon Festival to head out on the Friday morning to Four Roses for the annual ‘Let’s Talk Bourbon’ event. If you’re lucky, you’ll get a fine late summer morning, when the lawns are covered with dew and sunlight filters through the trees. You can eat grits and crispy bacon, drink strong black coffee, and meet other bourbon lovers. It’s a wonderful experience in one of the world’s prettiest distilleries. Not that you’d recognize it as such; it looks more like a Spanish hacienda.


The bourbon’s different, too, both from other bourbons and from the original Four Roses, which was a very ordinary blend before it was withdrawn from the domestic market.


Four Roses was bought in 2002 by Japanese company Kirin and relaunched in 2004 in America, where it had to battle hard to lose its old image. The key to doing that was getting folk to taste it. It wasn’t uncommon to find master distiller, Jim Rutledge, manning Four Roses tasting stands in shopping malls.


Tasting is all it requires, because this distinctive floral bourbon is a delight. The standard version comprises ten individually produced bourbons that have been aged for five or six years. A small-batch version is made up of four of the ten whiskeys, and one of the whiskeys is selected for a single-barrel version.
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Do the mash: The mash house at Four Roses Distillery.





HEAVEN HILL


LOUISVILLE


Heaven Hill produces some of Kentucky’s most iconic whiskeys, including Evan Williams, Elijah Craig, and Rittenhouse Rye. Head out to Bardstown and you’ll find the Heaven Hill visitor center and some huge warehouses. The distillery’s not here though—a fire in 1996 destroyed it, and production is now at the Bernheim Distillery in Louisville.


Heaven Hill is still independently owned by the Shapiro family, who have made great efforts to raise the profile of Louisville bourbon, not least by opening the Evan William Experience in Whiskey Row, the attractions of which include an authentic speakeasy bar.
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White oak barrels at Heaven Hill Distillery in Bardstown.






JIM BEAM



CLERMONT


Jim Beam is the world’s best-selling bourbon, and in Kentucky only the name Boone is as famous as Beam.


Beam is an Anglicization of Boehm, the name of a family that traveled from Germany and settled first in Maryland, then moved to Kentucky.


The first Beam to distill was Jacob, in 1795, and his great-grandson David established a new distillery in the mid-1800s at Clear Springs, near what is now the Clermont Distillery. But it wasn’t until the end of Prohibition in 1933 that Beam moved to its present site.


The current premises are home to the American Outpost, where visitors can look round the old Beam family home. Another visitor attraction has also been opened in Louisville.


The company was sold in 1967 to American Brands, which changed its name first to Fortune Brands, and subsequently to Beam Global.


In 2014, Japanese giant Suntory bought Beam to form Beam Suntory, which thus became the third biggest drinks company in the world.


The standard Jim Beam white label is matured for four years. The black label version is aged for eight years and is a beauty. In the early 1990s, Beam launched four small-batch whiskeys. The first to be released was Booker’s, named after Jim Beam’s grandson, the legendary brand ambassador Booker Noe.


Three more whiskeys were subsequently released: Baker’s, named after relative Baker Beam; Basil Hayden’s, named after Booker’s cousin; and Knob Creek, matured for nine years, named after Abraham Lincoln’s childhood home in Kentucky.


Beam is also responsible for producing three of the most iconic and respected whiskeys: Old Crow, Old Grand-Dad, and Old Taylor.
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Beam me up: the Jim Beam Stillhouse, one of the stops on the Kentucky bourbon trail.
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Fill ’em up: Bottles at the Jim Beam Distillery in Clermont, Kentucky.






MAKER’S MARK



LORETTO


Maker’s Mark is a young bourbon brand produced on one of the oldest whiskey-making sites. It’s Kentucky’s most southerly distillery, and the farthest away from Louisville. It is situated on land made up of extensive exotic gardens, and there is a sedate feel to it. On the road down to the creek from the distillery you’ll find The Quart House, one of America’s oldest remaining ‘retail package stores’. Before Prohibition, local residents would come by horse and buggy to have their quart jugs filled directly from whiskey barrels stored here.


The bourbon produced on site is soft, sweet, and gentle. The recipe was created by Bill Samuels, Snr with a little help from his friends on Whiskey Row and at the Stitzel-Weller Distillery, which is now home to Bulleit and owned by Diageo, but which once produced the sort of wheated bourbons typical of Weller and Van Winkle. Samuels wanted to convert new drinkers, and to broaden his product’s appeal to women, so it wasn’t just the taste that had to distinguish it. Everything about the new Maker’s Mark was unconventional, from the red wax sealing to the unusual name. Even the word ‘whisky’ sets it apart, because it’s spelled without an ‘e’ as a respectful nod to the Scottish ancestry of the Samuels family.


Maker’s Mark is made slightly differently from other bourbons. The distillery eschews the normal hammer to crush the hard corn, preferring a roller mill because it believes the hammer causes scorching of the grain, which imparts a bitter note. The spirit is put into the cask at a lower than normal 110 proof (55 per cent ABV). During maturation the barrels are rotated, a costly and time-consuming process.


For many years, this distillery made only one whiskey, and as part of the tour the guide would let visitors taste both a younger and an older version of the bourbon in an effort to demonstrate that six years is the only age that works for Maker’s. An excellent new version of the bourbon was introduced in North America in 2010. Maker’s Mark 46 is the standard whiskey with added spice. This is achieved by emptying the cask after several years of production, adding to the cask some seared French oak staves (with the stave toasting level of 46, hence the name), and then refilling the cask with Maker’s.


A new visitor center was added to the distillery at the start of the new millennium, and among the attractions was the opportunity to purchase a bottle with a personalized label and a wax seal.
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Ruby wax: Sealing bottles at Maker’s Mark.
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The Maker’s Mark Distillery at Loretto.






WILD TURKEY



LAWRENCEBURG


The 21st century has been remarkably kind to whiskey, and few varieties of the liquor have surfed the wave more successfully than Wild Turkey.


For many years this iconic bourbon seemed to be treading water, living off past glories and its reputation as a heavyweight whiskey, relying on the legendary status of its master distiller, Jimmy Russell, but appearing increasingly out of touch with the rapidly changing world of spirits.


That all changed in 2009, when Gruppo Campari bought the brand from Pernod Ricard, which had owned it since 1980, and set about reshaping it. Campari has an admirable track record when it comes to buying whiskey brands. It seeks out distilleries in which independent family values are important, and then invests in them without interfering, enhancing their principal assets while leaving day-to-day operation to the established management.


Wild Turkey now has state-of-the-art facilities and a new bottling and packaging plant. A total of $100 million has been spent on it.


The whole Wild Turkey range was given a thorough packaging overhaul, and the famous 101 whiskey was joined by a softer, more mainstream 81 proof version to appeal to a new generation.


The key issue for Wild Turkey is that it has always been a big, flavor-rich bourbon, and Campari has respected and even encouraged that. Its core is unchanged, despite the change of ownership. There are now two master distillers named Russell—Eddie now has the same title as his father—and the whiskey is as good as ever.


The new distillery is one of the biggest in North America. It occupies 12,500 sq m (134,000 sq f) and can produce a staggering 50 million liters (11 million gallons) of spirit a year—more than twice its former capacity. (In addition to the Wild Turkey products, Campari’s SKYY vodka is bottled here after being shipped from Illinois.)


Wild Turkey doesn’t disclose its mash bill, but Jimmy Russell has suggested that the corn content is in the low 70s, which is less than that of any other bourbon. With the exception of its rye, all whiskeys are made to the same grain mash bill. The spirit is put into the cask at just 110 proof (55 per cent ABV), because, according to Russell, less of the flavor is lost that way.
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Real wild one: The iconic Wild Turkey 101.






WOODFORD RESERVE



VERSAILLES


Woodford County is everything you might expect Kentucky to be. Traditional homesteads with trimmed lawns and perfectly maintained gardens are scattered across it, white fences surround bluegrass fields, and within them the healthiest pedigree horses you will ever see canter in graceful splendor.


Woodford Reserve occupies a site by Glenn’s Creek. It was here that Oscar Pepper hired James Crow, the man who would create the framework for modern bourbon.


The distillery, called Labrot & Graham until 2003, is beautiful and sedate. The tour is relaxed, and the site has been developed to accommodate visitors.


Wisely, owners Brown-Forman have not turned Woodford Reserve into a bourbon-producing museum. Master distiller Chris Morris acknowledges the past, but honors Crow’s memory by adopting his experimental approach through bottlings that explore different parts of the whiskey-making process. These have included a bourbon made using four grains instead of three; a whiskey finished in a Sonoma-Cutrer wine cask; a sweet mash whiskey in which the backset was not added to the distillation; and a ‘four-wood’ bourbon.


This distillery differs from others in Kentucky because it uses pot stills, as they do in Scotland, rather than column stills. These have enabled Morris also to make two single malts.


The smallest of the ‘traditional’ distilleries, Woodford Reserve is genuinely ‘small batch’, making just 40 to 50 barrels of whiskey a day.
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Oak barrels at Woodford Reserve Distillery.
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Woodford Reserve’s unique pot stills.









THE ‘ORIGINAL’ DISTILLERIES OF TENNESSEE



The principal difference between Tennessee whiskey and bourbon is that Tennessee whiskey is made using the Lincoln Process of ‘charcoal mellowing’; admirers contend that this makes for a smoother and less bitter whiskey. The rules governing bourbon state that nothing can be included in the whiskey-making process that would significantly change the final flavor of the spirit.
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Let it burn: Piles of maple wood ready for burning at the Jack Daniel Distillery.






JACK DANIEL’S



LYNCHBURG


Jack Daniel’s enjoys a cult status that few other drinks can match. At the headquarters in Lynchburg there is plenty of branded merchandise on sale in a visitor center that features a courthouse and a square of shops and cafés. The distillery itself is vast, but visitors see little of the vast maturation warehouses or the bottling halls. What the tourist gets shown is more theme park than whiskey distillery.


You do get to see the original water source for the distillery in a small cave, however, as well as various statues, and the safe that Jack Daniel is said to have kicked, thus sustaining the injury that would eventually result in his death. There is also a chance to see the spirit dripping through almost 3m (10ft) of charcoal before it’s put into barrels. Every drop of the millions of gallons of Jack Daniel’s made every year must undertake this journey. Another highlight of the tour is a visit to where maple wood is burned to produce the charcoal, which, once cooled with water, is added to the vats and spirit is filtered through it. It is replaced every three months.


In every other way Jack Daniel’s is produced as bourbon on a vast scale. The still house is a seven-story building. There were 16 fermenters on site, and 4 copper column stills, but more than $100 million has been spent recently on expansion so that number has increased. Jack Daniel’s famous Old No. 7 is the distillery’s main product, but in recent years there has been more focus on Gentleman Jack and the company’s single-barrel range. Brand extensions include the flavored spirits Tennessee Honey and Tennessee Fire.
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A matter of taste: sampling spirit at the Jack Daniel Distillery.





GEORGE DICKEL


CASCADE HOLLOW


George Dickel distillery today is sited about 1.5km (1 mile) from the site founded in 1877 by Dickel himself. The distillery was called Cascade, and the whiskey was originally called Cascade Tennessee whiskey. However, since Dickel died in 1894 the bottles have always borne his name.


The State of Tennessee outlawed whiskey in 1910, and the distillery was closed. The business moved to Louisville, Kentucky. The names Dickel and Cascade were acquired eventually by national drinks company Schenley Industries, and in the 1950s the owners decided to bring the Dickel name back to Tennessee, building a new distillery there in 1958. The brand is now owned by Diageo.




[image: Illustration]


By George: The general store at the Dickel distillery.









THE FIRST WAVE OF CRAFT DISTILLERS



The first drips of the current distilling revolution can be traced back to 2003; in 2007 the trickle turned in to a stream; in 2011 the stream became a flood.


Before then the American whiskey landscape was well and truly dominated by Kentucky and Tennessee, but some other distilleries across the United States have been offering something new and different to drinkers since before the current cart boom. This first wave of craft distillers had to battle against the odds to produce and establish whiskeys that had no precedent. Every one of them has survived and prospered by creating impressive and original produce.
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The Anchor distillery.






HOTALING & CO.



SAN FRANCISCO


If micro-distilling has a father figure, it’s Fritz Maytag. He has retired now, and he sold his business in 2010, but his legacy lives on through a range of almost-impossible-to-find but fantastic whiskeys made to historical recipes.


Maytag bought the Anchor Steam Brewery in San Francisco in 1965 and started distilling in 1994. The distillery, tucked away at the back of the brewery, makes a renowned gin named Junipero.


Its whiskeys are all barrel-strength and made with 100 per cent rye. Old Potrero Single Malt No. 1 is matured for a year in new, uncharted barrels, and is rich and oily; Old Potrero Single Malt Rye is matured for three years in new charred-oak barrels; and Old Potrero Hotaling’s is perhaps the most complex of them all, an oily monster bursting with citrus notes and fresh grains.
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Old Potrero Straight Rye Whiskey.
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The stillroom at Anchor.






CHARBAY WINERY AND DISTILLERY



ST HELENA, CALIFORNIA


The winery was founded by Miles Karakasevic, another legendary figure in the history of the American craft distilling industry, and the baton was picked up by his son, Marko. The distillery was added in 1999, and since then releases have been sporadic but markedly original. The first was a four-year-old ‘whiskey’ named Double Barrel Release One—an early example of how craft distillers in America are operating at the margins, because most definitions of whiskey would exclude a spirit made with hops.


In 2013, a whiskey was released which had spent six years in charred new American oak barrels and a further eight years in stainless steel—so strictly a six-year-old whiskey. Other releases include a ‘whiskey’ distilled from stout, and a whiskey matured for 21 months in French oak.


At the end of 2017, a 16-year-old spirit was released, again made from beer; this was described on the label as ‘hop flavored whiskey’.
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The Charbay whiskey range.
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The Charbay Distillery.






CLEAR CREEK DISTILLERY



PORTLAND, OREGON


Steve McCarthy set up the Clear Creek Distillery in 1985 to make a range of European-style spirits. But his McCarthy’s Oregon Single Malt Whiskey is one of the earliest examples of American craft distilling and remains one of the very best. It’s a bold and unique whiskey that is as far removed from bourbon as it’s possible to get.


It is made from an unhooked, peated wash made by a local brewery, and is distilled in a Holstein pot still. The spirit is matured in various woods for at least three years.
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The Clear Creek Distillery.





EDGEFIELD DISTILLERY


PORTLAND, OREGON


McMenamin’s Edgefield contains many things within its 30 hectares (74 acres): a hotel, a winery, a brewery, and a cinema; it also has its own golf course. In addition to all this, it has a distillery making a large range of spirits, including several whiskeys, and has a history stretching back to 1998. The most famous of its products is Hogshead Whiskey, which proudly steers away from the whiskies of Scotland, and the whiskeys of Ireland and Kentucky. The company owns a second distillery: Cornelius Pass, which opened in 2012.



ST. GEORGE SPIRITS



ALAMEDA, CALIFORNIA


St. George Spirits was set up in 1982 by Jörg Rupf, who has been variously described as a maverick and a genius. It makes an amazing absinthe, a chili vodka, and some very tasty gins.


Its whiskeys are highly impressive and well made. A favorite is Baller, which amply demonstrates the innovation that micro-distillers are capable of bringing to the world of whiskey. It is made with 100 per cent American barley, and distilled in eau de vie pot stills. It is aged for three to four years in used bourbon casks and French oak wine casks, as well as filtered through maple charcoal. It is finished in casks that had held house-made umeshu (a Japanese style of plum liqueur made entirely from California-grown ume fruit). Distiller Lance Winters describes Baller as ‘a California take on the Japanese spin on Scotch whisky’. Now that’s really something different.
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The impressive distillery at St. George Spirits in Alameda, California.





TRIPLE EIGHT DISTILLERY


NANTUCKET


Alongside Nantucket Vineyard and Cisco Brewery, Triple Eight Distillery opened in 2000, and makes a range of spirits and liqueurs including a bourbon. But its reputation has been built around Notch (as in ‘not Scotch’), a malt whiskey matured in a mixture of barrels previously used to store bourbon, Cognac, Sauterne, various other types of wine, port and sherry.


The original Notch was released as an eight-year-old but there is a ten-year-old expression and the 12-year-old has won a Liquid Gold award and scored 96.5 in Jim Murray’s Whisky Bible.


Triple Eight has been looking to other malt-making American distilleries with a view to launching an American blended malt whiskey.


STRANAHAN’S


COLORADO


The company says that the Stranahan’s distillery was forged by friendship and fire and it was. Firefighter Jess Graber and brewer George Stranahan struck up a friendship after the former was called out to a fire at the latter’s premises. Their mutual love of whiskey led to Stranahan’s single malt, which is made differently from the whiskies of Scotland.


The distillery has also released a number of special malts matured in ex-sherry, ex-wine, ex-rum, and ex-tequila casks.






TRADITIONAL STYLES OF WHISKEY AND HOW THEY ARE MADE


In this book we examine American micro-distilling and some of its main practitioners. Many of them are operating at the margins, experimenting with different methods, and exploring new flavors. Some of the new spirits stretch existing definitions of what whiskey is, and some step way over the mark. That’s not necessarily a bad thing, as long as we remember where the traditional lines are drawn.


It may be that the new ‘whiskey’ styles will eventually form a drinks category of their own, distinct from what currently constitutes whiskey. So it’s worth pausing to look at what the traditional styles are, and how they are made.


There is no universal agreement as to what constitutes whiskey, although most would define it as a spirits drink distilled from grain and made from grain, yeast, and water. From that definition, whiskeys from different parts of the world go in different directions. Scotland, Ireland, and America have their own definitions of the different styles of whisky/whiskey they produce. Scotland’s definitions of what may be called a single malt whisky or a blended malt whisky have been adopted by all European producers. For instance, whisky must be matured for a minimum of three years in Europe. Distillers in other parts of the world accept that rule.


But not in America. It is one of whiskey’s great ironies that the rules governing the production of bourbon, rye, and wheat whiskey are some of the world’s most stringent, and yet spirits may be called whiskeys with very little or even no maturation in wood. While there are many positive sides to craft distilling, a few of the new producers are flying under the radar and muddying the waters. The term ‘flavored whiskey’ is used in America but would not be acceptable in Europe.


There are ways around the rules without breaking them. The Copper & Kings Distillery in Louisville makes brandies, apple brandies and absinthe, and has distilled craft beers. Its Brewskey is described, not as whiskey, but as ‘spirits distilled from grains with hops. Finished in oak barrels’.


The emergence of new distilleries in Tennessee raises a question. If a whiskey produced in the state doesn’t use the Lincoln County method of charcoal filtering, can it be called a Tennessee whiskey, or should it be ‘whiskey from Tennessee’?
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Jim Beam’s beer and spirit still.
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Washbacks at Maker’s Mark.
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Copper pot stills at Town Branch Distillery in Lexington, Kentucky.






BOURBON



The principal grain in bourbon is corn or maize—at least 51 per cent, normally more. A small amount of the recipe will be malted barley, because this acts as the catalyst for alcohol conversion. A third grain, normally wheat or rye, is also included. There have been examples of four- or even five-grain whiskeys. These may still be bourbons as long as the corn content is above 51 per cent. The grain must be cooked before being mashed. This is done in a number of ways, but often in what are effectively over-sized pressure cookers.


Corn is cooked first, at the highest temperature. Then the heat is reduced and rye or wheat added, and finally, at an even lower temperature, malted barley.


Distillation takes place in a still known as a column still, a continuous still or a Coffey still. As one of these names implies, it is a continuous process, and up to five stills can be operated in tandem.


The round stainless steel stills may be huge. Interspersed down the inside of the still is a series of copper plates, which are perforated to allow spirit and liquid to pass through them.


Alcohol is obtained by passing steam under pressure at high temperatures up the column, where it meets the unfiltered mash. The alcohol evaporates, with the most volatile spirits rising as vapor, and the others passing down the column and being collected.


The process is repeated a second time, and may be repeated two or three more times until the spirit, now drinkable alcohol, is collected.


The first still is known as the beer still; the second distillation is carried out in a doubler. The liquid here will have a strength of mid- to high-60s ABV.


Some distilleries replace the doubler with a thumper, so named because of the sound made when the vapors make contact with the hot water.


The spirit, known as white dog, is now put into a new barrel made of white oak that has been charred or toasted over fire, and the level of charring or toasting will vary depending on the bourbon being made.


Nothing may be added to the spirit at any point.



OTHER GRAIN WHISKEYS



The mash for making American whiskey can be made up of any combination of grains, but in every case there must be a minimum of 51 per cent of one type of grain if the whiskey is to be described as bourbon (corn), rye, wheat, or oat whiskey.


Micro-distilling has seen some exciting developments to the mix of grains: both Adnams in England and Pun in Italy have made Triple Grain whiskies; Ireland’s Teeling Whiskey has played with its mash bills, and there are four- and five-grain whiskeys in existence. In America, grains such as quinoa and triticale have been used successfully to make whiskey.


All grain whiskeys must be matured in new white oak barrels that have been charred or toasted. That maturation spell does not have to be two years, but at least two years’ maturation is required to merit the term ‘straight whiskey’.
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No grain, no gain: Display of grains that go into the mash bill at Woodford Reserve.






CORN WHISKEY AND MOONSHINE



Corn whiskey is different from bourbon for three reasons. Firstly, the corn content must be 80 per cent or more. Secondly, corn whiskey doesn’t need to be mauled in a barrel at all, and if it is, it’s normally for a short time, typically no longer than six months. Thirdly, if a barrel is used for maturation it must be un-charred or must have been used previously.


Many micro-distillers are making what they are calling moonshine, but to all intents and purposes these are corn whiskeys that have not been matured in wood. The whole concept of modern moonshine is a misnomer because the name correctly refers to a whiskey distilled secretly and illegally to avoid taxes.


Most modern moonshine, then, is un-aged corn whiskey or white whiskey, produced legally.


To make corn you need to malt it, which means getting it to grow and then stopping the process by heat. Next the corn is mashed, heating it so that enzymes from the malt begin to convert from starch to sugar. Yeast is added to ferment it. This may take two weeks. It is distilled in the same way as bourbon, on a continuous or column still. Collect the finished product of the distillation process, and then distill it a second time. This increases purity. Then it should be matured in used or un-charred oak casks for as long as desired.
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Moonshine runs from the still at Casey Jones Distillery in Hopkinsville, Kentucky.
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